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CHAPTER ONE 

I. Identify and define a pastoral problem 

A. A thorough description of why this area of ministry was chosen, any causal factors 

and any limitations. 

Grief ministry has been a passion of mine since the late 1970’s when hospice organizations 

were just beginning to come to the United States. At that time I became a certified hospice 

volunteer and provided respite for caregivers. The opportunities to visit, read Scripture and pray 

with patients during the end of life journey spoke to my heart as one of the greatest honors that 1 

might have in my calling to the ministry. During my recent undergraduate internship with a 

local hospice organization, I spent six months working in the bereavement area as part of a living 

with loss group, as well as being assigned individual telephone calls and visits with those who 

were grieving the death of a loved one. Since that time, I have become a full time chaplain with 

the same hospice organization. The leadership council of my parish, Hilltop Lutheran Church, 

identified a need to address grief situations for the parishioners while acknowledging the absence 

of a systematic method to do so. Along with the approval and support of the parish council, I 

chose to create a framework for congregations to companion the bereaved. 

My goal for this project is to develop a framework for a grief ministry that congregations 

may utilize. This goal will offer a theological reflective opportunity through Scripture to 

recognize God’s role in our grieving process. There are several factors that affect the decision of 

this pastoral concern. Given the age of my current congregation, the death of loved ones has 

become a major part of their lives. The middle-aged group is experiencing the death of parents  



while the senior citizens are grieving the deaths of spouses and siblings. There are families 

experiencing the death of loved ones at all ages due to sudden accidents, illness, etc. 

This project will address the need to encourage parish members to reach out to others in a 

time of need and offer a method to do so. At Hilltop Lutheran Church the Saturday evening 

service is a more relaxed, small group of parishioners who are connected outside of the church. 

The two Sunday services are more traditional in nature. The Gospels and lessons are always the 

same for all three services; the connectedness of groups is what makes each service different. 

With a common bond of grieving, the church leadership is supporting this project to establish an 

opportunity to offer engagement and bonding among all of the parishioners. 

It is recognized and acknowledged that grief encompasses many other aspects of loss, i.e. 

aging, illness, disability, loss of job, divorce, etc. This project will consider the definition of 

grief as it pertains to death. While this project will develop a framework for a grief ministry that 

any parish could adopt, the details of the memorial service chosen to begin the ministry in my 

parish are specific to the needs of this congregation. The basic framework will allow any 

congregation to individualize the concepts to meet their own particular needs. 

Concepts specific to this project will be the ways that a religious tradition may be applied to a 

grief ministry, the research and evaluation of how rituals affect our understanding of the grieving 

process, and how theological reflection may be utilized to further the use of Scripture as a tool 

for the grieving population. 

 



II. Description of the Cultural Context of the Pastoral Concern 

A. Describe the culture of the congregation: its history; its sociological and 
economic structure; its psychological environment and ecclesiology. 

As early as 1872 Lutheran services were conducted in the Michiana area at a sister 

congregation. Hilltop Lutheran Church of the Ascension was chartered in 1961. The name 

Hilltop is descriptive not only because of the geographic location on a beautiful hill, but is also 

implicit within it the invitation first recorded by Isaiah: “Come let us go up to the mountain of 

Yahweh, to the Temple of the God of Jacob, that He may teach us His ways so that we may walk 

in His paths.” Our worship in the round building with its centrally located altar sends out an 

invitation with open arms, summoning the people of our community to gather around and share 

the Life of Promise with one another. The parish is a member of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America. We are proud to be called Lutheran, because with Martin Luther, for whom 

the Lutheran Church is named, we accept Christ as the center of history; the focal point of the 

Scriptures and the cornerstone of our theology and practice. As Lutherans we do not consider 

ourselves to be a new church, but rather an expression of the one Holy Catholic and apostolic 

Church, well within the main stream of God’s action in history. (Church brochure) 

