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Introduction

This pastoral project is focused on identifying one way to offer comfort to mourners who
come from both the Jewish and the Catholic faith traditions. When a blended Jewish and
Catholic family face the death of a loved one, they may seek to come together in prayer
to honor the deceased while drawing strength from their own faith tradition.

This project

is born out of my personal experience of the death of my brother’s Jewish wife on July
20, 2002 and our joint family gathering for a Memorial Service on July 24, 2002.

The

presiding rabbi crafted a Memorial Service that was respectful of both Jewish and
Catholic rituals and beliefs. We, as a blended family, however, had not prepared

ourselves for the inevitability of this service and had not considered what would each
bring us comfort. Touched by the rabbi’s utmost sensitivity to our mourning and to our
traditions, we were truly blessed in this service. Questions lingered, however, among us

as to how to understand each other’s theology and prayer.

This project, therefore, is one

attempt to identify a need for prior dialogue among members of a blended Jewish and
Catholic family so that decisions can be made and a deeper understanding of each other’s
rites and prayers can be gained beforehand. The hope is that when Jews and Catholics
come together as mourners, they can be blessing to one another and be comforted.

Chapter I: The Thesis Statement
My professional and personal experiences of Jewish and Catholic mourners gathering
together to pray have led to my identification of a pastoral need and concern. How do we
balance a palpable feeling of being together in God, as God’s people, with a respectful
sense of each other’s unique religious commitment? What does our communal prayer
“look like” and “feel like” when we seek ways to emphasize what we have in common
and not what divides us? How can we have an inclusive sense of an encounter with the
Divine that honors and respects our understanding of God, our faithfulness to our own
religious traditions and our need to be comforted as we mourn a loved one or friend?
From

the

professional

perspective,

as a parish

minister,

I encounter

questions

and

concerns from parishioners who anticipate the experience of participating in an interfaith
(Jewish-Catholic) memorial

service. They wonder what characteristics a gathering for

joint prayer may have, how they might find comfort and solace from it and how to
understand Jewish perspectives on death and eternal life. Or, they have participated in a
Jewish-Catholic
experience.

memorial

service

and

are

exploring

how

they

emerged

from

the

From the personal perspective, my brother’s wife, who was Jewish, died in

July 2002. Over the course of her spiritual preparation for death, she had lovingly and
courageously designed her own memorial service, in conjunction with her rabbi (of the
Reform Tradition of Judaism) that was especially sensitive to both Jewish and Catholic
family members, but was also inclusive of her many friends who are members of other
Christian Traditions.

My personal experience of this blessing that she bequeathed to all

of us became the primary impetus for my recognition of a pastoral concern. My desire to

respond to it so that others, facing similar circumstances, might also experience the
uniqueness of this blessing becomes my goal in this plan of action.

The potential for Jewish and Catholic mourners to gather together in prayer is a very real
one

in today’s

religiously pluralistic

American

society.

The

increased

incidence

of

interfaith marriages and blended extended families in the United States reminds us that
many Jews and Catholics (as well as members of other Christian Traditions) may find
themselves drawn together. The blossoming of Jewish- Catholic dialogue, bursting forth
from the Second Vatican Council, has not only sanctioned Jewish-Catholic interactions, it
has blessed and commissioned them.

From the spirit of Nostra Aetate

(NA)

we, as

church, “remember the spiritual ties which link the people of the new covenant to the
stock of Abraham” and we “draw nourishment from the good olive tree onto which the
wild olive branches of the gentiles have been grafted” (NA, no. 4).

Since the opening of

dialogue that occurred with the promulgation of this document in 1965, the subsequent
years have seen a flowering of improved relationships and opportunities for dialogue and
prayer. One small example of this flowering relationship comes from a papal message to
Poland in 1993 on the anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.

Pope John Paul II

declared, “As Christians and Jews, following the example of the faith of Abraham, we are
called to be a blessing for the world (quoting Gen

12:2ff). This is the common

awaiting us”.

At this point, I have identified a pastoral concern, its significance and its pastoral
context.

With this identification complete, I will now proceed to combine this

task

information to form a pastoral response and to identify my objectives. My response to
this pastoral concern is to design, plan and implement a prayer service for Jewish and
Catholic (although not exclusive of other Christian) mourners that would address the
following needs:

to emphasize what we have in common and not what divides us, to

have an inclusive sense of an encounter with the Divine that honors and respects our
understanding of God, to be faithful to our own religious traditions, to honor our need to
be comforted as we mourn a loved one or friend and to be a blessing for the world and for
each other.

Further, I hope to meet the need of Catholics to personally explore the

understanding of Jewish spirituality regarding death and everlasting life. Additionally, I
wish to open an opportunity for Catholics to probe their own feelings about universal
salvation. With this initial design in mind, I proceeded with the planning stage of this
pastoral project.

I had engaged in months of private informal and formal theological reflection. This
reflection, based on the Tripolar Model of Theological Reflection, had included looking
to Sacred Scripture, both Hebrew and Christian Testaments, and to both faith traditions
for insights on death, eternity and prayer. The cultural information and personal
experience poles of the Tripolar Model have included reflecting on my own and my
(Catholic) family members’ participation in my sister-in-law’s memorial service and our
personal familiarity with the cultural aspects of inter-faith extended family dynamics.
The seeds of these informal theological reflections, taken as a whole, have led me to

recognize the validity of this particular pastoral concern and the need for a blossoming of
a pastoral response.

Thus, I proceeded with the planning of this project that included

designing and planning for a prayer service, implementing it initially with my (Catholic)
family members and then, formally implementing it with a group of parishioners.

This

parish-based group would be those individuals who had expressed an on-going interest in
gathering to pray and reflect as members of a fledgling Grief Support Ministry program
and also as people interested in learning more about Scripture and about inter-religious
dialogue.

The framework for the pastoral response would be offering a format of communal
prayer for Jewish and Catholic mourners.

