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that has mediated our pain 

 



Introduction 

This Pastoral Project Report is an account of the planning, implementation and 

evaluation of a three-session series developed to further the spiritual formation and grief 

education of parishioners who feel called to minister to their bereaved sisters and 

brothers. The sessions, called “Grief in the Context of Christian Community,” were given 

at St. Monica Parish, in Indianapolis, Indiana, during January and February 1999. The 

first two sessions were repeated at St. Thomas Aquinas Church in March. 

St. Monica Parish’s bereavement ministry program began about three years ago. 

During this period its mission broadened to include several more services than it did 

when it first began in 1996. Because more people are needed to serve, and because some 

normal attrition common to all volunteer ministries had occurred, the bereavement 

ministry issued a call for new members. Several new people responded to the call. The 

leadership realized that it was necessary to provide training for these new people, as well 

as continuing education for the experienced volunteers. 

I was asked to develop a program that would nurture the call of new ministers and 

give encouragement to those continuing in this ministry. Because of my background as 

an educator and my own formation in theology through the MAPT program and 

considerable experience in bereavement ministry, the ministry’s facilitator asked me to 

put the program together. 

This training opportunity was extended to those who had indicated an interest in 

forming a bereavement ministry at St. Thomas Aquinas Church in Indianapolis, where I 

serve as the pastoral associate. Professional ministers from two other churches also asked  



to take part, so that our bereavement formation sessions actually impacted on four 

parishes. 

The presenters were all lay persons, most employed as professionals in ministry 

and social work, with the exception of a businesswoman who presented a session on 

cultural diversity and grief. Among the participants, who will strengthen bereavement 

ministries at both churches, are social work and health care professionals, as well as 

people from other backgrounds. 

I will always carry with me the joy of producing this project in collaboration with 

such spirit-filled colleagues. I believe that the process was well sustained and the sessions 

so successful because we had formed as a small Christian community. I want to thank 

Shirley Alveal for her love and confidence in me, Becky Borel and Maureen Shea for 

their enthusiasm and expertise and Jim Welter for his presence during all the sessions and 

his powerful presentation during the third. 

 



Chapter I 

Pastoral Project Proposal 

I. Definition of a Pastoral Concern: 
Formation Process for Parish Bereavement Ministers 

A. Description of the Pastoral Concern 

Shirley Alveal, oncology social worker and the facilitator for the Bereavement 

Ministry at St. Monica Parish in Indianapolis, asked me if I would create a formation 

process for training bereavement ministers for that parish, which is my home parish. 

Those of us who have led and developed that ministry over the past three years are 

concerned that we need to train many more people to assist with various aspects of 

bereavement ministry. We feel that a well-rounded process of formation should enable 

ministers to be more effective and confident as they embark on the challenges of their 

ministry. 

About the time that Mrs. Alveal asked me to consider helping at St. Monica, I had 

spoken with some parishioners at St. Thomas Aquinas Parish, in Indianapolis, where 1 

serve as Pastoral Associate, about starting a Bereavement Ministry there. They were 

aware of my involvement as keynote presenter with the Archdiocesan Conference on 

Bereavement, in October 1998, and the press reports had sparked their interest. Two 

parishioners attended the conference and several more indicated that they would be very 

eager to work with a program at St. Thomas Aquinas. 

For this pastoral project, I would like to develop and implement a formation plan 

for bereavement ministers that can be used successfully, not only at St. Monica, but also  



at St. Thomas Aquinas and other parishes. It is my understanding that several parishes 

are starting bereavement ministry programs and that few have significant formation for 

their lay ministers. Pastors and pastoral associates are unable to provide all the care that 

is needed for some parishioners beyond the initial stage of loss and into the longer period 

of their grief journey. A team of well-trained parishioners should be an effective adjunct 

to the pastoral care given initially by the pastoral ministers. 

B. Description of the cultural dimensions 
of the pastoral context of the problem 

When family members lived nearby, they supported each other through the loss of 

a family member, with initial support provided by church and friends. This is not to say 

that all grief issues were handled well, but the family was there to observe the needs of 

the bereaved whether they were emotional, social, financial or even extending to the 

physical maintenance of property. In our society today, many people live away from 

family. Individual family units are often scattered and have infrequent contact with other 

relatives. While family reunions serve to occasionally gather family members together, 

relationships are inhibited by distance. 

When a death occurs within a family, relatives will usually assemble for the 

funeral, if they are in a position to incur the expense and time to travel, but they return to 

their own homes shortly after, leaving survivors on their own. If those who travel to their 

loved one’s funeral have been deeply attached to this individual and have been affected 

profoundly by the death, they will be isolated on their return home, unable to continue to 

grieve with other family members.  



Grief becomes a burden of significant proportions for us in our society when we 

have ignored the reality that death is the natural outcome of a lifetime. While deaths of 

children or parents were difficult in times before antibiotics and life-saving surgeries, 

people had an understanding, expectation and some familiarity with death and dying 

issues. Twentieth-century society sanitized this process by allowing the medical 

community to co-opt the events of the end of life. Families would minister to the dying 

person and to each other. With a high percentage of our loved ones hospitalized at the 

time of their dying, families no longer have as much ownership or control over the vigil 

that was held at home. We can avoid much contact with the reality of death until the 

ultimate moment of someone’s passing. Often family members living with or near the 

dying person have little engagement with the process of dying that would help them 

prepare for the continuation of the journey of loss. In recent years hospice care has 

addressed these issues and social workers often take on the role of helping survivors 

begin to process their loss while the dying person is still alive. 

But for many people, perhaps most people, the grief process is alien and 

bewildering. Whether a loved one dies suddenly or after a long illness, survivors usually 

need some help to digest the event, evaluate the past and present in order to plan for a 

future without the loved one. The church community can be of enormous help in 

reintegrating a survivor into activities after a loss, especially when there are few or no 

family members living nearby.  



C. Statement of the significance of this concern for pastoral ministry, 
including its theological implications 

The church community can be a primary environment for a member’s healing 

after any loss, when compassionate pastoral staff and parishioners demonstrate that they 

have practical skills for bereavement ministry. As Christians, we believe that a person’s 

relationship with God is the most important relationship of all, but in times of loss, 

trained pastoral ministers recognize that people who are grieving may question this 

relationship. 

Bereavement ministry involves an understanding of grief as a journey or process, 

not necessarily predictable or defined by time. Individuals experiencing grief may be 

drawn toward the spiritual or may be angry enough to suspend their end of a relationship 

with God. People who are journeying through grief are especially vulnerable to loneliness 

and depression. Part of the ministry to the bereaved is to help them be vulnerable, in a 

positive sense, to God’s constant offer of love and healing. 

II. Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response 

A. Design for achieving appropriate response 

My plan is to design a basic program of formation for the training of bereavement 

ministers. This program will prepare volunteers to assist the pastor and/or pastoral 

associate with the needs of families and individuals who suffer loss, primarily loss due to 

the death of a loved one. These needs may include helping with arrangements for the  



funeral, leading wake services, when needed, coordinating the funeral and following up 

in various ways with the bereaved during the first year after the loss. 

The training will involve three Saturday morning sessions and a practicum. The first 

session will begin and end with prayer and include several interactive activities that will 

encourage discussion of the theological and spiritual elements of grief and healing after 

loss. This session will address appropriate behavior for the minister in approaching and 

listening to the grieving person, as well as the types of loss that a minister may encounter. 

The second session will address the psychosocial and cultural aspects of grief and 

the diverse ways in which grief is expressed during the funeral process. The third session 

will provide training for presiding at wake services, coordinating funerals and planning 

and presiding at memorial services. Individual bereavement ministers may discern for 

various aspects of this ministry and select breakout sessions accordingly. However, the 

parish certification will include training for all phases of the ministry. The concluding 

phase for this basic formation will be the completion of a practicum, which will include 

active participation in coordinating a funeral, leading a wake service and helping with a 

memorial service, all under the supervision of an experienced minister. 

B. Why design addresses pastoral concern and how design will be 
implemented in a planned theological reflection process 

with a group of people, 
both in the planning and in the implementation stages 

The design provides for basic formation that includes the spiritual, cultural and 

practical needs for this ministry. It is a fundamental course, designed to provide 

information and build confidence. There is an assumption that those who will exercise 

future leadership within this ministry will either have some additional qualifications  



already, (some are social workers, nurses, doctors), or be encouraged to attend 

conferences and a variety of in-services periodically to acquire more specialized 

knowledge about ministering to the bereaved. 

During the planning stage for the formation sessions, theological reflection will be 

carried out with the other leaders of the ministry and myself. One of them, a social 

worker at Riley Hospital, will be the main presenter for the second session. Theological 

reflection using the methods of Kinast and the Whiteheads will also take place during the 

first session with the participants. There has already been considerable reflection as I 

have discussed the project with Mrs. Alveal. 

C. Qutline the major components of the action plan: 

1. Goals: 

a. to prepare new volunteers for the task of ministering to their bereaved brothers and 

sisters in the parish setting; 

b. to provide additional theological and spiritual formation for ministers already serving; 

c. to encourage all the ministers to engage in further professional development and 

continuing education opportunities. 

2. Objectives: 

a. to design and implement a program that will provide parish volunteers with the 

knowledge and confidence required to serve as bereavement ministers; 

b. to offer sessions that will introduce participants to the theological, spiritual, 

psychological, social and cultural dimensions of the grief process. 

c. to provide a forum for volunteers to share their experiences of grief and grief ministry;  



d. to provide the bereavement ministry core facilitators with an opportunity to observe 

potential new ministers in an interactive setting as a means of determining their readiness 

to serve., 

e. to begin forming Christian community within the bereavement ministry; 

3. Implementation design: Parish certification program that includes three Saturday 

mornings of seminars and a practicum consisting of practical pastoral experiences. 

Preparation meetings prior to first session: three meetings with Mrs. Alveal and myself to 

discuss the mission of the program and its design, one meeting with the core team for the 

bereavement ministry to discuss the design of the first two sessions. (The third session 

consists of the training usually given to new ministers, although the process will be 

handled somewhat differently.) 

Session One: Exploring the Theology and Spirituality of Bereavement, presenter, 
Audrey Borschel. 

Session Two: The Psycho-Social and Cultural Dimensions of Grief, Presenters 
Maureen Shea, Social Worker, presenting the psycho-social information and Becky 
Borel, presenting on African-American funeral and grieving customs. 

Session Three: Presiding Skills for Bereavement Ministers. Ministers will be able to 
train in the areas they would like to work or train in all areas in order to receive the parish 
certificate. The core team and another experienced minister will give this session. 
Participants will learn how to preside over the wake ritual, using the ritual book designed 

by the bereavement ministry. They will learn how to lead a rosary and to combine a 

scripture service with a rosary. Participants will learn how to handle the details of funeral 

planning from the parish perspective, including setting up for the funeral mass, along 
with the details of the sacristy: eucharistic ministry, incense and pall. 

Practicum: Each minister will assist at a memorial service, help coordinate a funeral 

and assist at a wake before receiving a parish certificate and prior to being invited to sit in 
at the meeting with the family and priest or pastoral associate during the initial funeral 
planning.  



D. Timetable for implementation 

Theological reflection with bereavement team leaders 

Preparation of materials for sessions and guidelines for practicum 

experiences, evaluation, and theological reflection with participants 

January 30 Session I, Exploring the Theology and Spirituality of Bereavement 

February 6 Session II, The Psycho-Social and Cultural Dimensions of Grief 

February 13 Session III, Training for Memorial, Wake Services and Funeral 
Coordination 

Week of February 14 or next regular bereavement ministry meeting: Evaluation session 
and theological reflection with team leaders, completion of implementation 

(Participants’ completion of Practicum experiences is required for the parish certificate, 
but is not part of the documentation of this project) 

Draft to professor, by April 1 

E. Criteria and method for evaluation 

The standard for the project is meeting the goals as set forth in “C.” The formation 

process will be designed to prepare individuals to minister effectively. The new ministers 

and the experienced ministers will be asked to evaluate the process and content. The new 

ministers will also be asked questions about the subjective aspects of beginning their 

work 1n this ministry: Do they feel adequately prepared? Was the information provided 

in the presentations significant and abundant enough? What other kinds of materials and 

experiences would they appreciate in the future?  



