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A LAY SERMON ON CHURCHYARDS AND EPITAPHS.

In an hour of morbid melancholy the poot sings of earth
becoming “dark wiih the shadows of the tombs.’ It isan
anuatural and repulsive idea to associate skulls and crossbones
and the like horrible paraphernalia with Death, to paint him
as a gaunt skeloton armed with a scythe, wandering to and
fro in the world, ruthlessly mowing down youth and age. It
is botter philosophy and better religion to fizure Death as one
of God's brightest angels continually travelling between earth
and heaven, bearing messages of love, with voiLe soft as the
sutumn wind, that whispers to the dying blossom. and hand
as gentle ns tho snow-flakes that weave their shroud above the
perished flower.

« Weep not for the dead, neither bemoan him,” was the
counsel of the propbet of old, but how diflicult the task to act
upon it. Bereavement mourns over the grave as if the one
¢he loved was lying in the darkness beneath; she will not
pause to reflect, to know and comfort herself with the know-
ledgo that all that endeared the lost one,~—iost only for awhile,
—the nobleness of soul, the beauty of mind, go not down iato
the grave, but rise from the bed of death upon the wings of
immortality. Itjis the dust alone which returns to the dust.

#The luxury of woe” has lost much of its spiritual signifi-
cance, and is become grossly materialised. Nowadays it has a
prico in the market. We measure our grief by the length of
our crape. We have establishments whose # melancholy plea-
sur¢” is to supply mourning at various rates and in various
shades, o as to accommodate the wildest heartbreak and the
most microscopic grief. Only at the grave do we discover
what a good or amiable or noble-hearted individual the de-
parted was. We get up subscriptions for a monumental tomb
to the genius or talent that for nigh a lifetime begged a morsel
of bread from us, and got a stone,—after death,—and we in-
scribe on it an epitaph to tell posterity how highly the de-
parted wasghonoured during life, how deeply regretted after
death. ¢ Falge as an epitaph,” is an old saying. * Here lies,”
is a common and equivocal commencement. There is a paint-
ing in Hampton Court, representing the Day of Judgment ;
the graves are open, and some of the reanimated corpses are
rushing about, carrying their tombstunes with them , unfor-
tunately the artist has been beneath a tombstone for a century
or two, and the idea he wished to convey is buried with him.
Could it be that he supposcd the dead would on the Great Day
of Accourt use their then epitaphs as testimonials ?

An ey itaph is too frequently an ornamental grief , if 1t were
not 80, nothing could teach a morv solemn lesson ; nothing
could better win the heart of man to think kindlier of hig
fellow-men ; for ali that was lovable in a friend becomes still
more lovely, all that was hateful in one we deemed an enemy
is robbed of‘ugliness when friend and enemy aro laid in the
arave. Death draws a curtain betwcen us and the departed
through which we see them beatified, as we see a calmer love-
liness in the landscape when veiled iu the golden haze of tae
morning.

It is a feeling of natural picty that causes us to record upon
the gravestone the nsme and virtues of the deceased ; and
those that say,

“Wo have no'nood of names or cpitaphs,
Wo talk about the dead by our firesides,”

are actuated by a feeling flowing from the same source.
Each churchyardis a volume of Earth's great treatise on
Death ; its printed pages are the records on the tombstones;
there are in it also blank pages—nameless graves—eloquent
in their silence. Nature bends her blue eye on each hillock
in the churchyard, nothing unlovely or repulsive meets her
gaze ; she only_sees that which was once the tenement of a
soul,

s "Turning to daisios gontly in tho grave.

It was o beautiful thought of olden Saxon piety to name
the burial-ground God’s Acre,—a sacred land at whose borders
man should put off pride and vanity ; a field never to be up-
turncd by the plough, into which the husbaudman should
nover cast the giain to be quickened for the sickle of the
reaper; where that seed alone may be sown which is to cor-
rupt amid corruption, and to rise incorruptible when God
gathers in the harvest of time.