Communal or common prayer, especially at

times of mourning, can be a blessing for the world and for one another because we are
“but one community, all stem (ming) from the one stock which God created... And, also
because (we) all share a common destiny, namely God” (NA4, no. 1), we can turn to the
Psalms to give voice to our prayer. In a chapter entitled “Praying God’s Prayers”, Rabbi
Kushner speaks of the Book of Psalms and offers that
(Dts words, like the words of other prayers in the traditional Jewish prayer book, are a
script or a musical score for words and songs that already exist within each of us and
within all creation. ... (n)o matter where we find them, the words of prayers are already
present. They need someone to speak them. By giving them a voice, we come closer to
God. ... Praying connects us to God, and since God is the One through whom every one
and every thing is connected to all the others, prayer joins us to all creation).
And Cardinal Bernardin, in “A Blessing to Each Other” states
... numerous details
relationship with the
formulas of many of
continue to resonate

of prayer forms and ritual exemplify the Church’s continuing
Jewish people through the ages. The Liturgy of the Hours and the
the Church’s most memorable prayers, such as the “Our Father”,
with rabbinic Judaism and contemporary synagogue prayers.

Therefore, using psalms and other “memorable prayers” in an inclusive memorial service
can provide Jewish and Catholic mourners a palpable feeling of being together in God, as

God’s people, can promote a respectful sense of each other’s unique religious
commitment and can comfort both groups of faithful as they mourn a loved one or friend.

I had established a proposed timetable for developing this specific pastoral response. The
process of initial theological reflection that had occurred as a result of my own, as well as
my

(Catholic) family members’, experience of my sister-in-law’s memorial service

shaped the implementation design.

That schedule reflected a timetable of:

March 30, 2003: Prayer presentation and first theological reflection with
(Catholic) family members who had experienced my sister-in-law’s memorial
service.
April 3, 2003: Grief Support Ministry group informed that the next month’s
meeting will include an opportunity to participate in a formal prayer presentation
and theological reflection
April 24, 2003 (approximately): Prayer presentation and discussion with a rabbi
(probably of the Reform Tradition of Judaism) to obtain validation that the prayer
content is respectful of the Jewish faith and to clarify my own perceptions of the
Jewish understanding of death and eternal life.
May 7, 2003:

Formal prayer presentation and second theological reflection with

Grief Support Ministry group

In the evaluation of this pastoral project, I had planned to place the greatest emphasis on
whether those in attendance experienced an encounter with the Divine that honored and
respected our understanding of God, our faithfulness to our own Catholic Tradition and

our need to be comforted as we pray.

also

planned to evaluate whether participants

gained an understanding of Jewish spirituality regarding death and everlasting life and of
universal salvation. The method for evaluating the attainment of these goals was to have
been through group conversation.

Within the construct of group conversation, I had

proposed the following questions as the framework for our discussion:

What has been your experience of how prayer has affected you in the traditional
Catholic manner of funerals and memorial services?

What was this experience of prayer, that honors and respects some aspects of the
Jewish and Catholic manner of funerals and memorial services, like for you
today?

What do we have in common as we gather in prayer? How can we reconcile any
of the differences?

What insights have you gained from exploring how mourners of the Jewish faith,
our ancestors in the faith, pray as they are grieving the loss of a loved one or
friend?

Finally, after the completion of the implementation of the pastoral project, I planned to
look to my own personal theological reflection as an aid in the evaluation of the project.

In reality, the actual timetable was altered and the manner of presentation of the project
was changed to reflect a different audience and a different format. Thus, the timetable
was:

March 30, 2003: Prayer presentation and first theological reflection with
(Catholic) family members who had experienced my sister-in-law’s memorial
service.
June 2, 2003 : Prayer presentation and discussion with a rabbi of the Reform
Movement within Judaism to obtain validation that the prayer content is
respectful of the Jewish faith and to clarify my own perceptions of the Jewish
understanding of death and eternal life.
September-October, 2003:

Refinement of the presentation and “marketing” of it

as a full day workshop offered by the Parish Adult Faith Formation Ministry in
the month of November.
November 22, 2003:

Formal presentation as a (full) Day of Learning, Prayer and

Reflection entitled, “Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted” and

second theological reflection with all the workshop participants.

The same set of post presentation questions were used to evaluate the project and the
process of personal theological reflection remained the same. The questions were
employed both in small group discussions and then brought to the larger group for
presentation to all the participants.

Additionally, a similar set of written questions were

provided to all the participants with a pre-stamped and pre-addressed envelope so that

participants could reflect privately and provide feedback anonymously. My decision to
use this additional method of feedback was based on my experience primarily with my
family during our presentation and theological reflection. As some members of my
family are inherently more quiet and reflective, they limited their “public”
discussion/reflection even within our family gathering. However, privately, they
composed their thoughts and reflections and individually offered them to me. I
determined that if this was an experience within a family, the hesitation to share publicly
(even in a small group)

might likely occur in the context of a workshop.

Chapter II: Theological Reflection in the Planning Stage and in
the Implementation Stage

The planning stage was undertaken in two phases, first with family members who had
been directly touched by my sister-in-law’s death and Memorial Service and secondly, in
dialogue with a rabbi from the Reform movement within Judaism. Engaging family
members allowed for the exploration of feelings and the intensity of emotions associated
with a real and recent loss. Additionally, as I engaged only my family and not my sisterin-law’s, I was seeking to explore with Catholics what the experience of praying with the
Psalms as a form of Memorial Service was like for those for whom the experience of a
Funeral or Memorial Mass was normative. In dialogue with the rabbi, I had hoped to
review my presentation materials with him to assess the accuracy of my selection and
interpretation of resources so that the didactic aspect of the workshop would be an
appropriate foundation for the actual experience of the prayer ritual.

Using the Tripolar Model for Theological Reflection, my family easily engaged in the
“experience” pole of the model.

This area enabled us to re-engage the experience of my

sister-in law’s Memorial Service and our feelings associated with a ritual that truly “fit”
our blended Jewish and Catholic family. Although her Memorial Service included the
rabbi’s praying and chanting the Psalms in both English and Hebrew, some specific
Jewish rituals (including the “rending of a ‘garment’ by the closest male relatives) and a
homily/eulogy that our private ritual did not include, the experience touched places
within our spirits that invited a sharing of feelings.