Chapter II. 

Theological Reflection in both the Planning Stage and Implementation Stage 

A. Introduction: The Planning Stage 

The planning stage for this project took place over a period of nearly three 

months. There were three meetings with Shirley Alveal and myself, plus phone meetings 

with the individual presenters and a gathering of this core of presenters and facilitators 

during the week before the first formation session. The meetings yielded considerable 

fruits from shared theological reflection that focused on the need for the formation 

program, how it would impact St. Monica and St. Thomas Aquinas parishes and how the 

components of the program should be developed to meet the goals, expressed in the 

proposal of Chapter L. 

From the beginning of our discussions, Shirley and I agreed that a Catholic 

parish’s bereavement program should be based on the spiritual dimension of grief. Other 

community groups, such as hospital support groups, avoid a specifically Christian 

emphasis because they serve a wide range of cultures and religious traditions. We 

concurred that the new parishioners who were discerning for ministry in parish 

bereavement programs at St. Monica and St. Thomas should recognize that their ministry 

was based on Christian scripture, the tradition of the Church, as well as the experience of  



the bereaved and those who minister to them. Our common understanding provided me 

with incentive for me to develop this project, not only because theological reflection was 

essential to a graduate pastoral project, but also because it is how I engage in every 

pastoral program in my work at St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Some of our earliest reflections were connected to practical questions: What 

information did we feel we needed to convey to new ministers and underscore for those 

who have some experience? How should we structure the formation program? Who 

would be the best presenters for the three sessions? We identified qualified presenters 

from the ranks of our own experienced bereavement ministers. Shirley was the likely 

coordinator for the series, since she heads the ministry at St. Monica Parish. I produced 

the outline for the formation process: three sessions and a practicum. At no time did I 

plan to be the only presenter. My main presenting role would be to facilitate the first 

session, which would focus on the theological and spiritual dimensions of grief. Experts 

on the psychosocial and cultural elements of the grief journey were very willing to work 

with us and present the second session. We added Jim Welter, St. Monica’s business 

manager, one of the original members of the bereavement ministry, who was enthusiastic 

about helping with the third session. He would lead newcomers through the wake 

services. 

Shirley and I realized that the sessions we were creating would be foundational. 

We planned to encourage the parish bereavement ministers to further their education by 

attending workshops on bereavement sponsored by the archdiocese, funeral homes and 

hospitals, as well as the annual parish retreat at St. Monica for their own ongoing spiritual 

formation. (Because Shirley asked me to create the bereavement formation process  



specifically for St. Monica Parish, we did not discuss the continuing education of St. 

Thomas Aquinas’ bereavement ministers, nor did we reflect on the creation of that 

ministry.) 

During our conversations we talked about the challenges of ministering to those 

whose faith is weak. We shared experiences of ministering to those who have not been 

connected to the church, but who return to bury a loved one. We discussed how we have 

responded when people have wanted to help us. How do we offer help? What can we 

offer? How do we provide an environment in which grieving can be experienced? We 

discussed a question put forward by the presenter at St. Monica’s parish retreat that we 

had both attended: “What can I be for you?” This question, coming from a sincere heart, 

is a very real and well-grounded expression of compassion. We reflected on the concept 

of journeying with people who grieve and the need that many have for people to “be” 

with them, but not to “do” anything. This might be understood by the minister as “walk 

with me, but let’s not deal with issues right now.” We considered how we have 

responded when asked by others how they can help. Asking that question offers the 

grieving person some ownership in the process. We reflected how having others pray for 

us is always a positive, welcome expression of help. 

Shirley and I reflected on her response to the recent death of her cousin, Sr. 

Nancy Brosnan, S.P., who was as close as she could imagine a sister to be to her. Her 

acute grief was a considerable part of our reflection as we prepared and planned the 

sessions. The freshness of her grief underscored how people need “safe” outlets in which 

to express their feelings and to understand the attributes of normal grieving. Shirley and I 

are close friends and are very comfortable sharing with each other. We spoke about how  



caregivers for grievers are typically those who have experienced losses and who minister 

out of the growth that occurs from the gradual healing from loss. Shirley was able to 

focus on the gifts that God had given to her cousin, her tremendous spirit, and the 

constant awareness of what God wanted for her. We talked about how grief is individual, 

and that people find God in the experience of grief in different ways. Relating her acute 

grief and need to share to the upcoming sessions, we talked about memories and how 

they create more understanding and a more complete picture of the people who die. We 

talked about incorporating the experiences of the participants in the formation process. 

Their stories would provide us with information about how they themselves have healed 

after their losses and how they have handled their grief issues. 

We discussed some scenarios from our experiences in which we felt the 

individuals responded to dying and death in a dysfunctional way. I mentioned my sister- 

in-law, who never visited or talked to my son when he was dying. To this day, she has 

never talked to us about Nick. The only glimmer that she has dealt at all with his death is 

that she bought a book in his name for her child’s school library. Shirley shared the 

response of someone, who, when Shirley’s mother was dying and she was staying close 

to her bedside, suggested that Shirley get a hobby. Shirley considered this response to a 

daughter’s vigil abnormal, and, I added, at least lacking in compassion. 

We realized that dysfunctions in families as well as in individual responses to 

grief could affect the bereavement ministers and their offer of pastoral care. We talked 

about families in which divorce has created long-term alienation. Can the occasion of a 

funeral be a time of reconciliation with family members and with the Church? The 

ongoing ministering to grieving people who have been away from the church becomes  



partly evangelization. Shirley and I have both ministered to families with obvious 

estrangement between parents and children or between the parents. A special sensitivity 

is needed to help these family members negotiate the funeral phase of grief. Shirley 

commented that we cannot do this in our own families very well, but a bereavement 

minister can serve as an important bridge, providing a sense of objectivity. 

To that point in the planning, I had dialogued only with Shirley. But we held a 

very special evening of reflection with Shirley, Maureen Shea, a neo-natal social worker 

at Riley Hospital and Becky Borel, a business woman, who brought her expertise 

regarding the funeral customs of blacks and African-Americans. Becky’s joy at being 

part of this ministry was so evident as she shared about how privileged she feels at being 

involved. She offered this stunning comment: “Grieving is an invitation to God that we 

really shouldn’t pass up. We will find in this hallowed meeting the blessing of our every 

emotion, a grace to believe in the mystical power of whatever we are feeling.” She spoke 

of the freedom of the black culture to express their grief openly and noisily, screaming, 

crying and “falling out.” We talked about grieving over the deaths of public figures, such 

as Princess Diana and Mother Teresa, the highly emotional, public grief expressions of 

people, who though they felt they knew the deceased, their knowledge was completely 

from the media. Our reflection on diversity and grief included age and gender 

differences and how an individual who grieves may be conditioned by these and other 

factors. 

We started to talk about having presenters on grief from other ethnic cultures 

represented at St. Monica, but we were urged by Shirley to focus on the black 

community. However, a side bar to the evening resulted in a painful, but necessary  



discussion, a theological reflection about a member of the ministry who has created a 

number of issues that require significant reconciliation. While this was an unexpected 

discussion, as far as my expectations of the evening were concerned, the catharsis that 

came after the three women were able to unload their feelings was significant. The 

individual, an example of a strong woman from a Latin culture, manages to perplex many 

with her mix of devotion to God and manipulation of the people with whom she interacts 

in various ministries. Dealing with her becomes problematic in many ways that are not 

pertinent here. However, after sharing their frustration and discussing how to deal with 

the woman and the issues she raises, we prayed for healing and reconciliation. In parish 

ministries, volunteer personnel issues can play havoc with the effectiveness of the 

ministries, if the dysfunctions cause alienation and discomfort among the members. 

While the focus of discussion was intended to be on the formation of new ministers, it 

was apparent from the anger expressed that they will need to address this situation so that 

this woman will discern her role in the totality of the mission of this ministry. 

The evening ended on a high note as all expressed their call as a privilege to enter 

into and participate in a most holy private and public time journeying with families. All 

felt prepared to implement the formation sessions. 

B. The Implementation Stage 

1. Session One 

Fifteen people came for Formation for Parish Bereavement Ministers: Grief in the 

Context of Christian Community on Saturday, January 30, 1999. They included five new 

ministers from St. Monica, three from St. Thomas Aquinas, one staff person from St.  



Monica, who was an original member of the bereavement ministry, five experienced 

bereavement ministers from St. Monica, and myself, pastoral staff at St. Thomas Aquinas 

and parishioner at St. Monica. An additional St. Monica parishioner, who was unable to 

attend this session, watched the videotape and attended the rest of the sessions. 

The first session was called “Exploring the Theology and Spirituality of 

Bereavement.” I designed this session as a combination of learning and spiritual retreat, 

in which the participants would share their stories, reflect on their experience of God in 

the process of grief, and examine both Hebrew and Christian Scriptures that deal with 

death and resurrection. There were several activities for the whole group, for small 

breakout groups and for individual reflection. I distributed an outline to each person and 

handed out additional materials during the morning. The participant outline is found in 

Appendix A. 

To set the tone for the work ahead, we began with a prayer for bereavement 

ministers from material published by the Archdiocese of Milwaukee. After providing an 

overview of the entire formation series, I explained that we were going to engage in 

theological reflection and I discussed the approaches of the Whiteheads and Robert 

Kinast. We talked about theological reflection as a conversation about God in the midst 

of our experience. I told the group we would be using both models. As an icebreaker, we 

launched into an activity I called “The Bottom Drawer.” I asked the participants to image 

an object of someone close, who had died, fleshing out its meaning through the setting, 

characters and location. I passed around a clipboard and asked them to name the 

individual and object. The group was asked to share their stories of the deceased persons  



and the objects in no particular order, with the reminder that everything said in the room 

was confidential and that participation was encouraged, but not required. 

The stories were very significant reflections on special individuals. Everyone 

chose to participate. The group bonded through this exercise and the participants were 

able to see each other as both ministers and grieving persons. Clearly, these are people of 

great faith and most have struggled with substantial grief issues. Two of the women were 

dealing with fresh grief, one the impending loss of her grandmother. 

After we completed this sharing of stories and reflections, I talked about how 

stories, such as these, establish the significance of the deceased for us, as well as for 

others, and that this is very important for the grieving process. Then, I discussed the 

umbrella theme of this session, that the aim of grief in the context of Christianity is 

ultimately an epic tale of hope and healing, a human story with divine involvement. As 

an illustration of the immensity of grief, its epic proportions and its hopeful outcome, I 

read a prayer that was published in Soul Weavings: A gathering of Women’s Prayers, 

edited by Lyn Klug (Augsburg, Minneapolis, 1996, p.84). The editor tells us that this 

prayer was “written on a piece of wrapping paper near the body of a dead child in 

Ravensbruck where 92,000 women and children died in 1945.” Because the author of 

this moving prayer recognizes the good that was present among the community of 

sufferers, she ends with the poignant “Let all the fruits that we have borne be their 

forgiveness. Amen. Amen. Amen.” Out of the experience of the most inexplicable horror 

of dying and death, this prayer reminds us that hope can always be present in some form 

for the living,  
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We reflected also on a recent newspaper account, written by Ana Veciana-Suarez, 

a columnist for the Miami Herald, whose husband had died four years earlier, leaving her 

to raise three children. She writes a story of resurrection at a point when she is three 

months into her second marriage. She speaks of the oxymoronic nature of grief: “It’s as 

though sadness has worn such deep grooves in our hearts that only joy can fill them. One 

feeling hasn’t erased the other. Hardly. It’s simply that they have learned to coexist.” 

Members of the group offered their corroboration of the idea she expressed so well, that 

pain and joy at some point exist side-by-side. The pain remains, but one feels happiness 

again. We reflected on the guilt that some grieving people feel when they notice that 

they are experiencing joy. 

I introduced the theological idea that Christ’s journey of dying, death and 

resurrection becomes our journey as we live in the tension of the Paschal Mystery when 

we grieve. Something dies in us, but as we heal we begin to forge a new, resurrected life. 