The primary goal of the parish is to help people grow in their relationship with God, 

themselves, and each other. We are called to be reconcilers. The primary tools given us in this 

calling are the Gospel and the Sacraments. Worship is thus seen as the focal point of our life 

together. We come together not as spectators, but as participants. In our round setting we find it 

easy to speak to one another, pastor and people alike, as our worship reconciliation becomes a 

reality. (Church brochure)  



The parish 1s founded upon six basic principles. Those principles are the conviction that God 

has created all things and that He holds in His hand all the might of man and nature; the 

recognition of man’s constant need of the grace of God and of the availability of that grace; the 

unshakable faith that God has reconciled the world to Himself in Christ; the assurance that the 

Holy Spirit is dependably accessible to men and women through the channels He Himself has 

created through the administration of the Sacrament of Baptism and Eucharist; the certainty that 

this same Holy Spirit spoke through the prophets and apostles and the belief that God has called 

the Church to be His servant people. (Church brochure) 

Since its origination, the parish has been a respite for those who are spiritually searching. 

This opportunity provided spiritual direction, solace and growth for adults. The original 

searchers were skeptics of organized religion, but their searching suggested a need. The 

congregation has been primarily adults and any young people attending have been spiritually 

approached as miniature adults. With a blend of parishioners from other Protestant beliefs, 

practicing Catholics and Mennonites, the church offered a simple, reflective, independent and 

ecumenical approach to the Lutheran traditions. Historically, this parish has been considered 

non-traditional in this aspect. 

The membership is primarily middle class with a few lower-upper class members. As the 

population ages, the lower-upper class is dwindling due to death or relocation. There are very 

few young families with a small population of grade school and high school students. A focus 

on a youth ministry is just now materializing with a Council position for a Youth Minister. A 

changing of the guard, the retirement of the previous pastor after 30 years, left the parish with 

new challenges. The parish is currently involved in a strategic planning exercise to address these 

challenges in a constructive fashion.  



The new pastor’s background is primarily in social activism, inner city assignments and 

musical prowess. The challenges of a reflective parish with an interactive leader are quite 

evident. The new pastor seeks to involve the parish in social activism; parishioners are 

accustomed to participating within their own communities with individual efforts. 

The foundation of the parish reflects a focus on spiritual direction, faith development and 

appreciation for rituals. This project will be developed through Scripturally based theological 

reflection to offer a specific ministry to engage and bond the entire congregation during a time of 

need for support during the grief process. 

 



III. Describe the Significance of the Project 

A. Indicate why this project is important to the ministry and its theological 
implications for the ministry, including goals and objectives. 

This project is important to the ministry because it will offer an opportunity within structured 

parameters to acknowledge and address the grieving process as it pertains to the death of a loved 

one, friend, or colleague. The primary goal is to offer a theological reflective opportunity 

through Scripture to recognize God’s role in our grieving process. A secondary goal is to engage 

the parishioners in a ministry that would belong to them. A primary objective of this process 

will be to engage others in the development of the ministry, rather than present a ministry to be 

followed. As my parish seeks a reflective process for spiritual growth and direction, it is my 

intention to offer this reflective growth phase with the development of a ministry that belongs to 

the congregation, not to any one minister or parishioner. 

Our society addresses the psychosocial, physical and emotional responses to grief and the 

fundamental changes that occur following the death of a loved one. There is a need for a grief 

ministry within our congregations because our spiritual loss attacks us at the very core of our 

faith and belief system. 

An invitation to parishioners to share their experience and understanding of grief while living 

out the grace of their baptism led this diverse group to choose the concept of a ritual to begin the 

grief ministry in our parish. According to Senn (1997), ritual has to do not only with what a 

community does before their Lord but also how the members of the community interact with 

each other. With interaction as a goal of this process, I find this starting point just what is 

needed for this congregation.  



Doka (1977) defines rituals as threads that weave together the fabric of a society. Rituals may 

be a container that can hold the grief life while loss is integrated, allowing for the passage of 

time. Ceremonies symbolically connect us to our traditions and our community. The word 

“ritual” comes from Sanskrit “rita”, which refers to art and order. We are social beings; each 

depends upon the other and rituals link our history and our present with our past. Rituals also 

offer a supportive structure for comfort and healing, as well as offering binding and release with 

validation of the grief. 