Among our family group, we

identified these feelings as sadness, anger, emptiness, assurance, longing, comfort,

gratitude and even acceptance and peace. We found that allowing for time to silently
reflect and share our thoughts after each Psalm we prayed created opportunities to
support and be supported by one another as we related (or, in some cases, did not relate)
to the sentiments expressed by the Psalmist (and/or the composer/arranger if the Psalm
was musically presented).

In my meeting with the rabbi, my expectation was to obtain validation of my
understanding of the Jewish theology of death and of the importance of the Psalms in the
prayer life and ritual of the Jewish people so that I might convey that information and
bring that insight to workshop participants. The rabbi with whom I had my discussion
was one who had been recommended to me because of his interest in and reputation for
inter-religious conversation and activities as well as for his pastoral sensitivity. I prepared
for our meeting by developing an outline of my didactic presentation and the prayer ritual
and providing those to him two weeks before the scheduled meeting.

Additionally, I also

provided a list of the questions that I personally had (from my own concerns and from
those I was anticipating from the workshop attendees) and included those in my preappointment mailing to him.

Engaging, again, the “experience” pole of the Tripolar

model, I discerned a caring, pastoral response to my stated objectives (presentation of a
workshop in partial fulfillment of an academic requirement) and to me personally as a
grieving individual. I also experienced the rabbi’s spirited academic interest in exploring
with me, in true rabbinical fashion, the “teachable moments” our meeting provided. His

listening and responding brought a flood of memories from my childhood and
adolescence experienced in living in a Jewish neighborhood and hearing my playmates

and friends discuss how their Hebrew “Sunday School” (Religious Education) classes
were taught.

I connected with my memories of my friends’ parents always stating

“learning is revered” and a mantle of comfort embraced me because I heard those voices
from my past and also my sister-in-law’s voice as she had shared from her experiences of
learning Judaism and learning Christianity (in particular, Catholic Christianity), the latter
in association with entering our family circle.

The Scripture/Tradition pole of the Tripolar Model was a source of great richness for
theological reflection in both my planning with my family and in meeting with the rabbi.
As a family with roots in the Catholic tradition, our collective primary association with
the Psalms was from our experiences at Mass with our praying the Responsorial Psalms.
And, our memories of the tradition of burning incense established for us, even in the

environment of our home, a sense of being in a sacred place, on holy ground, engaged in
an activity set apart from our normal routine. As the familiar musical setting of the
Psalms filled the room, the known comfort of the spirit of the Psalms surrounded us and
invited a variety of emotional responses. The verbal praying of the Psalms, in both the
antiphonal and the litany-like formats connected some family members with the
experience of being on retreat in religious community settings where antiphonal prayer
practices were normative; and, some were reminded of past traditions of devotions
wherein litanies were common practice. Although most of our family was not familiar
with the praying of the Kaddish, having had the experience at my sister-in-law’s
Memorial Service, especially as the presiding rabbi introduced it, being reminded that
Jesus would have prayed it in his lifetime (as he would have the Psalms) created a

profound and meaningful spiritual link for us. Joining that prayer with the Our Father
deepened the intensity of the experience as we later reflected on a sense of entering into
the mystery of the Communion of Saints or of the Holy Ones who have made these two
prayers a part of their living faith tradition for millennia.

My theological reflection with the rabbi, with emphasis on the Scripture/Tradition pole,
expanded my understanding of the depth of love of Scripture study and the importance of
ritual. I listened to him speak of the Torah in general and in specific terms (all of the
Jewish Scriptures and also “just” the Pentateuch) and heard him state: “Every time the
Torah scroll is lifted, I feel the generations which have preceded me; every time it is read,
I have the means to express my joy and the hope to overcome my grief”. And, I heard
him describe ritual as “giving color and flavor to life, with each one serving to
strengthen the chain of Jewish tradition on which I am a link”. In those words I identified
my experience of the sacred place Scripture holds in my own Catholic tradition and also
sensed the power of ritual, all of which seems to flow naturally from our spiritual roots in
the Jewish faith. As we went through my outline and notes, discussed resources and
looked at my questions, his comments that “Books are sacred, learning is revered, and
teachers are respected” and “Questioning is encouraged because the questions are more
important than the answers since they lead to more questions” guided my personal
reflection to consider Jesus at age twelve, teaching and learning from the religious leaders
in the Temple in Jerusalem (Luke 2: 46b-47) and strengthened my resolve to better
understand and to better present a way for Jews and Catholics to come together to mourn
and to pray.

Lastly, theologically reflecting on the “culture” pole of the Tripolar model for both my
family experience and my rabbinical experience during the planning stage, led me to
consider the “common ground” that we as Jews and Catholics share both in the spiritual
and the secular realms.

Our Catholic roots are in the Jewish faith as we have been

reminded by Pope John Paul II who spoke of “our elder brothers (sic) in the faith” And,
our pluralistic American society wherein inter-religious marriages with the subsequent
blending of Jewish and Catholic families is a reality in today’s world.

With this blending

comes the need to craft ways to respect one another’s traditions and beliefs and still find a
way to be a “blessing to each other” as Cardinal Bernardin so beautifully phrased the
respectful dialogue and interaction we Jews and Catholics need to pursue with one
another.

As 1 approached the implementation phase, I reflected on those aspects that emerged, as I
have cited them, from my dialogues and experiences with my family and with the rabbi.
Our present pluralistic and generally tolerant (of diversity) American culture almost
guarantees that at some point many of us who are Catholic will experience the death of a
loved one or friend who may not be Catholic or even from another Christian tradition. As
people of faith (whether it be Jewish or Christian), we find solace, comfort, hope,
acceptance, peace and other healing emotions when we gather in the throes of our grief
and share our experiences and tell our sacred stories. Our experiences from our own faith
traditions are usually those that bring us the most consolation. We can, however, bring
those we consider “our own” and join them with another’s to craft a ritual that can be a

“blessing to each other’s” (sic) if both groups are equipped to understand what we share
in common and how to approach that ritual. Therefore, with time spent in theological
reflection prior to a death, appropriate to the specifics of the situation and the readiness
for such an undertaking, families and communities, Jews and Catholics/ Jews and

Christians, can prepare for a ritual that holds meaning and purpose for them.