The group was able to identify well with this concept in their individual comments. 

Further to grief as a journey, we discussed a typical model of the grieving process, 

including illness or sudden death, shock, as protection immediately following the loss and 

through the funeral, the initial post-funeral intense grief work, the unpredictable twists 

and turns of grief as a process, and finally, a time when people are able to express hope in 

a future and work toward developing a new life without the person who has died. The 

participants were asked to reflect on their own experiences with grief and to see 

themselves within the model. There was a lot of discussion on the feelings of loneliness 

after the first few weeks following a loss. We talked about how lives change radically  



after the death of a spouse. The participants gave examples of their grieving, all normal 

variations. We discussed indicators that signify that the grieving is not normative. 

Our next segment involved a discussion of qualities of bereavement ministers 

who accompany the bereaved on the journey. We talked about what I consider to be the 

minister’s most important function, that is, to listen attentively. In addition, we discussed 

making sure that a minister has plenty of time to spend with a grieving person, so that the 

visit or activity is never rushed. We shared instances of people feeling guilty about 

taking so much of our time. The reassurance for the grieving person is that the minister 

has planned for the visit to take place in a relaxed atmosphere. Another scenario we 

discussed was the minister whose own grief gets in the way of ministering to others. We 

talked about when taking time off is appropriate and necessary. Another situation that 

can occur is for the minister to be so close to the situation that he or she has trouble 

engaging and disengaging from the process. We talked about involvement vs. objectivity. 

Though fully engaged, anyone in ministry has to be able to assume regular activities 

along with serving the needs of the bereaved. We discussed the need for being aware 

when a relationship with the deceased and/or survivors prevents a minister from 

ministering without the personal involvement overcoming the mission. 

The above foundation laid, we began to have a theological discussion about what 

Scripture tells us about dying and grieving. I listed several passages from Hebrew 

Scripture, including Job 30:26-31, 31:2-6, 40:1-2. Epilogue:10. We read and reflected on 

the material from Job. Although I listed several psalms, 142-143, 121, 27, 89:47-49, 91 

and 23, we only dealt with the latter, which I assigned for an experience of lectio divina. 

The participants were handed a sheet with the text and I explained in very simple terms  



the process of /ectio divina as a prayer journey of reading, meditating (thinking), 

conversing with God and resting in God’s presence (listening, waiting, feeling, hearing). 

I planned this activity to provide a quiet, personal space within the morning for private 

reflection. Participants were invited to move elsewhere, if they wished, for the twenty 

minutes. After the time was over, they were invited to share anything they chose to about 

their experience. Several did. 

We reflected on the pithy verses from Ecclesiastes: 2:16, 3:19, 8:8 and 9:4-6 and 

Rachel’s mourning, from Jeremiah 31:15-20. The most significant scriptural discussion 

we had was on Sirach 38:16-23, in which our sensibilities are shaken at the very prospect 

of forgetting about a loved one after burial. We discussed this passage as it relates to 

today’s philosophy of grieving. Participants were asked to agree or disagree with the 

author’s statements. The passage from 2 Samuel 12:18-23 about how David handled the 

death of the son born to him and Bathsheba added the human dimension to the coolness 

of the passage from Sirach. 

We segued from our discussion of suffering and death based on passages from 

Hebrew Scripture to a reflection on Jesus’ own experience of grief during his life. I 

guided the discussion through Jesus’ youth and young adulthood, when he may have lost 

his grandparents, as well as his father, Joseph. I asked the participants how Jesus 

responded to two incidents, the death of John the Baptist and the reported death of 

Lazarus. They identified Jesus’ need for solitude after the death of John, as a real 

consequence of grief for some people. They speculated on Jesus’ delay in going to 

Bethany and reflected on the responses of others to his postponement of travel.  



As a departure point for a discussion of what Jesus knew about life after death, we 

read and reflected on John 14, when Jesus prepared the disciples. Next we talked about 

Jesus’ own suffering and what we know about it from each of the gospel accounts. Then 

we read Luke’s account of the Agony in the Garden and I asked the participants to 

describe their “garden.” 

We explored the bittersweet resurrection accounts, with the grieving disciples 

who discover the Easter news in different ways. As we discussed the biblical accounts of 

the Paschal Mystery, these became more relevant when considered together with the 

experiential elements of earlier discussion, particularly the participants’ stories and the 

newspaper column by Ms. Veciana-Suarez. I suggested passages from the Pauline letters 

for further study and reflection on the resurrected life, especially Romans 6:1-11, 

Colossians 3:1-4, I Thessalonians 4:13-18 and the entire / Corinthians 15. 

After a break, we dealt with the topic of grief and personal spirituality. We 

inquired of each other how faith plays a role in an individual’s grieving. Among the 

possibilities we discussed were anger at God, apathy, withdrawal, and guilt, depending on 

the type of death, as well as confusion, conversion, interest in ideas about God and 

further development of spirituality. I asked the group to reflect on how one takes care of 

one’s soul during times of grieving. We talked about familiar ritual prayers, such as the 

rosary that might bring comfort, laying flowers at the gravesite, attending mass more 

frequently, having masses carry the special intention for the repose of the soul of the 

deceased. Our discussion included the subject of pastoral visits to survivors and how a 

minister will determine whether the person wants to pray or whether the visit should be 

more relational and less religious in intent.  



We talked about the absence of the ability or desire to pray, a frequent occurrence 

among the very ill and recently bereaved. I read from Cardinal Bernardin’s last book, 4 

Gift of Peace, in which he mentioned that at one point he was surprised that he did not 

have the will to pray. That experience would prove useful to him as he ministered to 

fellow cancer patients. 

At this point I handed out a sheet of three reflection questions to ponder alone 

first and then with a small group. We formed four groups to discuss the following: 

1. If you've experienced a loss, what do you remember about receiving help from 

others or asking for help? 

2. How do we look for God in the struggle of our grief, or does God look for us? 

Are we open to God’s presence, even when we are hurt, angry or bewildered? 

3. If you have experienced a loss, what one hopeful, positive idea, memory or 

enlightenment have you gleaned from the experience? 

During the last segment of the session, we discussed grief as a communal process, 

within the context of relationships: family, work, neighborhood, social groups, and faith 

community. God gives us each other to share the burden. We talked about the role of the 

church and how responsibilities of ministry to the bereaved are assigned. We briefly 

discussed the responsibility of the pastoral staff at St. Monica, meaning the pastor and 

associate pastor, and for St. Thomas Aquinas, the pastor and pastoral associate. I raised 

questions that should be raised at subsequent ministry meetings: How can others offer 

assistance? What form might that assistance take? How do we engage the bereaved in the 

activities of the church community? Are we offering what they need?  



The first session concluded with a prayer service that restated the themes of hope 

and resurrection based on the reflections of the presentation (Appendix B). 

2. Session Two 

Maureen Shea presented the first part of the program and discussed the 

psychosocial aspects of grief, with a focus on grief as an emotion and grieving as a 

process. In her presentation she further developed some of the issues I had introduced the 

previous week. She provided insights from her work with grieving parents, as well as 

from her own experiences of loss. In my opinion, she exemplifies a minister who 

understands psychosocial theories and can present them from the perspective of Christian 

awareness. She revealed to us that through coping with a recent life-threatening illness of 

her own, she realized that her work at Riley Hospital, where she assists parents to cope 

with the illnesses and often the deaths of their newborns, is, in fact, the ministry to which 

God has called her. 

Maureen spoke of the psychic energy needed to do the task of grief work, the 

redefining of the survivor’s role and the conflict that may arise with a new identity. It is 

the adaptation to this new life that produces a tension between wanting to restore 

everything to the way it was, that is, undoing the death, with acceptance of a new reality. 

She referred to grief as a “sloppy process,” with its open-ended phases and lack of 

concrete parameters. She discussed why some people are afraid to approach grieving 

persons, fearing that pain may become contagious, fearing their own responses. 

Participants reflected and shared on several of Maureen’s points. For example, 

Maureen discussed male grieving and some of the printed resources that have addressed  



it. The group, which included two males, engaged in considerable discussion. This led, 

however, to a broader discussion of the role of the one within the group of survivors who 

takes responsibility during the early grief phase of preparation for the funeral. Black 

participants claimed that the oldest female in the black community holds everyone 

together and veils her response to grief somewhat stoically like white males seem to do, 

and is the one to whom all defer. 

The group talked about support groups and several participants had experienced 

them in hospice settings as caregivers or as individuals going through grief. There was 

some agreement that support groups may work best when the individuals who come have 

experienced similar losses. One person commented that groups might work better when 

the people are at the same period in their grief. Maureen listed the various groups that are 

found in the Indianapolis community. 

Using Erikson’s developmental framework, Maureen discussed how children and 

adults respond to loss, how they express their discomfort. Clearly, infants and children of 

all ages are deeply affected by the loss of a parent or sibling and it is important for 

bereavement ministers to address those issues as they work with families. She 

recommends that school age children help in planning funerals and attend them. She 

cautions that those around them should avoid euphemisms such as “going to sleep," or 

“flying with the angels." 

Maureen considered aspects of pathological grief, where threatened suicide or 

substance abuse are indicators of the grieving person’s need to be under the care of 

professionals. She urged bereavement ministers to notice these signs that reach beyond  



the normal expressions of pain and to notify the pastor or experienced bereavement 

ministers. 

The participants dialogued with each other and the presenter in a very fruitful 

exchange of information and experience. Maureen’s handout is found in Appendix C. 

The second part of this session was facilitated by Becky Borel, a long-time 

member of St. Monica Parish, whose roots in the black community and experience with 

black churches makes her an especially valuable part of the bereavement ministry. 

Becky’s outline is included as Appendix D. 

An unexpected though welcome part of her presentation was her informative talk 

on how people of color define themselves. She emphasized the importance of finding out 

whether the grieving family sees themselves as American Blacks or African Americans. 

While she was generalizing about the way her culture views death, it was clear that 

blacks in American culture are much more connected with the process and want to have 

much more ownership over the dying process and the way funeral arrangements are 

handled. Becky’s presentation laid the foundation for theological reflection, with much 

participation, concerning end-of-life issues, the respect with which death is handled in the 

community and the reverence for dead ancestors. She pointed out that blacks view death 

as a part of the continuation of life as opposed to the end of life, accepting it as part of the 

natural rhythm of life. Becky used the term “spiritualizing” the person who dies. The 

reverence for the dead and keeping their memories alive relates well to the Catholic 

tradition of the communion of saints. 

In light of this, we talked about the tradition of reading tribute letters at the 

funeral. I shared my first experience of this when I co-presided at the funeral of a well-  



known gospel musician. Because of my role in representing the parish at the funeral, I 

was handed letters to read throughout the service. There was excitement generated by 

these letters that were read after Communion. The importance of these expressions to 

those gathered became clear at the time that we read the letters, when we also heard 

several eulogies offered by people representing various groups. 

When discussing funeral rituals, Becky underscored the importance of the family 

matriarch, to whom everyone defers. It is also tradition for everyone in the family to 

contribute to the cost of the funeral, which is an important social obligation. Blacks will 

gather to pay their respects despite the cost and time of travel. This explains why black 

funerals are often held several days following the death to allow the family to make 

arrangements to be there. 

As for the funeral ritual itself, Becky spoke in generalities that would hold for 

Protestant and Catholic funerals. She pointed out that the families of deceased black 

Catholics might include members of other faiths and that their clergy may be invited to 

participate. Services may last for hours, have more music and spontaneity that those of 

whites. The black fraternities and sororities often play a role if the deceased was a 

member. Burial is typically in the ground, rather than cremation or vault. 

In addition to presenting cultural distinctions within the black community, Becky 

talked about how socioeconomic status influences grief and funeral customs. The 

tradition of fainting or “falling out” is a part of lower socioeconomic class funerals, while 

the more affluent blacks are more inclined to have funeral services that are similar to 

those of the white middle class. Becky discussed that having an elaborate funeral  



represented for a black person who was denied much in life, a “final triumph and one last 

attempt to be regarded as somebody.” 