To fully explore the theological process of a ritual, it is valuable to first study Kubler-Ross, 

renowned pioneer in the stages of grief. Through her work (1969) she finds that death has 

always been distasteful to us. Psychiatrists may find this understandable because we choose not 

to think about death as it pertains to ourselves, but only to others. Recognizing that anger 

usually is part of the grieving process, this emotion is often masked or repressed. Feeling anger 

towards the deceased brings guilt with that emotion that the bereaved do not readily choose to 

experience. Culturally and historically Kubler-Ross has studied ritual in this regard. Ancient 

Hebrews generally regarded the body to be unclean and not to be touched. Early American 

Indians found the dead body to be evil and shot arrows in the air to drive the evil spirits away. 

Many other cultures have rituals to take care of this “bad” dead person and these rituals all 

originate from this feeling of anger. Kubler-Ross suggests that the tradition of the tombstone 

may have originated with the desire to keep the bad spirits down in the ground, and the pebbles 

that many mourners sprinkle on the grave are left over symbols of the same wish. Although we 

find the firing of guns at a military funeral a last salute, it is interesting to find that this mirrors 

the same symbolic ritual that the Indians used when shooting spears and arrows into the skies. It 

is interesting to consider that man has basically not changed from early cultural times to today.  



Regardless of the amount of literature and many organizations dedicated to education about the 

death and dying process, death remains a fearful and frightening event, according to Kubler- 

Ross, and the fear of death is universal. 

Kubler-Ross (1969) addresses the role of religion in these changing times of death and dying. 

In days long past, people seemed to believe in God with no questions asked. People believed in 

a hereafter and found comfort in knowing that suffering and pain would end. There was believed 

to be a reward in heaven, which was equivalent to the grace, patience and dignity displayed 

while carrying the burden. Today we look at the legal, moral, ethical and psychological 

problems of replacement of vital organs, donors and questions of life and death. We need only 

look first to our spiritual understanding of loss through Jesus’s eyes as He taught us to love one 

another and to care for each other through the grieving process. 

Kubler-Ross (1969) finds denial to be a temporary defense that will eventually be replaced by 

partial acceptance. When the first stage of denial cannot be maintained, it is replaced with 

feelings of anger, rage and resentment, including why me? I found from my own cancer 

diagnosis that through this cycle of grief, “why not me” eventually became part of my healing. 

Kubler-Ross focuses on the bargaining stage when we are unable to face the sad facts in the first 

stage and have been angry with God and others in the second phase. Perhaps we can enter into 

some type of bargaining agreement. From a psychological perspective, promises may be 

associated with “quiet guilt”. A sensitive clergy or chaplain may wish to explore if the bereaved 

feels guilty for not attending church more regularly or is experiencing another spiritual issue that 

is underlying during the bargaining phase. 

Depression can be evident during anticipatory grieving as well as throughout other stages. 

Those grieving will drift in and out of the process with the eventual hope for acceptance.  



Acceptance should never been mistaken for a happy stage. This stage is almost void of feelings. 

It is as if the pain has gone, the struggle is ending and the time for the journey alone is imminent. 

Kubler-Ross (1969) supports letting those who are grieving cry, talk, share, scream and vent. 

There doesn’t always need to be professional counseling. Grieving folks need a friend; a 

chaplain; a neighbor, a social worker — a human being. The most meaningful gift that we can 

give to those who grieve is the opportunity to share the feelings prior to the death and after the 

death, allowing those feelings to be expressed and validated. 

As we develop a theological rationale for a grief ministry, Rohr (1996) comments that when 

we separate the Scriptures from history, we are in trouble. Furthermore when we separate the 

Scriptures from real life, we distort the Scriptures. If we separate the Scriptures from the people 

of whom the Scriptures were written, then we further misinterpret the Scriptures. As the Lord 

entered our history, history and the flesh are where we encounter the Lord, rather than running 

away from life and history into our own principles, theories and our own answers that put us 

back into control. The point of Scripture is to engage in it and go out into the world on your 

journey and meet the Lord. We strive to continually come back to the Word of God for 

confirmation and consolation. 