Chapter III: Analysis and Interpretation of the Knowledge

Gained in the Implementation Stage
The Implementation Stage required a synthesis of the feedback both my family and the
rabbi had provided to me, self-reflection regarding my readiness and ability to objectively
serve as presenter and presider and a well thought out assessment of how to “market” the
workshop.

From the feedback from my family, I recognized that adequate time to

individually reflect on the experience of each Psalm, immediately after praying, signing
or listening to it was critical to each person’s ability to process their own interpretations
and also the feelings and the emotions evoked by the Psalmist or musical composer (in
the case of those set to music). As a family gathered together in the planning stage, we
were a small group, who had the time and who had the absolute need, based on our
emotional attachment to the experience of my sister-in-law’s Memorial Service, to share
verbally what we were feeling. Anticipating that a larger group would be participating in
the workshop and conscious of time and the need for trust to be built within a group
before quality sharing can happen, I assessed that providing time for individual silent
reflection (rather than verbal sharing) would better serve everyone’s needs. Also,
acknowledging that our experience of deriving comfort from the “smell of the incense”
and all the memories and feelings that engaging the olfactory sense brought us, lead me
to consider how important involving as many of our senses and our bodily postures as
possible (sitting, standing, movement, extending hands in prayer, touching, etc.) into the
ritual spoke more fully to who we are as united body and spirit. From the rabbi’s
comments about his emotions associated with seeing the “Torah scroll lifted high” and
from our own experiences at Mass when the Book of Gospels is reverentially held high in

the entrance procession and at the time of preparation for the proclamation of the Gospel,
I assessed that having a Bible in a prominent place and held aloft for Psalm readings
would provide participants with that same sense of reverence and respect for a holy
reading from Sacred Scripture.

I intended that this would be the experience even when

the specific psalm was adapted from other sources (as in the use of Psalms 22 and:36
from Psalms for Praying: An Invitation to Wholeness) and the prayer aid was inserted
into the Bible.

My self-reflection regarding my readiness and ability to objectively serve as didactic
presenter and presider at ritual required a tremendous amount of prayer and spiritual
direction. The work of preparing the didactic materials became a vocation of sorts as |
read and thought about all the various aspects of Jewish spirituality and contrasted it with
Catholic spirituality, of death and dying, of the loss of loved ones, of Jewish and Catholic
dialogue and relationships, of family dynamics, etc. Challenged by the rabbi’s comments
about learning and questioning, I continued to read and re-read sources, believing that I
just did not know enough or have enough materials to convey all that I thought was
necessary to convey in establishing a knowledge-base and firm foundation from which to
base the ritual experience so that it would have significant meaning for the participants.
The final outline of the didactic material I chose to present, as included in the Appendix,
was the product of numerous revisions aimed at providing essential information. A
recommended bibliography was also made available to those who had a special interest in
learning more on the topic.

Through on-going spiritual direction, when I chose to be vulnerable regarding my
feelings and emotions, I recognized that this process of presenting a workshop of this
nature was fraught with conflicting emotion for me. At times, it held the potential of
being very healing for me in my grief, of connecting me to a “Communion of Holy Ones
(Saints)” from both the Jewish and Christian faiths and of serving as a bridge for JewishCatholic family dialogue. At other times, it seemed to reinforce a sense of guilt that I did
not have this dialogue and this theological and spiritual experience with my sister-in-law
before her death.

I was aware then of many (but not all) of the emotional aspects

presenting this project entailed. I was committed to presenting the workshop, however,
and I proceeded with the planning and with its implementation.

In consultation with my Adult Faith Formation team members/consultants, “marketing”
of the presentation was achieved through bulletin and “pulpit” announcements, flyers
(both within the parish and to neighboring parishes) and word of mouth/direct invitation.
As Director of Adult Faith Formation, offering a variety of presentations, both personally
and by inviting guest speakers was characteristic of my program and fit within the parish
culture and practice. The specific selection of the date and time and also the theme were
consistent with the Church’s liturgical rhythm and the parish calendar (see next Chapter).

In the final six weeks before the presentation, I was challenged by an unexpected event
which invited another look at the usefulness of the Psalms when people of different
religious backgrounds or scant religious background are experiencing anticipatory grief
associated with the imminent loss of a loved one. My father-in-law suffered a massive

stroke and within 36 hours our family (on my husband’s side) gathered from various
states to make the decision together to remove life support and allow natural death to
occur. In a hospital setting where Spiritual Care is not provided because there is not a
chaplain staff member available and in a family without a religious affiliation (and away
from our home community of faith), I was able to draw upon my study of the various
Psalms and the feelings to which they could provide a voice.

From this experience, I

recommended our praying together of them as a family as we all sensed that we needed to
honor this special time facing the imminent death of my father-in-law (once life support
was withdrawn). Although lacking in ritual and other aspects of a better-planned time of
prayer, using the “ancient prayer book of the Bible” in an Intensive Care Unit brought
another family together in prayer and provided the comfort, hope and strength to cope
with the grief they were experiencing.

This experience both spoke to my heart about the

gift the Psalms are in the critical moments of our lives as well as the need to fret less and
trust more that extensive “head knowledge” prior to the reading and praying of the
Psalms is not necessary when we trust that the Spirit of God will lead us to that place of
comfort and healing.

Chapter IV: Analysis and Interpretation of the Evaluation of
the Project by the Participants
Parishioners who participated in the Day of Learning, Prayer and Reflection summarized
several reasons for their participation.