The role of clergy in the dying and death of a black person is similar to that of 

ministry to white people. Becky noted bedside visits and support to the family, 

involvement of the congregation in prayer, assisting with funeral arrangements, 

officiating at the funeral and attending the meal or social gathering as expectations of 

clergy. 

At the end of her presentation, we talked about the acceptance of white ministers 

in the preparation of a black funeral. Becky acknowledged there could be a preference for 

a black minister, but that everyone would be accepted if they were sincere, open and 

engaged with the family. 

3. Session Three 

The third formation session was designed to acquaint new bereavement ministers 

with wake services, coordination of funerals and memorial services. Other aspects of the 

ministry, including support letters and booklets that are mailed at intervals, as well as 

more specific skills for follow-up with individuals, were intentionally left out of this 

session, which focused on presiding skills and managing the details of the funeral 

process. 

Various people presented at this concluding session. Among my responsibilities 

were opening prayer, an overview of the morning’s program, and the piece that deals 

with presiding skills.  



We reflected on similarities and differences between public speaking and leading 

worship. I emphasized the need to prepare all the readings, both for self-understanding 

and for proclamation. I suggested that the presiders incorporate silence, using pauses for 

emphasis within texts and also between prayers and readings. As part of presiding skill, I 

mentioned that arriving early to the funeral home or church where the visitation is being 

held, will enable the bereavement minister to understand the environment and get to 

know family members, perhaps engage them in the wake service with a reading or 

tribute. I recommended that the minister spend time alone for a few minutes before the 

service begins, to gather thoughts and to spend time in prayer, inviting God to speak with 

and through the minister in scripture, prayer, song and any remarks offered on behalf of 

the faith community. We talked about individual styles and I suggested that each presider 

needs to be who he or she is as an individual: natural, pleasant and making eye contact 

with the people. As some people find anticipatory nerves a challenge, I offered other tips 

from my experience about breathing slowly before beginning and feeling grounded, that 

is, relaxing the toes and feeling the floor beneath our feet. 

Shirley discussed the meeting with the family and priest to plan the funeral. She 

talked about how much information about the deceased is revealed in the pastor’s office 

when family members share their memories. These include humorous anecdotes as well 

as how the person was in prayer. This is a time for gaining further understanding about 

the family’s relationship to the deceased and is an immensely important part of the 

process. The bereavement minister often gains insights from the reflection that takes 

place here about how to plan the wake service, what is the expectation for family  



involvement in planning and participating in the funeral, as well as what the family needs 

from the church. 

Jim Welter, the business manager at St. Monica, previously identified as an 

experienced member of the bereavement ministry, presented the wake service ritual that 

he and I developed a few years ago as one of the earliest projects of the bereavement 

ministry. He also showed how he has created a rosary service with some additional 

scripture. He told a story about the origin of the rosary that was quite poetic, which he 

uses to interest non-Catholics who might be attending the wake about the tradition of the 

rosary and engage them in participation. I then gave the group an option of a rosary of 

five decades selected from the traditional mysteries, events that might parallel both the 

life of Jesus and the life of the deceased. 

We discussed the program of quarterly memorial services next, and several new 

ministers reflected on how meaningful they have been to them. In addition, we talked 

about how these services always have meaning for the experienced ministers because all 

of them have suffered losses. We closed this formation session with a memorial service 

taken from one I had led in 1997 with another member of the bereavement team. 

While only one person from the St. Thomas Aquinas ministry was able to come to 

this session, we had previously agreed, that while learning about St. Monica’s ministry 

was worthwhile for them, the ministers at St. Thomas Aquinas would need to determine, 

together with the pastor and myself, how to best serve the needs of bereaved persons in 

the parish.  



All the presenters agreed to repeat the first two sessions at St. Thomas Aquinas on 

March 6™ and 13", to prepare those from St. Monica and St. Thomas Aquinas who were 

unable to attend the first series. 

 



Chapter III 

Analysis and Interpretation of the Knowledge 
Gained in the Implementation 

Everyone involved with this project was a learner: the presenting team, the 

participants and me. The significance of this was that the project impacted more people 

than was originally intended. For example, the presenters, particularly those whose 

regular employment or ministry does not normally involve teaching, discovered that they 

were natural teachers who communicated effectively a combination of concrete 

information and ministerial skills. The participants, particularly those who are new to the 

bereavement ministry, not only learned from the experienced ministers, but they also took 

part in parish pastoral training that was completely led by lay ministers. Not only did they 

acquire knowledge in the area of bereavement, but they also discovered in the process 

how vital lay ministry is to the success and further development of this program. 

What I valued most was what I learned about the group process. Perhaps if the 

people I worked with were less engaged, I would have come away from the experience 

with less enthusiasm. However, one of the great blessings of putting the formation 

sessions together was the synergy of all who contributed and collaborated so generously. 

We learned a great deal from each other and about each other as we planned and 

implemented the project. Each presenter/facilitator had a deep connection and 

commitment to the others, to the church community, to the bereavement ministry and to 

the success of the formation for new ministers. I am sure that one of the reasons for the 

project’s success was the fact that the presenters had formed into a small church 

community during the process of planning the presentations. Planning sessions were 

informal enough for individuals to share the struggles and resurrections of their daily  



lives. That sharing drew us closer together. Each person in the core group also brought 

their own personal and profound spiritual insights of the grieving process. These insights 

carried over into their presentations and helped in forming relationships, both within the 

core group and with the participants. Our own collegial and consultative approach to our 

formation during the planning phase inspired the successful implementation. It was 

apparent that we were a team when we presented. 

Our planning environment, with its prayerfulness and sharing of experience, 

presaged that of the presentations. I believe that, without realizing it, we modeled in 

planning what needed to happen during implementation. During the planning we 

reinforced our shared understanding that connecting faith with the process of grief is vital 

to others as well as ourselves. 

Organization was another key to the successful implementation of our program 

design. As individual presenters we were free enough during the individual sessions to be 

flexible with our time, to continue a discussion, or to modify what we had planned as 

necessary due to time constraints. But considerable, obvious structure for each 

presentation served us well. My co-presenters are very gifted. Their confidence and 

preparation in their special areas was noticeable. Their humor and naturalness made the 

participants feel very comfortable. 

Although the three presenters were autonomous during their portions of the first 

two sessions, the third session, which covered the several facets of St. Monica’s 

ambitious bereavement ministry, was organized in segments and was presented by five 

different people. Despite some moments of concern for who was addressing which part of 

the ministry, there was enough communication and cooperation among the presenters for  



one to let go of a piece altogether and another to do just a small portion and yield to the 

person who had prepared something very special. This flexibility underscored the 

communal nature of the project and the professionalism of the way it was conducted. 

When Christian community is lacking among participants in a parish ministry or 

committee, the ability to let go of responsibilities, or be flexible enough to do things 

differently than planned, is often missing. It is disheartening when some otherwise well- 

intentioned people lose the concept of working together as a Christian community and 

insist on doing things their own way. I had no doubt that this, as well as the other 

sessions, was blessed with the presence of the Spirit, and that we were able to avoid 

challenging situations because of the sensitivity and generosity of each presenter. 

I believe that putting together a formation program such as this one with complete 

strangers would not have been nearly as fruitful. It takes time and intent to mold a team. 

The sensitivity to the material and affirmation of those presenting it reminded me of 

performing chamber music. This project was a successful ensemble experience because 

through the development of Christian community, the essential theological and spiritual 

groundwork had been laid to form those who were to assist in the formation of others. In 

working with my colleagues on this project, I felt that they helped me to identify 

correctly what I consider to be a key element in my parish work: that most projects are 

better accomplished when they are done collaboratively and with an intentionally 

spiritual grounding. 

Informing the participants was accomplished by using different presenting styles 

and activities. The tone for the first session was deliberately prayerful and retreat-like. 

The participants seemed to absorb the theology well in this setting. I believe that actively  



engaging them from the very beginning stimulated their sense of ownership in the 

process. All the presenters encouraged participants to offer comments about their 

individual experiences and how these experiences impacted on their own spiritual 

journey. The informality of the sessions and friendliness of the experienced ministers 

added to the welcoming environment. I feel that as they shared, the participants 

understood that their contributions were vital to the discussion, and that without them, the 

presentations would lack a key element. Everyone wanted to share and no one held back. 

This was healthy for the future of St. Monica’s bereavement ministry, because all the 

ministers need to understand the process of their own grief in order to assist others. All 

involved must be able to share how loss has changed them and helped them grow, as well 

as to express the difficulties of the early phases of loss. That sharing throughout the 

formation sessions encouraged mutual compassion and helped form the new ministers 

and experienced ones together as Christian community. 

I saw my role in the implementation of the project as one of the presenter- 

instructors on the team and I carried this out as I usually do in most leadership situations 

by acting as a facilitator to the learning process. My objective was to help them discover 

the connection of theology and spirituality to the grief process out of an understanding of 

their own experiences. The participants responded well when I discussed deeply personal 

accounts of individuals from this century who had suffered loss, yet developed hope over 

time. They could identify with that hope and they revealed it in their own stories. As the 

theological reflection unfolded, the participants were able to make the transition from 

personal accounts to the scriptural passages I had selected that dealt with death and 

grieving. They became quite involved with Job and with Sirach’s exhortation to forget  



the dead. They understood the human emotions of Jesus’ losses, as well as the array of 

emotions experienced by the disciples after Jesus’ death. 

After the first session, the feedback I received suggested that the participants did 

not expect to learn that the connection between grieving and spirituality is so significant. 

As I led the first session, I felt that all of the pieces were working together as one large 

theological reflection with sub-parts. The large group, small group and private activities 

seemed to fit well because they contrasted well with the informational portions of the 

session. 

A different kind of knowledge became important to the pace of the sessions as we 

realized prior to Session One that people were arriving late. Rather than rush through the 

material and incur confusion or overload, we honestly assessed the situation during the 

first part of the session and extended the length of that session with the unanimous 

consent of the group. Learning from this experience, we revised the schedule for the next 

sessions and held them from 9:00 a.m. until noon, in order to build in more gathering 

time. We were able to start before 9:30 and have plenty of break time. It is better to work 

in a relaxed time framework than be pressed to cover more than can be comfortably 

taught and absorbed. The extended gathering time also promoted community and trust 

among the participants who arrived on time, an important outcome for the sessions since 

these people will work together closely in the future. 

Over the three weeks, I could see a growing level of confidence on the part of my 

presenter colleagues because we knew that the participants were very pleased with the 

process. Their feedback reassured us that we were providing them with what they needed. 

I believe that using “local talent” for formation was a very positive idea because there  



was so much ability and expertise residing in this group of bereavement ministers. It was 

also important for the participants who were new to the ministry to see that professionals 

contribute their time to St. Monica’s bereavement program though they do similar work 

elsewhere. 

New bereavement ministers learned that all who are currently engaged in St. 

Monica’s ministry do so out of compassion based on their own experience of grief. It 

was probably essential to the building of the participants’ trust during the process that the 

presenters and more experienced ministers shared their stories. 

I believe that all of us who presented and participated were changed through the 

process. We became even closer to each other and will remain so because of this intense 

experience of sharing both our knowledge and faith, having the common goal of forming 

new ministers. The ministry at St. Monica has become transformed already by this influx 

of new people with creative ideas. These ideas were already being generated during the 

regular business meeting in March 1999. The participants appear empowered and ready 

to begin working in various areas of the ministry. Their knowledge has increased their 

confidence and has helped to affirm their call to this ministry. 

In contrast to the established bereavement ministry at St. Monica Parish, the 

ministry at St. Thomas Aquinas is just emerging. It has begun well since several 

parishioners participated in the first two sessions at St. Monica or at St. Thomas Aquinas, 

where we repeated the first two sessions. One of these people has agreed to be the 

facilitator for the ministry. As at St. Monica, the St. Thomas Aquinas group includes 

professional health care and social worker professionals. A third session, to determine St. 

Thomas Aquinas’ own particular bereavement ministry needs, is planned for May 22.  