As we grieve, we suffer. Through the story of the mystery of suffering, Rohr (1996) finds 

that Job comes to a point of feeling sadness while also breaking through toward praise and joy. 

It’s important to realize that the joy is achieved through the sadness, not by avoiding it. The 

more deeply we understand the mystery of Christ, the line between joy and suffering becomes 

blended. Sometimes it isn’t clear if it is joy or suffering. Once the heart has surrendered, the 

real question is whether or not we are doing God’s will. The measurement of happiness or 

sadness is no longer of primary importance. Job put his trust in God. Rohr comments that in the  



Catholic tradition, followers tend to put their trust in the hierarchy. In the Protestant tradition, 

followers look to the Bible. While both church and Bible should be respected, they are one step 

removed from the beauty of the Spirit. The Spirit brings the gift of inner authority. 

Rohr (1996) refers to Carl Jung’s descriptions of suffering of the soul. Jung describes first the 

minor suffering which includes little ego disappointments as we endure frustrations and 

attachments being taken from us. This is the suffering of not getting our own way, not being 

complimented or acknowledged and especially enduring inconveniences in this society of every 

possible convenience. Great suffering is symbolized in both mythology and Scripture by sword 

or blood. It is an intense pain with a more intense reality of loss. Fortunately most of us 

experience minor suffering that lays the groundwork for the greater suffering of death and loss 

that touches our lives. Job experiences both types of suffering through detachment and 

realignment. Job sinks into what appears to be despair, but it is actually a resignation. This 

approach again matches Kubler-Ross’s stages of grief. Job is able to move forward from the pit 

of his demise, but only after reaching surrender to God with complete belief and ongoing trust of 

God’s role 1n his life. 

I read the following comment from Rohr more than once — “our most basic theological 

problem is that God is God and we are not”. Rohr (1996) claims that Job is upset because he 

doesn’t have control over his situation. While Job carries on his rebellion, he remains in a 

questioning mode with self-pity. While the story of Job includes his friends as advisors, this 

research focuses on the bigger picture of Job’s faith. Job becomes the Old Testament symbol of 

ultimate faith. All he is asking for is an honest union with God. Job is not looking for success or 

reward. Job questions his faith while he waits. There probably aren’t many of us that can say 

we haven’t experienced impatience while trusting the Lord for answers to prayers. Through our  
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impatience, questions, weakness and brokenness we are brought to God. This is the opposite of 

what most people think. It actually takes almost our entire lives, even with grace, to accept this. 

Interestingly enough, grace seems to create the emptiness that grace alone can fill. “For it 1s in 

weakness that power reaches perfection; it is when I am weak that I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9-10). 

The stages of grief according to Elisabeth Kubler-Ross are recognized in Job’s experience. 

Job’s first seven days of silence represented a stage of denial. Anger was evident through pages 

and pages of cursing and suffering. Job moves into a bargaining stage with many questions of 

“why”. Job was aware that his life on earth would not be his only life. There would be a 

revelation of significance later. Many of the Jewish tradition take this life much more seriously 

because they believe that this is the only life for them. To have that kind of faith, Rohr suggests 

that it is important to be “Jews in spirit”. A life of virtue with God in the center is not for the 

sake of some future reward. Job is dealing with doing what God wants simply because God is 

God. Job draws his understanding from truth and justice, not from hope for the future or fear of 

punishment (Rohr, 1996). 