Of those who attended, the overwhelming number

stated that they chose to participate because of their general interest in Adult Faith
Formation and in seeking ways to enhance their understanding of Scripture, of prayer and
of Catholic-Jewish relations. Smaller numbers stated they were members of interreligious families or had close friends who are Jewish and wanted to gain a greater
understanding of the dynamics of prayerfully coming together at times of grief. And,
lastly, there were participants who knew me personally and stated that they wished to
support me in my process of grief and saw this event as a tangible means of praying with
me and for me as a result of my personal experiences.

Addressing first those who responded that they had a general interest in Adult Faith
Formation, their responsiveness was facilitated by the “logistics”, the “timeliness” and
the structure of the event.

As the parish is in the most southern part of the Diocese (and

of Orange County), and the majority of educational and spiritual programs are presented
in the Diocesan Pastoral Center, many of the participants rarely elect to travel there.
Having a local presentation available to them greatly enhanced the interest and
participation in the event. As interest in Scripture Study continues to grow, as had been
evidenced by the on-going request for “Bible Study groups” within the parish, promoting
a study of the Book of Psalms as one component of the “Day” encouraged many
individuals to participate. Participants stated that they were not as familiar with the

Psalms as they would like to be and often only knew the Psalms from the context of the
Responsorial Psalm prayed during Mass. Presenting the “Day” during the month of
November when the Catholic Church traditionally remembers and prays for the dead was
a natural “tie-in” for parishioners and other participants to honor our Catholic tradition
and learn how to begin to understand and respond to the grief experiences in the Jewish
tradition. Having the event begin with an invitation to attend Saturday morning Mass
prior to the formal start of the “Day” and then end in time for Saturday afternoon
“Confessions” and the Saturday evening Vigil Mass bracketed the event in a familiar
Catholic liturgical experience. Using ritual that included sacramentals (candles, incense),
well-known music and psalms and an “order of service” that had some relationship to the
order of the Liturgy of the Hours and/or a Vigil Funeral Service presided over by a
layperson established an environment that was fairly comfortable and familiar. And,
since our Director of Music Ministry arranged for a favorite parish pastoral musician to
play the piano during our ritual, the event was supported by the well-known feeling of a
sacred time in the parish’s own culture of sacred times.

Those who responded that one of their primary reasons for attending was because they
were members of inter-religious families or had close friends who are Jewish and wanted
to gain a greater understanding of the dynamics of prayerfully coming together at times
of grief also cited the ease with which the location of the event was to their homes.
Although small in number, they were individuals who saw a very personal need to gain
insight into the theology and practicality of families and friends sharing grief from the
perspective of Jewish and Catholic traditions. And, they also spoke of their ongoing

interest in Catholic-Jewish relations as a result of the activities and statements of Pope

John Paul II, other leading international members of the Catholic hierarchy (in particular,
Cardinal Walter Kasper) and of our own Ordinary, Bishop Tod Brown and the emphasis
he places on Interfaith and Inter-Religious dialogue and relationships.

Lastly, the participants who identified a personal desire to support me in my experiences
through attendance at the presentation stated (in their written evaluations) that they
“knew that I wanted to work through my grief” and they wanted me to “journey further in
(my) healing”.

Others also verbally offered (in one-on-one dialogues with me) both on

the “Day” and later that they perceived that I needed to be affirmed in my theological and
spiritual acceptance of my sister-in-law’s death. They stated that they desired to minister
to me by allowing me to instruct, explore, listen, reflect and preside at prayer. These
individuals were primarily those with whom I had previously shared in small group faith
settings such as RCIA, book discussion groups and in lector ministry. Those from RCIA
were both team members and also previous catechumens and candidates whom I directed
as the parish RCIA Coordinator. Former book discussion group members were also those
whom I had encountered as the facilitator of our gatherings of readers (primarily of
spiritual books). And, the lectors were those whom I knew from my years of coordinating
the parish lectors that included weekly meetings of lectors in which we “broke open The
Word” and did faith sharing in preparation to proclaim the Readings at Sunday Liturgy.

Regardless of the reasons for participation, from the attendees’ responses on their
evaluations, the following themes emerged:

“I have a greater understanding and knowledge of the Book of Psalms and how to
use it in prayer, study and discussion”.
“I recognize the importance and healing potential of Ritual, especially in the
significant moments of life”.
“I have gained knowledge of how members of the Jewish faith use the Psalms and
other forms of prayer following death”.
“I can articulate some ‘common ground’ of prayer that Jews and Catholics can
engage when impacted by death”
“I am more aware of my own feelings and thoughts about non-Catholics/nonChristians regarding their ‘after-life’”.
29%

From these main themes, I have concluded that there is a need to proactively address the
issues of how to pray together and how to speak about our Catholic and Jewish theology
and spirituality of death before the death and funeral/memorial services. Especially in
those situations where there is a terminal or chronic illness or debility related to
advancing age, families and close friends need to be invited to address how they will
respond at the time of death of their loved one. Workshops within one’s own faith
community are one avenue; workshops that include members from both Catholic (and
other Christian traditions) and Jewish communities, as well as their faith leaders are
another and would serve as a more comprehensive approach and response to pastoral
needs. There is a need to constantly look to the importance of ritual and acknowledge the
comfort and healing that familiar prayers, music, posture and even order of service hold
for those who are grieving. Lastly, those in ministry need to be aware of their own
“woundedness” and assess how they are holding in tension the need to respond to the
community’s needs (for Scripture study, for greater awareness of other religions, of the

importance of ritual, of the need to discuss death and dying in appropriate venues) as well
as their own personal needs (for bereavement support and care).

Chapter V: Summary and Personal Theological Reflection
An experience of not preparing spiritually for the inevitable loss of a loved one who has a
terminal illness adds to the pain of the loss. When the family grieving the loss is a
blended Jewish-Catholic family, the solace that our familiar and comforting rituals and
beliefs offer us is lacking, as we fear that we don’t speak the same language and don’t
share the same rituals and actions. We can feel unanchored and adrift in a sea of volatile
emotions and unknown depth of pain. We may have the blessing of an enlightened
religious leader of either denomination who seeks to chart a journey acceptable to both
families through the rough churning waters that appear to be dragging us farther away
from a peaceful place on a firm, known and unmovable foundation. These were my
experiences following the death of my sister-in-law. We/ I had not sought to explore what
we could do as a family prior to her death and we had not spoken with her about her
wishes, her thoughts, etc. She had taken some lead in this regard and had spoken with
her rabbi about how a Memorial Service in which both Jewish and Catholic family
members

could come together and each find something familiar to grasp hold of and

something from the other’s religious tradition that also would be life supporting.