When we repeated the formation sessions, we also began the process of bonding the new 

St. Thomas Aquinas ministers as community, just as the first series did at St. Monica 

Parish. 

Another learning outcome from this process was discovering that there is a need 

and desire for this education in other parishes. In preparing and implementing the 

formation series, we realized how important our task was when people from other 

parishes inquired about joining us. Pastoral associates from two different churches 

participated in our sessions at St. Thomas Aquinas. They were interested in how to 

present the formation process to their parishioners. As news of this program spreads, I am 

asked to help other parishes begin their ministry. Clearly there will always be a need for 

parish level ministers to help people deal with a grief issues stemming from a variety of 

losses. The group process we used seemed to accomplish both the objectives of imparting 

information and community building because of the collaborative tone set by the 

presenters from the outset of the planning phase of the project. 

But beyond the practical dimension of training and the experiential process of 

formation, both of the team and the participants, this discussion would be incomplete 

without reflecting on what I perceive as God’s influence on the grieving process, on this 

special ministry, and on this project itself. I believe that God offers us opportunities to be 

agents of divine grace to others by helping them to bear their heavy burdens. The 

Christian faith community contains the ingredients for this agency depending on the 

generosity and compassion of its members, their commitment to discipleship and 

maturity of faith.  



In my own experience of being helped, the Christian community has enabled me 

to see God in the people I serve and in those who have ministered to me. I have felt 

God’s presence in the loving acts of those who have prayed for me and with me, have 

walked with me and kept close to me, who have shared their faith and experience. They 

identified me when I was needy, as one of the “poor” who are blessed, and who, 

according to Jesus, must receive special consideration. In fact, in order to live the gospel 

message, the Christian community has no option but to serve those who mourn. Thus, we 

honor Jesus’ call to discipleship when we serve the bereaved. 

When his Spirit speaks in us, as we share our faith, we help those who grieve to 

remain open to new possibilities, to new life forming out of the dying and death. 

Companions on the grief journey assist and affirm the bereaved as they try out new 

opportunities for growth. While these experiences will not replace the deceased, the 

survivors discover how to embrace life again and be life-giving - how to experience 

resurrection out of loss, hope in the midst of the absolute murkiness of an uncertain 

future, joy existing beside the pain. A volunteer parish minister filled with the 

resurrection faith of a survivor, who has healed enough to offer help to others, is a 

treasure who should be affirmed and nurtured. Her faith will inspire and draw to stronger 

Christian faith all those her ministry touches. 

When we operate out of a sincere desire to help, most of the time we find that 

bereaved people are very grateful for our presence and see in us the agency I mentioned 

earlier. That acceptance empowers ministers to feel God’s saving power within the 

occasion of the ministry and to understand what a privilege it is for us to be able to serve.  



As we interact with the bereaved, we learn that God works through us, and that all that 

we accomplish is due to the grace we have been given. 

I have no doubt that God’s Spirit was very present in this project working through 

its principals from the beginning. The head of the bereavement ministry at St. Monica 

Parish perceived a need and she felt that I could meet that need by designing a formation 

program. I had another project in mind before she approached me, and I resisted the focus 

on bereavement because I have been so heavily engaged in this ministry and in the 

process of my own healing. But I responded to her request because it represented a real 

need and as a minister [ am called to serve when needed. 

I have learned that God continually calls me to minister to the dying and bereaved 

because my experience has provided me with insights and skills for this area of pastoral 

ministry. As I reflect on the events of the past few years, I appreciate God’s presence in 

my relationship with Shirley. She ministered to my family before I knew her, serving as a 

eucharistic minister at my son’s funeral. I was asked to be part of the core bereavement 

ministry team at St. Monica, with Shirley as the facilitator. As we developed this project, 

I had the privilege of ministering to Shirley herself as her cousin lay dying and she 

herself experienced profound grief at losing this special loved one. Is it not significant 

that Shirley worked through her recent loss within the context of Christian community as 

we prepared the formation pieces and presented them? And at the end of the process, is it 

not significant that she regained her energy to facilitate the ministry with renewed 

enthusiasm? Can we understand how the new ministers might be catalysts for her healing, 

as they bring new life to the ministry?  



The New Covenant theological themes present in the experience of this project we 

very powerful: the protection of a loving God in the stories of the bereaved; the struggles 

that two of our group were having with fresh grief; the birth of new calls to ministry; the 

resurrection hope expressed by those who have truly found their calling in this ministry; 

the joy that I experienced myself in reflecting on the richness of the Word as I prepared 

for the session on theology and spirituality; the gentle presence of the Spirit as Christian 

community was forming and people responded to each other’s experiences and needs 

with such compassion. 

The learning outcomes of the project seemed rather concrete at first, that is, they 

could be distilled into two broad areas: successful transmission of content about 

bereavement and an inspiring formation of Christian community. These themes were 

enhanced during the process of doing theology as part of the group process and 

understanding how God is present to us, not just in the passages through life and death 

that Jesus experienced, but also in all our own journeys of incarnation, death and 

resurrection as we deal with the realities of grief and the ministry to the bereaved. 

 



Chapter IV 

Analysis and Interpretation 
of the Evaluation of the Project by Participants 

The formal evaluation of the bereavement ministry formation project took place at 

a regular St. Monica bereavement ministry meeting on March 20, 1999. The group 

consisted of presenters, experienced ministers, and new ministers. Evaluation of the 

formation sessions was included as the last agenda item of regular business. Other items 

included planning the next memorial service, previewing one of James Miller’s videos 

for use by the ministry, a discussion of the letters and booklets that are sent to the 

bereaved, and details of the fiscal year 99 budget. 

The ministry’s facilitator, Shirley Alveal, had invited me to take some time at this 

meeting for the formal evaluation I needed to do for this pastoral project. Even if I did not 

have the task of evaluating the effectiveness of the formation process, it would have been 

important for St. Monica’s bereavement ministry to review what took place in the three 

Sessions. 

Because I had originally planned on evaluating the sessions with the participants 

and presenters separately, I had prepared two different questionnaires on which to base 

our discussion. During our phone conversation, Shirley had suggested some questions 

that she thought were relevant and important to ask. I worked with her ideas and added 

some additional ones to come up with a total of seven questions that would cover what 

we hoped to learn from the participants about their experience. This questionnaire for the  



participants addressed each session and also inquired about the participants’ readiness for 

this ministry. 

It was evident from the comments that all who attended the sessions found them 

stimulating and worthwhile. The group was highly verbal and interacted well with the 

presenters and with each other. If the evaluation process had taken place immediately 

following the sessions, I might have used a written instrument and hoped that each 

participant would have returned the completed questionnaire. But since we were unable 

to attend to the evaluation immediately and Shirley had offered the time at the meeting, I 

felt encouraged that we could evaluate the program with the same openness that we 

shared during the formation sessions themselves. The following are the questions, 

responses, and some commentary on the findings. 

1. How did the first session stimulate your growth in theological/spiritual understanding 
about the bereavement process? 

*1 grew through the theology - relative to my personal experiences. 

*I"ve been in their shoes (referring to the men and women in the scripture 

passages I chose) 

*People grieve in different ways. 

*1 see the ministry as spiritual growth, “a gift”. 

*1 understand the intertwining of faith and grief. 

*I appreciated interpreting the scriptures about grief. 

*It was a moving experience, grew a lot with the theology of the scripture and the 

spiritual end. 

*I was enlightened by the different ways in which people grieve, which was new 
to me.  



*The need for active listening skills 

*1t brought a lot out of me. 

* Acknowledging that men grieve even more differently. 

*Gave me enthusiasm for what we were doing as a Bereavement Ministry. 

*Underscored that faith is a definite component of how we grieve. 

*Struck by realization through the presentation that this ministry is a gift to me. 

*Sparks a continuing thought process about our roles as ministers in church and 
how we address this. 

*It’s a constant affirmation of what we did in the ministry. 

*Presenter did a beautiful job bringing wonderful material. 

*Presenter did a beautiful job presenting the material; presentation and delivery 

were very effective. 

*1t was a neat experience combining the two different parishes and interacting 

with the two groups of people. 

I was impressed that the people were able to recall enough about this session, 

which was held six weeks earlier, to offer as many comments as they did. What seems 

important to them is that they have obtained a generalized knowledge of the relationship 

between the grieving process and the components of theology and spirituality. They 

appreciated the opportunity to connect their own faith in prayer and scripture study that 

day.  



2. What did you learn from the presentation in session two, the psychosocial and cultural 

aspects of grief? 

*I learned that there are some differences in the psychosocial and cultural aspects 

of grief. 

*It is essential that people understand and be open to the fact that there are these 

differences and to accept them and work with them. 

*1 enjoyed the sense of humor maintained in this presentation. 

*(from an experienced social worker): I personally always benefit from a run- 

through again, a reminder of things, even if one is already familiar with 

bereavement. 

*1t helps to hear the material restated and from a different perspective. 

*Handouts were helpful. 

*Important to hear about the differences between men and women in grief, 

differences between individuals, differences between cultures. 

I was wondering how much of this material was familiar to the new ministers. It 

seems that everyone was receptive to hearing Maureen’s presentation because she 

presented it with such warmth and humor that her information seemed fresh. Becky’s 

presentation was very informative, really enlightening about the different social strata of 

the black culture and how that impacts on the grieving process. 
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3. Did you gain an understanding of the scope and particulars of the St. Monica 

Bereavement Ministry? 

*Yes, good to focus on the particulars. 

*It was an eye-opener for me, didn’t know this ministry existed; I feel it’s just 
marvelous that we have this type of support for people who suffer losses. 

*1t’s life-affirming. 

*Very enlightening to me that I can minister to somebody without having to be a 

priest- and that was a good feeling. (We had a brief discussion of our priesthood through 

our baptism.) 

*1 was not aware of the scope of this ministry 

*1 still have a lot to learn. 

*I feel I have a better handle on what we do at St. Monica. 

*Wake service and rosary presentations were incredible and awesome. 

I thought the response about being able to minister in spite of not being a priest 

was an important one. For centuries people have been ministering to each other outside of 

the church, not realizing that they are engaging in pastoral care. Now, in this time of a 

shortage of priests, lay people discover that the church sanctions them to do the same 

nurturing activity on behalf of a particular Christian community. 

Another comment about the ministry at St. Monica is that the participants did not 

realize all that it entailed. This reinforced the feeling of the leadership that there needs to 

be better promotion of memorial services and some attention to building awareness of the 

ministry as a whole. 

Jim Welter’s presentation of the wake ritual and his adaptation of the origin of the 

rosary was expertly done. Jim had been one of the people who considered themselves  



“rosary challenged.” He overcame this by his careful planning and research. The story he 

tells about the origin of the rosary helps to make non-Catholics feel comfortable with a 

ritual that is unfamiliar. 

4. Did this formation process further your commitment to this ministry? If so, how? and 

5. Have you discerned how you might participate in this ministry? 

*1 found my niche - this is where the Lord wants me! 

*This process has just underscored my previous commitment to this field. 

*Felt affirmed. 

Various individuals had identified the areas in which they will continue or begin 

to minister by the end of the third session. At that time they had signed up to assist with 

memorial services and other activities. 

6. Do you feel confident after participating in this formation to minister to grieving 

parishioners? 

*1 learned that I am more comfortable in one area than another. 

*1 feel at this point that I am very comfortable assisting with a specific area, but 
know that I want to learn more about the other aspects. 

*There is still need for more formation for following up on bereaved people in the 
time after the funeral. 

Someone suggested that there could be linkage with the training for follow-up 

after loss and training for the ministry to the sick, that both require the same relational 

skills. Another commented that everyone interested in becoming a funeral coordinator 

needs to take training and be commissioned as a Eucharistic Minister.  



I feel that this was a very important question to ask and that the answers were 

very revealing. While individuals see themselves ministering in one area or another, they 

all seem open to the possibilities of engaging in other aspect of the ministry. The lowest 

level of confidence was understandably the one-on-one encounter with a survivor in a 

follow-up situation. The public worship aspects were easier for the participants to be part 

of because they involve more concrete and predictable details. Following up with a 

person after the initial grieving period requires other skills, especially the ability to listen 

without being judgmental. 