An epitaph being the uttcrance of sorrow, should be bricf.
The character of the individual whom it commemorates should

bo given, but not in detail,—a scrupulous minuteness is apt to
convoy the impression that tho truth has not been strickly
adhered to, and a multiciplity of words is generally the index
of assumed sorrow. Aun old epigram says,

* With most of opitaphs I'm grievod,
So vory muoh is said
One half will never be bolieved,
Theo othor novor road.”

If the departed was a kind husband, lst that be said, without
noting the various domestic duties which he so lovingly dis-
charged ; if a charitable man, let the simple fact be tuld
without turning the tombstone into a subscription list (no un-
common practice,) by detailing the vavious sums he gave
during life, or bequeathed at death, for benevolent purposes,
and astonishing future genorations with the information that
he was president of a soup-kitchen, or honorary secietary tu a
coal-distribu‘ion society ; if a soldier, where is the necessiy to
enumerate tho number ¢f legs lost and stumps wou in the
cause of glory? if an author, let no * complete list of the
author's worsks"” bo furnished ; and let not a physician's epitaph
become a ¢ qguack advertisement,” recording wonderful cures
ho had performed during his life; in short, an epitaph should
be brief, and writtea in langnage that will appeal to the hearts
of all who read 1t. It should be free from the arrogance that
approprintes heaven and eternal happiness, and, on the grave-
stone, boasts of the possession in words such as these (— [
am with the blessed.” It should refer to the hope that stretches
beyond the grave, to the uncertainty of life, and the certainty
of death, and the tone of :t all should teach that

¢ Tho glories « f our birth and state
Aro shadows, nt substantial things,”
The more condensed an epitaph is, the better, Pope wrote
for Dryden’s tomb :—

¢ This Shefliold raised. The saecred dust below
Was Dryden once. The rest who does not know ? **
1t was not adopted. How much grander the one word that ..
cupies its place :—
“Drydon.”

What an intensity of affection in the simple inscription :—

¢ Hero lies Willio,

Aged 8 months.”’
The simple notice, ¢ Hore lies Willie,” would have given
scope for wide conjecture, but ¢“aged 8 months” pictures at
once the infant sitting on tho shore of life suddenly snatihud
away from the murmur of the sunny wavelets. Our best cpitaphs
aro incorporated with our literature. What need is there of
quoting Milton’s on Shakspeare, Ben Jonson’s on the Countess
Dowager of Pembroke, or Garrick's on Hogarth ?

Into the subject of epitaphs written by poets for themselves
there is little space to enter. That of Thumas Hood is almust
perfect,—+ He sang the Song of the Shirt.” Thomas Campleil
wished that ¢ Author of Gertrude of Wyoming” might be re-
corded on hig memorial stone, but his wish was not carnied gut,
Matthew Prior wrote for himself such an epitaph ag might
have been expected :—

“Nobles and Heralds, by your leave
Heoro liog what onco was Matthow Prior,
Tho son of Adam and of kKye,

Can Stuart or Nassau claim higher?”
In vivid contrast to this is the self-written epitaph of Robert
Burns :—

. . .

‘ The poor inbabitant bolow
Was quick to learn and wiso to know
And keonly folt the friendly glow,
nd softer flame;
But thoughtless follios laid him low,
And stain’d his namo.”

The age of conventional epitaphs is gone, suchas # Sickuess
was my portion, physic was my food,” &c., and # Afilictious
sore,” &c., the ago of conventional tombstones, on which were
displayed crossbones and grinning skutls and cherubs, that
strongly resembled owls and parrots in their general contovs,
has departed and in the place of the latter we have a conven-
tionality quito as ridiculous, quite as absurd. Who has cver
entered a cemetery without being annoyed with the number
of quasi broken pillars, torches extinguished, or about to be sv,
and the ewers and towels and double-handed jugs, that are
suggestive of nothing but bedrooms and barber’s shops?
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