And,

the rabbi, being a man firmly grounded in his understanding that we Jews and Catholics
can be “a blessing to each other”, sensitively crafted a ritual that incorporated aspects of
both religions.

While I was pleased and blessed that this was my experience, I felt woefully deprived of
a deeper understanding of the Jewish spirituality and theology of death. And, I felt guilty
that I had not known the language to use to even initiate a dialogue with my sister-in-law.

I came to an awareness that I was being called to a greater understanding of how to
minister to blended Jewish and Catholic families and how to reconcile my own pain and
grief, understood from a Catholic foundation, with that which my sister-in-law and her
family understood from a Jewish foundation.

My exploration took me to numerous sources and resources, each one literally
compelling me to read and assimilate more and more information so that I could,
hopefully, assuage my grief. I “knew” what I believed, I wanted to know what she and
her family believed in the hope that I would be comforted if they had derived comfort
from their belief systems. From this painful journey developed an obsession-like desire to
“get the word out” to others so that they would be better prepared. This desire took the
form of planning, implementing and evaluating an all day workshop- A Day of Learning,
Prayer and Reflection- entitled “Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be
comforted”- which was presented in a parish under the auspices of the Adult Faith
Formation program.

In the process of implementing and evaluating the presentation, I

became aware of both the way I was ministering to the participants and the way they, in
turn, were ministering to me.

Returning to the Tripolar Model of Theological Reflection, my personal reflection centers
on the three “poles” of Scripture/Tradition, Experience and Culture. The
Scripture/ Tradition pole spoke most deeply and most comfortingly to me. As I learned
about the absolutely foundational role the Psalms had in Jewish theology and spirituality
and I held this in my heart along with the role the Psalms had in the life of Jesus, in the

early Church and down throughout the ages, I felt the common bond that Rabbi Kushner
speaks of in his book Jewish Spirituality. A Brief Introduction for Christians.

In the

chapter entitled “Praying God’s Prayers”, addressing the Book of Psalms:
(Dts words, like the words of other prayers in the traditional Jewish prayer book, are a
script or a musical score for words and songs that already exist within each of us and
within all creation. ... (n)o matter where we find them, the words of prayers are already
present. They need someone to speak them. By giving them a voice, we come closer to
God. ... Praying connects us to God, and since God is the One through whom every one
and every thing is connected to all the others, prayer joins us to all creation.
An almost identical sentiment was voiced by Jennifer Glen (in Catholic liturgist Gabe
Huck’s Introduction to Morning and Evening Prayers)

where she states,

In these texts, every mood of the human heart is brought before God, ... but always in
prayer...” (They) “recall us into the presence of God even in the most unlikely
situations”
Other Jewish spiritual commentators (Ochs and Olitzky), also spoke of :
Using the words... allows us to stand in community across countless generations. ... We
are joined through time and space with the generations of Jews who share our unity of
faith- and who cry out alone in the night, as we do, reaching out to God...

and in those words I found the connection we have with the Communion of Saints.
Connections also abounded for me in the format of prayer where, as another Jewish
theologian , Hoffman, stated:
Typically, Jewish prayer is arranged as a dialogue between the congregation and its
prayer leader... The dialogue-like format was probably influenced by the vision of the
prophet Isaiah, who saw angels praising God in such a way that one would call to the
other ‘holy, holy, holy’ (Is 6:3). ... Since the angels of Isaiah’s vision sang their praises
responsively, Jewish worship was designed in a similarly responsive fashion.
I recognized our call and response in the Responsorial Psalms of Mass and our practice of
praying psalms antiphonally when in religious community centers and/or on retreat. Over
and over again, the constant references to both Jews and Christians treasuring the Book

of Psalms as the Bible’s prayer book affirmed for me the absolute appropriateness of the
psalms in a ritual of prayer that both Jews and Catholics (Christians) could embrace as a
family at prayer together.

Additionally, learning of the tradition of Jews praying the “Mourner’s Kaddish” and its
parallelism to our praying the Our Father further strengthened the embrace of comfort
that we as Jews and Catholics can share in our time of grief. Just as we rise to pray the
Our Father at Mass, Jews rise to say Kaddish, - and they are:
shoulder-to-shoulder with everyone who stands or ever stood... recalling a beloved face
that is gone but not forgotten. (It is) a love song to God, praising the Holy One in a
myriad of ways... and (like the Our Father which) is the Christian analog to the
Kaddish, they both are prayers that extol God's strength and ask for the establishment of
God’s sovereignty on earth. ... They bind their respective faith communities with
universally familiar words and rhythms (Diamant).
One other important aspect of personal theological reflection from among the many that I
experienced within the realm of the Scripture/Tradition pole was that which addressed the
Jewish understanding of life after death and one’s “Final Confession” in the Jewish
tradition. Many references to the Jewish understanding of the “afterlife” included
comments

such as:

The Torah symbolizes the human soul; the Ark (of the Covenant) the human body.
Torah is eternal as is the human soul

The

The bond of eternal life
Bodies are like sandcastles; souls are pure real life- living on forever

and also that:

Classical Judaism understood the soul as something approaching the divine.