7. What suggestions do you have for improving the formation? 

*1 have nothing to compare it with, so I don’t know. 

*It’s a lot all at once; if we look at formation on an ongoing process we can 
possibly scale-down the front end and revisit some of the aspects. 

*Look at the entire three-session program as a jumpstart and then determine how 
to re-visit some of these areas in subsequent meetings. 

*The training opened up other possibilities, such as visiting a funeral home. 

The initial response to this question was that the sessions were handled well and 

they did not have any suggestions for improvement. Shirley wondered whether the 

content might be spread out over several meetings instead of the concentrated sessions. 

Others felt that the intense three sessions provided a good foundation and that it would be 

a good idea to come back to portions of the content at future meetings. 

For the presenters, I handed out the goals and objectives that I had submitted with 

the proposal and I asked them to discuss whether and how we met or failed to meet these 

goals and objectives. After the discussion with the participants, the presenters evaluated  
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the sessions from the perspective of whether or not we met the original goals. All four of 

us who were closely involved with the planning and presentation of the sessions agreed 

that we met our goals and objectives. In our discussion, we felt that new volunteers were 

provided a good overview of the tasks they might perform, that the theological and 

spiritual formation piece provided an opportunity for further growth for our experienced 

ministers and solidified information in this area for some with more background. All of 

us agreed that the three-session formation program, which provided the framework for 

training, was a big step for this ministry and should function as a departure point for 

additional training. All agreed that formation is an ongoing process. 

One of the objectives, “to provide a forum for volunteers to share their 

experiences of grief and grief ministry” was met very well as it brought cohesiveness to 

the group as it went through the sessions. There was a strong sense of Christian 

community. The informality in the sessions was positive and conducive to sharing and 

healing. The “Bottom Drawer” exercise was helpful, and it brought out a lot of individual 

personalities as people told their stories. Some important work was done during prayer 

exercises, such as one woman’s life-changing decision to retire from her job. Her 

retirement will now allow her the time to pursue volunteer ministry, in particular the 

bereavement ministry at St. Thomas Aquinas Church. Developing listening skills was a 

critical part of the formation process as people shared their stories and responses to 

prayer activities. 

All the presenters felt they received more than they gave. Shirley had hoped that 

the process would generate new growth and new ideas. She felt that it had contributed to 

a lot of creativity in problem solving. The presenters touched on the practicum and  



certification and all agreed that this should be available for those who wanted to be 

involved in all the different services, but that it was not required. We emphasized that 

individual ministers were invited to apply their gifts to particular phases of the program. 

This evaluation process was carried out without the input from the three individuals from 

St. Thomas Aquinas, or three of the St. Monica ministers. I am certain that we would 

have had equally helpful comments from these people that would have added to our 

understanding of the effectiveness of the formation sessions. But I feel that we received 

an excellent snapshot of how the program was received. The people who came to the 

sessions at St. Monica from St. Thomas Aquinas have told me that they were very 

satisfied. 

 



Chapter V 

Summary and Theological Reflection 

As I developed the content for the first session of this project, several theological 

themes surfaced, and I structured the first session around them. However, these themes 

were also incorporated by the other presenters and flowed through their presentations as 

they dealt with the psychosocial and cultural factors of grief, as well as parish responses 

to grieving members. For me, these themes and the questions that arise from them are 

representative of what parish bereavement ministers should expect to deal with as they 

minister in the context of the Christian community. 

Obviously, workshops and seminars given by secular hospitals and hospices will 

not be able to take the same approach to grieving, that is, to minister from a particular 

religious perspective. However, it likely that many of those who provide after care for 

grieving persons are indeed offering Christian ministry, even if they do not name it. The 

social workers and other professionals associated with hospital and hospice bereavement 

services are usually highly skilled and very compassionate. They serve out of their 

training, but also out of their own spiritual and theological formation, which grounds 

them as they deal so frequently with issues of life and death. This project, however, was 

developed to provide foundational information to those who feel called to minister to 

church members who experience loss due to the death of a close relative or friend. In the 

following section, I will reflect on the five dominant themes of the project that relate to 

the theology, spirituality and ecclesiology of bereavement.  



A. Major Theological Themes and Questions 

I stated in Session One that “grief in the context of Christianity is ultimately an 

epic journey of hope and healing, a human story with divine involvement.” How do 

people reconstruct their lives and go on with normal activities after someone close to 

them dies? Why do some people manage to do this and why are others unable to see 

beyond their loss? 

I believe that personality and environmental factors combine to help or hinder 

people who suffer loss as they journey in the uncertainty of their changed life following 

the death of someone close. One of the factors is how the bereaved person viewed the 

world prior to the death of the loved one. People who generally have a positive outlook, 

in which the cup is always half-full instead of half-empty, seem to deal with the 

experience by remembering and retelling the stories about the deceased with great 

pleasure. These positive memories become treasures, helping to move the survivor 

forward, despite the pain of loss. The stories mediate the pain of separation, as did the 

stories of Jesus help the disciples to continue his work and make it their own. 

Survivors do better, when, for example, a surviving spouse has been independent 

enough to have a separate identity from that of the deceased. There is enough established 

pattern in the survivor’s life that continues despite the loss, because everything was not 

invested in the partner’s schedule of activities. On the other hand, when dependency or 

co-dependency are factors in the relationship and a partner dies, the surviving spouse may  



develop depression that is beyond what is considered normative. In this situation, the 

survivor has not previously exercised any options to create meaning in her life apart from 

what she did with or for the deceased. 

A supportive environment of family and friends tends to encourage the survivor 

on the journey of healing. People who associate with a large circle of friends and work 

colleagues are not easily isolated. With enough people involved in caring for the 

survivor, the ministry of friendship does not become overtaxing to a few. A person who 

was not close to anyone besides the deceased, and also happens to be a withdrawing type 

of person, may find it more difficult to deal with grief in isolation and recover. In that 

situation, as in the illustration above, one is not reconstructing a life, but is actually 

finding it necessary to construct an entirely new vision of the future. Although the 

presenter, Maureen Shea, touched on personality types in the session on psychosocial 

aspects of grieving, we did not dwell very long on this area. I believe that we would gain 

much from researching how the Myers-Briggs personality indicators correlate with the 

ways in which people grieve. A study in this area would provide helpful information for 

all who minister to the bereaved, as well as for the bereaved themselves. 

The diversity of personality factors needs to be considered when a parish 

bereavement minister does follow-up. Some people will need very little support, while 

others will need more resources than a volunteer minister can provide. In our sessions we 

discussed the signs that indicate grief that is not normative. We recommended that 

ministers consult with the professionals of the bereavement ministry and the pastor when 

faced with situations that might required specialized medical or psychological 

intervention.  



The Christian perspective informs all those who mourn that death is not the end, 

but a glorious beginning. However, although a survivor may feel great happiness that the 

deceased has found peace, he or she may also feel utterly and appropriately miserable 

because of the loss. It is necessary for an individual who grieves to take whatever time is 

necessary to integrate the heartbreak of losing the physical reality of the loved one’s 

presence with the understanding of the Christian believer that the person who has died is 

still living, though transformed, in eternal life. It is then that the aspect of “hope” arises to 

offer encouragement to the person who grieves, that happiness will return and will also 

be part of the journey, transforming it into a time of growth. 

Another theme that has been a thread throughout all the sessions of the project is 

how Christian Scripture and Christian Tradition help us understand dying, death and hope 

in the context of Jesus’ suffering, death and resurrection. From Scripture we learn 

several things from Jesus’ life and ministry regarding his own attitude toward suffering 

and death. We know that Jesus did not want people to suffer. The accounts tell how he 

was always willing to heal all people, even Gentiles, such as the Syrophoenician 

woman’s daughter (Mark 8:24) and the centurion’s servant (Matthew 8:5). We also know 

that Jesus grieved over the death of John, the Baptist, and that while he needed to find 

solitude for prayer after receiving the news of his cousin’s death (Matthew 14:13), he did 

not turn his back on the suffering people who followed him, even as he tried to withdraw 

in his grief (Matthew14:14). What a call he models for us, to put the needs of others 

before our own! 

In the Gospel of John, there is no mistake about the status of Lazarus. Lazarus is, 

according to Jesus, dead (11:14). Jesus has to make a decision that could result in his own  



death. Although he knows he is placing himself in jeopardy he goes to his friends in 

Bethany. Knowing that he could perform healings, Martha greets him with, “Lord, if you 

had been here, my brother would not have died. But even now I know that whatever you 

ask of God, God will give you”(John 11:21-22). Jesus comforts Martha as he tells her: 

“I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live, and 

everyone who lives and believes in me will never die” (John 11:25-26). The key to the 

first passage is the phrase: “if you had been here.” At that time Martha needed Jesus’ 

physical presence before her to be able to trust in God. But believing in Jesus without 

seeing, plus internalizing the concept of eternal life, challenges our faith and carries it to 

a new plane of possibility. 

As Jesus tells Thomas in John 20:29, “Have you come to believe because you 

have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed.” The presence of 

the Lord 1s found in the grieving person’s openness to the possibility of new life 

emerging after death, both for the deceased and for the survivors. This divine presence is 

encountered in the experiences the survivors have with those who minister to them. The 

bereavement minister is a link in that process, where those who grieve may find hope in 

living following the death of a loved one because of the care administered by the 

Christian community through the bereavement minister. The compassionate presence of 

the bereavement minister as disciple of Jesus, mirrors the deep concern that Jesus had for 

those who suffer. 

In bringing Lazarus back to life, Jesus gave the people another sign of his divine 

calling. Just as Martha believed, those of Christian faith must likewise believe. For parish 

bereavement ministers the belief in Jesus as the resurrection and the life is essential to  
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their ministry on behalf of the church community. This would not, of course, be required 

of those ministering in community grief workshops. 

Regarding Jesus’ willingness to accept suffering, we know from the Passion 

accounts that Jesus was not masochistic, that is, he did not ask to suffer, but that he 

accepted the will of the Father (Luke 22:42). And finally, in the fourteenth chapter of 

John’s gospel, we learn that Jesus lives in the awareness of the promise of resurrected life 

and he offers word pictures of a future Kingdom of tranquility, of dwelling places for all. 

But this chapter also tells us that God dwells in us now, if we love Jesus and keep 

his word, which gives us great hope and encouragement for the journey to eternal life. 

Although Christian scripture and tradition paint an optimistic scenario of an after-life, it 

does not deny our responsibility to live our earthly life to the full. Living life to the full in 

Christian theology means living today in the Kingdom present as we await being called to 

the heavenly Kingdom of the future. Living a Christian life in the present also means 

caring for those who suffer when they lose someone very precious to them. Thus 

compassionate bereavement ministers are about God’s work and have no greater model 

than Jesus. 

Remembering the dead who lived admirably in the earthly Kingdom is a common 

and important Catholic tradition. This not only assists survivors to find continuity in their 

lives as they try to resume a normal routine, but it is consistent with the gospels and the 

letters. However, we discovered that the authors of the Hebrew Scriptures and Christian 

Scriptures differ in the way they approach death, and we found some interesting surprises 

in the former, which made for intense theological discussion during our first formation 

session.  



Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, the dead are often referred to as those who are 

sleeping or who remain in a place called Sheol. But the death and resurrection of Jesus 

changed all that: 

...tombs were opened, and the bodies of many saints who had fallen asleep were 
raised. And coming forth from their tombs after his resurrection they entered the 
holy city and appeared to many.” (Matthew 27:52-53) 

The powerful experience of Christ’s presence that the people felt following his 

death and resurrection convinced them that death was no longer the end of life, but a 

transition to a new way of life and a new understanding about how life should be lived. 

Another difference between the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures regarding death 

and dying is that in several places in the Hebrew Bible, grief, though a natural response to 

the death of a loved one, was to be dismissed as soon as the deceased was buried. We 

read in the account of the death of David and Bathsheba’s firstborn (2 Samuel 12:18-23), 

that when David found out that the child had died, he performed the rituals to observe the 

death: he washed and anointed, changed clothes and worshiped. He then returned home, 

ate, comforted his wife, and slept with her. His rationale is that he fasted while the child 

was alive, “but now he is dead. Why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? (2 

Samuel 12: 23). David has hope as long as the child breathes, but the dead child is no 

longer part of his life. For most of today, this attitude is repugnant. Losing a child is the 

worst possible loss and the memory of the child is often the only way the parent can 

endure grief. But cultures respond to life’s trials in different ways. 

While the previous passage bothered the participants in the session, the following 

passage from Sirach truly upset them: 

My son, shed tears for one who is dead with wailing and bitter lament; 

As is only proper, prepare the body, absent not yourself from his burial:  



Weeping bitterly, mourning fully, pay your tribute of sorrow, as he deserves, 
One or two days, to prevent gossip; 

then compose yourself after your grief, 
For grief can bring on an extremity and heartache destroy one’s health. 

Turn not your thoughts to him again; cease to recall him; think rather of the end. 
Recall him not, for there is no hope of his return; it will not help him, but will do 
you harm. 

Remember that his fate will also be yours; for him it was yesterday, for you today. 

With the departed dead, let memory fade; rally your courage, once the soul has 
left. (Sirach 38:16-23) 

This was a horrifying concept to the people who took part in the formation for 

bereavement ministers. What made it all the more so was that I had set up exercises of 

remembering and telling stories about their loved ones before launching into the 

scriptural-based discussion. In our culture we view grief as a process, one that has no set 

rules or timing for its conclusion, despite the advice from the Wisdom authors of the 

books of Sirach or Ecclesiastes. In addition, we know that healing takes place in an 

environment where memories can be kept alive and shared, not stifled. However, we also 

must remember that the Middle Eastern culture of two centuries before the birth of Jesus 

saw things a lot differently than we do. 

In the above passage from Sirach, it seems that grieving openly is part of the 

funeral ritual. This is compatible with Mediterranean cultures, particularly with how 

women of these cultures grieve. What seems problematic from the point of view of our 

present time and American culture, is the coldness with which the process is described. 

The reader is told to allow for a thorough outward expression of grief to conform with the 

cultural expectation, but to eliminate all thoughts and memory of the deceased after the 

death of the loved one, because grieving is unhealthy.  



Another question arising from the sessions is: How does remembering the 

deceased articulate with remembering Jesus in our Christian Eucharistic tradition? For 

the Christian, particularly for Catholics or Orthodox, what we celebrate in the eucharistic 

liturgy 1s the memory of the gift of the life of Jesus, who died for us in order to redeem us 

for all time. We continually establish the significance of Jesus as we tell the stories and 

absorb Jesus’ teaching. We express our gratitude as we do liturgy over and over again, 

joining our struggles with Christ’s as we receive him in Sacrament and attempt to become 

Christ-like to honor the gift of Christ whom we receive. We take heart in Jesus telling us: 

“I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Matthew 28). 

For Christians and others, how we establish that our lives and the lives of all our 

loved ones are significant is enormously important to how we grieve. It is not that 

unusual for someone to reveal that through a death and grieving process he or she has 

become transformed and has experienced God’s life-giving presence intervening during 

the grieving. That transformation can alter and enrich a grieving person’s new life in very 

dynamic ways. 

Personal faith and spirituality play an important role in the grief process. Perhaps 

that is why we appear to be less concerned about someone who suffers a loss when we 

know that person has a strong faith. However, sometimes we need to ponder how we can 

encourage people to seek God in their suffering when they have not internalized the 

Christian beliefs, including trusting in God, enough to walk the journey with Christ. A 

bereavement minister can offer prayer support, which can be welcome and reassuring to 

the person suffering loss. This non-threatening gesture can provide an opportunity for the 

person to express a wide variety of feelings to the bereavement minister about God in her  



life during this time of trial. Listening for clues helps guide the relationship between 

bereavement minister and the person who is being served. For example, the individual 

may be angry with God and can use reassurance that it is all right to express that feeling 

and even dialogue with God about it. Helping the individual identify and express feelings 

honestly to the minister and in prayer is a gift. 

The minister needs to be culturally sensitive to how diversity inspires differences 

in how families observe the rituals of dying and death. Again, where the family has a 

history of praying together, the individuals are likely to want to connect to God in their 

loss, even pray together as a family and with the bereavement minister. Where there is no 

spiritual or prayer life evident, the minister should not try to impose her pathway on the 

survivors. Just visiting and listening is in itself a large part of this ministry. 

The fifth theme that came from the sessions is that the minister represents the 

church community, which should stand in solidarity with the bereaved. God gives us each 

other to share the burden. Jesus’ disappointment when the disciples could not stay awake 

the night before he died should result in our determination to remain with those who are 

in need and be attentive to them. Both bereavement ministers and pastoral staff members 

ought to consider these questions about pastoral care to the bereaved that were introduced 

during the formation period: 

*What is the role of the church? 

*What is the responsibility of pastoral staff? 

*How can others offer assistance? What might that assistance entail? 

*How do we engage the bereaved in the activities of the community? 

*Do churches offer their grieving members the support they need?  



We could narrowly define the role of church in the death event of a parishioner as 

the place of preparation and enactment of the funeral ritual. However, we traditionally 

look to our pastors for support when death occurs and have certain expectations that the 

support will be there when needed. In large Catholic parishes, particularly those with one 

priest, that individual is spread pretty thinly over the concerns of the entire parish. This 

offers an opportunity for trained lay ministers to provide compassionate companioning 

throughout the early planning and funeral stage, as well as afterwards. I am most 

concerned with the after care part of the bereavement process. As a pastoral associate, I 

do well with the immediate pastoral care, but I, like the pastor, find myself involved in so 

many projects that I do not have enough time to make consistent visits to those who have 

experienced grief. Although I do call, visit, and share meals on occasion with our 

grieving parishioners, I believe that more attention needs to be given to these people than 

I can give to make sure that their spiritual and emotional needs are met. Others can also 

draw them into the activities of the parish. 

As pastoral staff, I feel that a parish bereavement ministry is a great asset that can 

only enhance the work that the priest and I do at St. Thomas Aquinas in this area. We 

have already seen how vital this ministry is at St. Monica Parish. There, the people who 

serve in the bereavement ministry handle almost the entire ministry to the bereaved. The 

grieving family will meet with the priest before the funeral, see him as he presides at the 

Mass and at the burial. Perhaps some will make an appointment with the priest to talk 

over grief issues, but usually the people are on their own after the funeral. The 

bereavement ministry, on the other hand, sends letters with booklets four times during the 

first year, invites grieving parishioners to memorial services and provides a follow-up  



minister to check-in and companion the survivor. In the best scenario, that minister will 

also have met with the family during the planning of the funeral, presided at the wake 

service and served as funeral coordinator for the funeral mass. Those who receive these 

services have been very grateful. 

As for the question: “Do churches offer their grieving members the support they 

need?,” I believe that St. Monica’s ministry functions at its best when the ministry has 

the information it requires to provide services. Originally, the ministry was geared only to 

providing support for survivors of those who were buried from the parish. This excluded 

a large number of people who lost loved ones who were living elsewhere. Obtaining 

information in a timely way about the deaths of close family members of parishioners 

sometimes prevents the ministers from serving them immediately following the death. 

Typically at St. Thomas Aquinas, since it is a smaller parish, we hear about the death of a 

parent of a parishioner, for example, and we contact the family. We become more 

involved when the survivors do not have other family members nearby. 

Probably, most churches could serve their bereaved members better. It is 

inevitable that churches with more people and fewer priests will need to address the 

issues of bereavement and other ministries of care by involving additional trained staff 

and volunteers. 

The themes and questions discussed above are pertinent because they speak to 

both Catholic parish life today and to the ministry of caring for people who experience 

loss. Today’s grief work in the context of Christian community includes linking our past 

with our present and our future. We incorporate our most fundamental religious truths 

with our personal spirituality, our environment and individual personalities to grieve in  



our own fashion and in our own time. It is apparent that the priests cannot fully cover all 

the needs of all the people. We must rely on parishioners who want to participate. In 

larger congregations it will become even more necessary for lay members to do pastoral 

theology in bereavement ministry together with the ordained pastor, pastoral associates 

and parish life coordinators. 

One of the most essential tasks for the people who establish a bereavement 

ministry 1s to train volunteers to serve. We cannot take for granted that everyone with a 

good heart is equipped to undertake this ministry. A considerable understanding of the 

theological and spiritual dimensions of grieving, coupled with a firm grounding in the 

psychological and sociological aspects will provide enough information to the beginning 

volunteer minister and yet create an understanding that more education will always be 

needed. This concept of encouraging and providing for continuing education will enhance 

any parish ministry, because all concerned humbly realize both their limitations and need 

for further growth. 

B. How did the participants and presenters respond 
to the theological methods used? 

There was a tremendous spirit among the people who participated in the three 

initial formation sessions held at St. Monica Parish and the repeat of the first two that 

took place at St. Thomas Aquinas Church. Everyone was open to every activity and all 

were totally committed to the process and to the methods that were used to reflect on 

theological ideas. That was evident at the outset when, as an icebreaker, I structured an 

activity that had them use Robert Kinast’s method of theological reflection.  



The people responded to “The Bottom Drawer” activity by cooperating fully and 

becoming completely engaged. While they had the option to participate or not participate 

as they chose, all took part in both locations. I had a similar experience when I did this 

session for a group of professional ministers who were on retreat. I believe that reflection 

activity was successful because it provided an opportunity for the participants to reach 

into their own experience before they had to deal with theological constructs. They found 

the theology as they talked about the object, its significance, and the person who they 

were remembering and associating with the object. 

For a second theological reflection, we dialogued with scripture, tradition and 

experience as we explored the different perceptions of death and grief in the Christian 

and Hebrew Scriptures. Everyone became quite involved, even irate at the very idea of 

dropping their memory of the deceased, as the passage from Sirach advised. I think this 

type of reflection worked very well because we were dealing with specific scripture 

passages, relating them to our experience, and to culture and church tradition. The 

structure was essential for this Whitehead-based form of reflection, especially with 

people who were not coming to these sessions to focus on doing theological reflection. 

They engaged in the reflection because it came out of the content and evolved as a natural 

form of discussion. 

A third form of theological reflection that we used, quite different from Kinast 

and Whitehead, was the Benedictine tradition of “lectio divina,” which I briefly explained 

in Chapter II. While I had planned this activity as special prayer time for the participants, 

and although I chose Psalm 23, which is very often associated with funerals, I did not 

realize that this activity would be as nurturing for them as it turned out to be. When we  



returned to the large group, I invited the participants to share something from their 

experience of this type of prayerful reflection, if they wished. The most dramatic 

outcome of this reflection time was the decision for one person to leave her job in order 

to focus on volunteer ministry. Her time with Psalm 23 helped her gain the courage she 

needed to take that step. And she has followed through with that decision. 

The last structured form of theological reflection that I built into Session One was 

a small group session with focused questions. The three questions were written around 

the subject of finding hope, which, as I stated at the beginning of the first session, is the 

objective for all who grieve. These questions are listed in Chapter II. The second question 

asked the members of the small group to consider whether we look for God in our grief 

or whether God looks for us. The second part of the question deals with being open to 

God’s presence, even when we are hurting. Because of time limitations, we were unable 

to return to the large group to share very much of this discussion, but the groups appeared 

to be quite focused during the whole time. I was able to join one of the groups for part of 

the segment. 

C. How did all of this relate to meeting the goals, 
objectives and results of the project? 

All of the activities, presentations and demonstrations were directed toward 

meeting the overall goal of preparing people for bereavement ministry. The people 

brought with them to the sessions their own experiences of grief, shared them with others 

and learned much from interacting in several different ways over the duration of the 

formation. I believe that knowledge gaps were filled in for some, particularly in the areas  



of theology, cultural diversity, and certainly in the procedural areas of presiding over 

services and journeying with a family through the funeral process. If participants came 

with strengths in some areas, they contributed to the process. The presenters were very 

welcoming and open to their contributions. 