The idiom

used here is that God breathes the soul into us when we are born, indeed, that God

breathed some of the divine essence into us at birth. That essence is “exhaled” from us

eventually, ... And, when we die, the soul is reclaimed by God, but only temporarily, for it
will be restored to bodily habitation in a time to come. Not all Jews believe that
anymore. It is one position along a spectrum of Jewish belief today.
.... Judaism’s belief in a personal reward that accrues to us after we die: some form of
individual afterlife. The Rabbis of antiquity were convinced that body and soul would be
reunited and actual resurrection of the dead would occur. Resurrection was linked to
another powerful image, ‘the world to come’.
These explanations of the varied theologies of “the afterlife” that Jews may believe both
helped me situate Jesus’ teachings as related in Scripture and also gave me comforting
insights into how Jewish family members and friends can prepare for death in a way that
I can find some meaning and comfort to share with them if appropriate.

Learning of the structure of the Vidui- The Final Confession revealed that it allows for
the specific mentioning

of things done and not done in one’s life and asks forgiveness

from those whom the individual has wronged and offers forgiveness to those who
wronged the one making the Vidui.
become an act of atonement.

The prayer and the subsequent death essentially

As I read the prayer and reflected on its content and

purpose, the words and intent of our Catholic Confiteor with its references to “what I
have done and what I have failed to do” resonated within me and I derived comfort from
knowing that this prayer is found on the lips and within the heart of Jews as they are
preparing for death.

Many of these personal theological reflections cross over to the realm of the “experience”
and the “culture” poles of the Tripolar Model

as I have personally come to process my

own experiences of the beliefs and the practices of Catholic family members and friends
who have died, as well as the experience of participating in my sister-in-law’s Memorial

Service in the culture of a blended inter-religious family in American society . The
experiences and the cultural practices of praying Psalms communally in word and in
song, of using incense to set apart a holy space and time, of rising to pray a Doxology
whether it be the Kaddish of the Jewish faith or the Our Father/Lord’s Prayer of the
Catholic/Christian faith all served to unite us as children of the one God who listens to
our voiced emotions when we are in grief. Culturally, also, many of us as Catholics have
had the experience (if we have any familiarity with the “culture” of the Catholic faith
prior to Vatican II) of concern for the salvation of all the unbaptized. Possibly, we harbor
in our hearts, some remnant of that memory of the discussions of the “final disposition”
of all those who die without benefit of baptism. And, complicating that memory is that of
the experience of the Catholic culture that still spoke of the “perfidious Jews” who were
“Christ-killers”.

1 found myself turning to the documents of Vatican II and to many of

the pastoral statements of Pope John Paul II and other leaders in the Church, especially
Cardinal Bernardin, to the wisdom of Jacques Dupuis and other enlightened theologians,
to all the liturgists post Vatican II who “re-worked” our liturgical references to the role of
the Jewish people in Christ’s death and to our post Vatican II Scripture scholars who
revised our understanding of the events that occurred that lead to Jesus’ crucifixion based
on their studies.

Lastly, I experienced the absolute need for a culture of spiritual acceptance that promotes
dialogue with our beloved terminally ill before their deaths so that we may both honor
them and our own traditions of gathering as people of faith united in love for one another
and most importantly united as the “beloved” of God who will bless us and comfort us as

we mourn the passing of someone we love. As people of faith, whether it be Jewish or
Catholic (Christian) , we know and experience the love that we need in community. Our
families and our own faith communities can be that communal source of comfort. In my
facilitating a parish setting of Catholics who sought an experience of praying in a
different way, I experienced comfort and support. My personal experience and
theological reflection confirmed that they who mourn could be comforted by using the
The Prayer Book of the Bible (Bonhoeffer), the Psalms, and finding common ground for
our loving care of one another so that as mourners we can be comforted.
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“Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted”.
ADULT FAITH FORMATION PRESENTATION

The parish Adult Faith Formation program will be hosting an all-day
workshop on Saturday, November 22, 2003. In keeping with our
Catholic tradition during the month of November, we will remember
our beloved dead. And, we will experience how to remember our
loved ones when families and friends from both the Jewish and the
Catholic faiths come together to mourn and to pray. More and more,
in today’s society where inter-religion marriages and friendships
continue to flourish, many of us can and will find ourselves
wondering how we can comfort one another in prayer when we come

Join us for an informational and a prayer-filled day. The Workshop
will begin in the Parish Hall after the 8:00 a.m. Saturday morning
Mass and devotions and will conclude in time for Confession and
for the Saturday Vigil Mass at 5:30 p.m. A Continental Breakfast,

a Light
lecture
prayer.
may be

Lunch and snacks will be provided. The day will include
time, small and large group discussion, reflection time and
The Church and the Blessed Sacrament and Family Chapels
used throughout the day for prayer.

The event is free; however, reservations are necessary so that

appropriate numbers of materials and meals are available.
Please RSVP to Linda McMahon, Director, Adult Faith Formation

(492-4101, ext. 117 or via e-mail to
linda.mcmahon@ourladyoffatima.net ).
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Questions submitted, in advance, to Rabbi

prior to

my meeting with him with my “Order of Service”
Would a lay-led, intimate-type service for family and friends, such as the one I have
outlined, held in addition to a Funeral /Memorial Service, that is “presided over” by a

rabbi or a priest be “acceptable” from the Jewish perspective? (i.e., is it “neutral” enough,
meaningful enough)?
Specifically, would the “order of service”, choice of psalms, use of incense, etc. have
some sense of familiarity for Reform Jews?
From your experience as a rabbi ministering to blended Jewish/Catholic families, what
are the areas of greatest concern when it comes to being sensitive to the Jewish tradition?
Again, from your experience as a rabbi ministering to blended Jewish/Catholic families,
what are the areas of concern that surface about death? Questions of a belief in an
“afterlife” (where, what is it like, how is it attained)? Questions about “the same heaven’
for Jews and Christians?
What other questions and concerns have you experienced as a rabbi ministering to
blended Jewish/Catholic families?
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Day of Learning, Prayer and Reflection

“Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted”
9:30 a.m.

Welcome, Introduction, Outline of Day

10:00 a.m.

Didactic Presentation and Small Group Discussion

11:15 am.

Break

11:30 am.