I am certain that we accomplished much in planning and implementing the 

formation sessions. From the information gathering during the evaluation process, which 

took place with both the presenters and the participants, I feel confident that we met the 

goals and objectives that I formulated in the proposal. The success of the project was in 

the unified focus and commitment of the presenters and the collaborative implementation 

of each piece by the presenters, in association with the participants. In its planning and 

implementation, the project took on a relational dimension. While this was not an 

established goal or objective, the relational gifts of all present brought into clear focus 

that the ministry to the bereaved is all about relationships. These relationships include the 

interactions of the bereaved and those who minister to them, the relationship between the 

survivor and God, as well as the ongoing remembrance and celebration of those 

relationships that are severed by death. 

I am grateful to have had the opportunity to develop the bereavement formation 

program with my colleagues from St. Monica Parish. It has been an inspiring process. It 

confirmed my belief that collaborative ministry is essential and that ministers need the 

support of each other as they plan and implement their assignments. This mutual support 

encourages the creation of Christian community among ministers. Formation for those 

who lead will continue to be an important concept as I serve in parish ministry with 

responsibilities to prepare and mentor many volunteers that serve in different areas of  



parish life. Their formation as compassionate individuals working together with great 

sensitivity to each other and to their mission will remain uppermost in my priorities. 

 



Appendix A. Session One Participant Outline 

FORMATION FOR PARISH BEREAVEMENT MINISTERS 

GRIEF IN THE CONTEXT OF CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 

Session One: Exploring the Theology and Spirituality of Bereavement 

January 30, 1999 

Presenter: Audrey Borschel 

Welcome: Shirley Alveal 

Opening prayer: 

I. Introduction 

A. Overview 

B. Introduction to theological reflection: using scripture, tradition, culture and 
experiences 

Activity: The Bottom Drawer 

II. Grief is a journey. 

Grief in the context of Christianity is ultimately an epic tale of hope and healing. 

Example: Knight-Ridder story by Ana Veciana-Suarez, in Indianapolis Star, 1/26/99 

A. One Typical Model of the Grieving Process 

la. Onset of illness, internalizing the feeling of loss, the beginning of grief 
Illness takes over 

Death occurs as an outcome of the illness (or) 

1b. Death occurs suddenly due to accident or violent death 

2. Shock, numbness as protection immediately after death occurs, and while 
planning for the funeral 

3. After the funeral, the intense grief work begins: 

family leaves town, bereaved confronts loneliness 

survivors return to work or other normal activities 
critical period for adjusting to loss  



4. Healing begins within the unpredictable twists and turns of grief as a process. 
Individual may experience stages in different sequences or experience 
delayed grief. 

People experience grief in different ways because people are different. 

People may not respond to grief as you might expect 

There 1s no correct way to grieve, but there are signs to watch that indicate 
a process that is not normative. 

5. Over time, most people will be able to express hope in a future and work 

toward developing a new life without the person who died. 

B. Bereavement Ministers on the Journey 

a. Most people who grieve seek ministers who are present, not busy. 

b. Ministers should be well on the road to their own healing when they offer to 
serve others as parish bereavement ministers. 

c. They should be able to enter the setting, be fully engaged, yet be able to assume 
their regular activities along with serving the needs of the bereaved. 
d. A parish bereavement minister’s most important task is to listen attentively. 
e. Persons engaged in this ministry or preparing for it should spend time in 
communal and personal prayer. 

III. What does Scripture tell us about dying and grieving? 

A. Hebrew Scripture 

How did the Jews view death? 

Job 30-31, 38, epilogue 42f 

Psalms 

Psalm 126 

Psalm 89:47-49 

Psalm 91 (comfort) 

Activity: Psalm 23 (lectio divina experience) 

Ecclesiastes 2:16, 3:19, 8:8, 9, 10, 12 

Jeremiah 31:15-20 

Sirach 14:17-19 (good), 

Activity: Sirach 38:23 How does this apply to today’s philosophy of 
grieving? Do you agree or disagree? 
41:1-4, 11:13 

2 Samuel 12:18-23  



B. Christian Scripture 

1. The Gospels 

a. What did Jesus experience of death and dying? 

John the Baptist, MT 14:13, Jesus went off alone 
Deeply sorrowful when his friend Lazarus was reported to have died 
JN 11, How did others respond? 

b.What did Jesus know about life after death? 

JN 14, preparing the disciples 

c.What do we know about Jesus’ own suffering? LK 22:39+ LK 23, MK 15, 
MT 2727+ 

d. How did the disciples respond to Jesus’ death? 
The Road to Emmaus LK 24:13-35 

Mary Magdalene in the garden, JN 20 

2. Pauline letters 
Romans 6 

Colossians 3:1-4 

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
1 Corinthians 15, entire 

10 MINUTE BREAK 

IIL. Grief and personal spirituality 

A. Grief is personal. 

1. How does faith play a role in an individual’s grieving process? What are some 
possible responses? 

anger at God 
apathy 

withdrawal 

guilt, depending on type of death 
confusion 

conversion 

interest in ideas of God and development of spirituality 

2. How does one take care of one’s soul during grieving? 

a. How do people pray while grieving? 
Private, personal rituals 

b. What about the absence of ability or desire to pray?  



3. Reflection questions, private reflection followed by small-group sharing 

B. Grief is communal. 

Role of relationships: family, work, neighborhood, social groups, faith 
community 

God gives us each other to share the burden 

C. Grief is a Christian process 

What is the role of church? What is the responsibility of the pastoral staff? 

How can others offer assistance? What form might that assistance take? 

How do we engage the bereaved in the activities of the church community? 
Are we offering what they need? 

10 MINUTE BREAK 

D. Prayer service 

Session Two on February 6™: 

The Psycho-Social and Cultural Dimensions of Grief 
Presenters; Maureen Shea and Becky Borel 
Location: Upper Room 

 



Appendix B. Concluding Prayer Service from Session One 

Concluding Prayer Service 
First Session 

Bereavement Ministry Formation 

Hymn: Lord of All Hopefulness 

1. Lord of all hopefulness, Lord of all joy, 

Whose trust, ever child-like, no cares can destroy, 

Be there at our waking, and give us, we pray, 
Your bliss in our hearts, Lord, at the break of the day. 

2. Lord of all eagerness, Lord of all faith, 

Whose strong hands were skilled at the plane and the lathe, 

Be there at our labors, and give us, we pray, 
Your strength in our hearts, Lord, at the noon of the day. 

from Winter Grief, Summer Grace, by James Miller 

The experience of summer grace flows directly from winter grief. 
It presents itself in paradoxes. 

However hard it is for you to let go, 

Once you have done so, something surprising happens: you grasp. 

You grasp new depth of feeling for what others must go through. 
You grasp wisdom about what life offers, and how it offers it. 

You grasp appreciation for all you've been given. 

However painful it is for you to accept the reality of death, 

Once you have done so, something also happens: 
You become more truly alive. 

You become more ready to treasure this miracle called life on earth. 
You become more prepared for other experiences of rebirth. 
You become more open to thoughts of your own death, 

As you come to realize all that death cannot take away, 
All that death cannot destroy. 

You come to know that within every ending there lies a beginning. 

Sung: Alleluia, alleluia, give thanks to the risen Lord. 
Alleluia, alleluia, give praise to his Name. 

Verse: God has proclaimed his gracious gift: Life eternal for all who believe.  



JN 11:25-26 

“I am the resurrection and the life: 

whoever believes in me, 
though he should die, will come to life; 

and whoever is alive and believes in me 
will never die.” 

(repeat alleluia) 

Closing Prayer: 

Creator God, Source of all life and healing, we thank you for Your presence amidst us 

here this day. We have shared insights and experience, and through this time together we 
have grown. We now set forth to touch the lives of others, to enter into the suffering and 

emptiness of your grieving children. Help us to bring your light into the darkness of their 

despair, your love into the pain of their loneliness, and your wisdom into the depths of 

their numbness. Stay with us in our work, God of healing, and bless all whom we serve 
in your holy name. Amen. 

Blessing: 

And may our God, Father, Mother, Source of all our being, Jesus Christ, the Eternal 

Word , together with the Holy Spirit bless us all. Amen. 

 



Appendix C. Maureen Shea’s Handout from Session Two 

Maureen Shea 
Bereavement ministry training 
February 6, 1999 

Psych-social aspects of grief 

Grief is an emotion, grieving is a process 

Bibliography 

Attig, Thomas How We Grieve, Relearning the World Oxford University Press, 1996 

Doka, Kenneth J. and Davidson, Joyce D. Living With Grief: Who We Are, How We 
Grieve The Hospice Foundation of America, 1998 

O’Toole, Donna Growing Through Grief, A K-12 Curriculum to Help Young People 
Through All Kinds of Loss Mountain Rainbow Publication, 1989 

Staudacher, Carol Men & Grief New Harbinger Publications, Inc., 1991 

Literature Sources 

Centering Corporation 
1531 N. Saddle Creek Road 

Omaha, NE 68104 

402-553-1200 

Compassion Books 
formerly Rainbow Connection 

477 Hannah Branch Road 
Burnsville, NC 28714 

704-675-5909 

 



Appendix D. Becky’s Outline from Session Two 

Sociocultural Considerations For Working with Blacks 
Experiencing Loss and Grief 

February 6, 1999 

Presenter: Becky Borel 

I. Understanding the Uniqueness and Individuality of Blacks 

A. Making Assumptions 

While many people may refer to all persons of African descent as Black, it is important to 
know that there are similar physical appearances, but there are many different 

subcultural groups, with their own unique heritage and identity. 

Examples 
la. Some characteristics of American Blacks 

Skin clor may vary from caucasian looking to very dark complexion 
Facial features 
Hair color and texture 

. Some characteristics of African Americans from (Jamaica, Guyana, Trinidad, 

Accented English 
Clothing 

Facial features 

Hair texture 
Skin color 

As a parish bereavement minister, it is important to listen or directly ask the 

bereaved what term they use to define themselves. 

IL. Death, Dying, Funeral Customs and Rituals: 

A. Death and Dying 

Blacks view death as a part of the continuation of life as opposed to the end of life and 
also inclined to: 

* be “death accepting,” viewing death as part of the natural rhythm of life 

* oppose active euthanasia (dying should be painless and peaceful) 

* regard death, dying and dead with great reverence and respect  



* acknowledge the existance of dead ancestors within their community 

B. Funeral Customs and Rituals 

Funerals are viewed with high esteem and are: 

* primary rituals (they are greatly invested in) 

* believe that one’s attendance represents an important social obligation 

* homegoing (of friends and family that have not been seen in some time) 

* a clergy of another faith may be asked to participate 

* prefer ground burial for final disposition 

* services may last for hours with more spontaneity and music 

* if the deceased was a member of a fraternity or sorority, members will be asked to 
participate in the service 

* funerals are planned and paid to assure no additional burden on family members. 

IIL. Socioeconomic Status: 

Socioeconomic status is an important additional influence on attitudes, beliefs and 
funeral practices. 

A. Blacks of lower economic status tend to keep with traditional funerals: 

*emotional 

homecoming event (will not start until all significant persons have gathered) 

* longer services 

For an average Black, who may have been denied much in life, including any measure of 

human dignity, a grand funeral may represent a final triumph and one last attempt to be 
regarded as somebody. 

B. Blacks of middle and affluent economic status are more inclined to have funeral 

services similar to white middle class. 

* less emotional  



* more formal 

* the more esteemed the deceased, the greater the investment in time and 
participation in the service. 

* may or may not have the after meal. 

IV. The Role of the Clergy 

Blacks typically have the following expectations of clergy during the illness and death of 
a loved one: 

* personal bedside visit to offer prayers and support to the sick and family 

* ask the congregation to pray for the sick and family 

* upon learning of the death, assist in final arrangements 

* officiate at the funeral 

* make an appearance at the social gathering 

Conclusion: 

As a bereavement minister it is important to know that you should not let any 

barriers keep you from doing your ministry to the best of your ability. Be your self, 

be honest, be real, and support one another in our experiences of loss, grief and 
healing. 
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