Large Group Feedback, Didactic Presentation and Small Group
Discussion

Lunch

Large Group Feedback, Didactic Presentation and Small Group
Discussion

Break

Prayer Ritual followed by Private Time for Prayer/Reflection

Small Group Discussion followed by Large Group Feedback

Evaluations

Conclusion

Recommended Bibliography for Further Reading and
Exploration
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PRELUDE

Instrumental Music
WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION OF SERVICE

OPENING SINGING OF PSALM 141 AND INCENSE RITUAL

“Lord Let My Prayer Arise” (Hurd)
-AN INVITATION TO SILENT REFLECTION

ANTIPHONAL PRAYING OF PSALM 22 (From Psalms for Praying: An Invitation to
Wholeness)
RO my Beloved, why have You forsaken me? Why are You so far, abandoning me
as I groan in misery? O my Beloved, I cry by day, but You do not answer; and by night,
but find no rest.
L- Yet You are holy, praised through all generations.

In You our parents trusted; they

trusted, and You did come to their aid. To You they cried, and were heard; in You they

trusted, and were not disappointed.
R- But I seem as nothing, hardly alive; scorned and despised by many. Those who see me
make fun at my expense, they ridicule and gossip among themselves; “Commit yourself
to the Most High; let Love deliver you, you who delight in the Most High!”
L- Yet, You are the One who took me from the womb; You kept me safe upon my
mother’s breast. Upon You I was cast from my birth, and ever since my mother bore me,
You have been my strength. Come close to me, for trouble is near and there is none to
help.
R- Many, like bulls, surround me, they come at me with great force.
eyes and bellowing roars, they charge at me.

With fire in their

L- I am poured out like water, and all my bones are weak; my heat is like wax, melting
within my breast; My strength is broken as a shard of pottery, and my mouth is dry; You
have laid me in the dust of death.
R-

Yes, boars are round about me; a company of evildoers encircle me; they have

pierced my hands and feet- I can count all my bones- they stare and gloat over me
awaiting my demise; They divide my belongings among them avariciously casting lots.
L- But You, O Beloved, be not far off! You who are my help, hasten to my aid! Free
my soul from this agony, my life from the power of the boar! Save me from the mouth of
the lion, my afflicted soul from the horns of the bull!

R- I will tell of Your Name to all I meet, in the midst of assemblies I will praise You;
You, who are in wonder of the Mystery, give praise! For our loving Creator does not
turn away from the afflicted, And does not hide from them; But their cries are heard, their
prayers rise up to heaven.
L- To You, O Beloved, I lift up my voice in the great congregation; for You promise to
remain with those whose love is steadfast. The hungry shall eat and be satisfied; Those
who seek You shall sing praises! Your heart our dwelling place forever!
R- All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to Love’s way; And all the families
of the nations shall bow down with grateful hearts. For power and authority belong to the
Most High, who rules over the nations.
L- Yes, to the Most High shall all the proud of the earth be humbled; before the Creator
shall all bow who can go down to the dust, and who cannot sustain their lives. Posterity
shall know and serve Love, telling of the One who abides in all to the coming
generations, And proclaiming deliverance to a people yet unborn that the Most High
dwells among us.
- AN INVITATION TO SILENT REFLECTION

SINGING OF PSALM 42

“As the Deer Longs” (Hurd)
- AN INVITATION TO SILENT REFLECTION
LITANY PRAYING OF PSALM 136 (From Psalms for Praying: An Invitation to Wholeness)
O sing praises to the Beloved, whose Love sustains us; Yes, give thanks to the Heart of
all hearts, whose Love sustains us; and bow down before the Most High, whose Love

sustains us!
To You, who spoke and the Word came forth,

Response: “Your Love Sustains
To You, who by understanding created
Response: “Your Love Sustains
To You, who spread out the earth upon
Response: “Your Love Sustains

Us”
the heavens,
Us”
the waters,
Us”

To You, who set the planets upon their course,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
And the sun to rule over the day,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
The moon and stars to rule over the night,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who calls us to repentance and rebirth,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who accompany us as we face our fears,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
With a strong arm to uphold us,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You who liberate us to live into our birthright,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
Who send the Counselor to lead us on paths pf peace,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
Who comforts us in times of sorrow and loneliness,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who give us a hunger for prayer,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
And a thirst for You,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who are quick to forgive and remember not our sins,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who instruct us in truth and justice,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
And in mercy and compassion,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who open our hearts to the cry of the poor,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
And call us to radiate Your love
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who remember us when we are downtrodden and discouraged,

Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
And bring light into the darkness,
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
To You, who are Loving Companion Presence
Response: “Your Love Sustains Us”
O sing praises to the Beloved
Response: “Whose Love Sustains Us”

- AN INVITATION TO SILENT REFLECTION

SINGING OF PSALM 91
“On Eagle’s Wings” (Joncas)
- AN INVITATION TO SILENT REFLECTION

MEDITATING ON PSALM 23
“Shepherd Me, O God” (Haugen)
-

ANINVITATION TO PRAYERFULLY RESPOND
KADDISH AND THE OUR FATHER

BY PRAYING THE MOURNER’S

(An English Translation of the Kaddish)-

Glorified and sanctified be God's great name throughout the world which He has created
according to His will. May He establish His kingdom in your lifetime and during your
days, and within the life of the entire House of Israel, speedily and soon; and say, Amen.
May His great name be blessed forever and to all eternity.
Blessed and praised, glorified and exalted, extolled and honored, adored and lauded be
the name of the Holy One, blessed be He, beyond all the blessings and hymns, praises
and consolations that are ever spoken in the world, and say, Amen.
May there be abundant peace from heaven, and life, for us and for all Israel; and say,
Amen. He who creates peace in His celestial heights, may He create peace for us and for
all Israel; and say, Amen.
Our Father ....

FINAL PRAYER OF BLESSING (Adapted from the Book of Numbers 6:24-26)
All:
God says to us,
“Iwill bless you and keep you!
I will look upon you kindly and let
the splendor of my face shine upon you,
and grant you peace and grace and wholeness!”
We call out your name, O God.

Do please look on us.
Bless us.
POSTLUDE
Instrumental Music