As the project committee indentified ritual as a need in our parish, research by Senn (1997) 

finds that as our entire lives are a system of rituals, so also is the life and mission of the Christian 

community. As we look after the needs of each other, offer hospitality to new members, and 

educate our young within the church, we are participating in rituals. There is no Christian church 

without liturgy, and liturgy is the activity that becomes a ritual. Ritual is a means of facilitating 

continuity with the past, which is the conserving aspect of a ritual, and establishes an orderly 

process of change, which is the renewing aspect of the ritual. The ritual within the community 

offers an opportunity to move through the life cycle with both stability and change.  
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Newsom (2002) reflects upon Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ study (1969) that shows the beginning 

of what we deal with today — a death-fixated culture in danger of losing its spiritual core, leaving 

us lacking in fellowship. Kubler-Ross described the situation as she saw it in the late 60’s: 

“Parasocial as it may sound, while society has contributed to our denial of death, religion has 

lost many believers in a life after death... While the religious denial, i.e, the belief in the 

meaning of suffering here on earth and reward in heaven after death, has offered hope and 

purpose, the denial of society has given neither hope nor purpose but has only increased our 

anxiety and contributed to our destructiveness and aggressiveness... The belief has long died that 

suffering here on earth will be rewarded in heaven. Suffering has lost its meaning... But with 

this change, also, fewer people really believe in life after death. ..and if we cannot anticipate life 

after death, then we have to consider death. If we are no longer rewarded in heaven for our 

suffering, then suffering becomes purposeless in itself”. (Newsom, 2002). 

Newsom (2002), finds that a unifying language that speaks words of comfort can provide a 

presence and peace for us with a set of symbols that works inside of us and brings a message of 

hope through ritual. Ritual by itself does not imply religion or worship. Ritual does co-exist 

with concepts of religion and worship and shares many of the same faces of liturgy. Newsom 

finds that a ritual might be considered a mythic subset beneath the established structure of 

traditional Christian worship. Beneath the tradition is the liturgy, which means the work of the 

people, with the community at work. While all of human life is structure, the form of ritual gives 

some sense of form to the structure. People need ritual as well as ritual needs people. It is often 

argued which comes first. By its nature, ritual exists within the presence of a shared fellowship. 

This implies the presence of community. It is the presence of the shared fellowship that serves  



as the core for the existence of ritual. Ritual is not a need; ritual provides a need to support 

through Christian fellowship those who grieve. 

According to Ramshaw (1987), our rituals are grounded not in human need, but in God. 

What we do, with whom, and why we do things are all connected by theology through reflection 

upon the Word of God. We pray, proclaim, and commune within the community of the baptized 

on the Lord’s Day to show Christ’s death and proclaim the resurrection as a ritual of our 

understanding of our life with the Lord. Our ritual is not according to our need, but at God’s 

invitation. Ramshaw clarifies that the more widely and actively the parish community 

participates in a ritual, the more opportunity exists for them to own the experience and find it 

part of their identity as a group of participants. The pastoral way to increase community bonding 

through rituals is not to draw people together as an audience, but to create rituals within the 

parish that will bind the many together. 

In the rites of healing, the psychological and spiritual importance of touch comes to us from 

the many stories of Jesus healing others and the anointing along with prayer for the sick. In 

order to convey God’s healing power, the feel and scent of anointing oil, which is used in 

baptism, is a physical remembrance during an anointing of the sick. The Swedish Lutheran rite 

of anointing the sick with the oil brings the baptismal connection full circle and dismisses any 

possibility that there may be magic power in this process. Communion for the dying is often 

significant to the patient as a foretaste of the feast to come. Ramshaw (1987) suggests a ritual 

for the grieving that is individualized. A compassionate pastor will adapt rites to the family’s 

religious style and emotional needs. Many cultural traditions have been socialized never to show 

emotion. In this situation, praying with families after a death, the pastor may take the rite at a 

slow and gentle pace, with long stretches of silence to facilitate the expression of grief. For most  



people the funeral allows for loved one to move out of shock, numbness, and denial into the 

grieving process. Moving into the grief process helps a family into rather than through or out of 

grief. Rituals at the funeral that represent the finality of the death are the closing of the casket 

and the lowering of the casket into the ground with the first few shovelfuls of dirt. In this 

country the lowering of the casket is now eliminated by many funeral homes due to upset and 

crying out by the family. Some rabbis and pastors insist on this lowering, as this is an important 

ritual signifying the moment of truth. Ritual honesty and concepts for healthy grieving require 

the recognition of the loved one who has left this world forever. 

Feeling God’s love through suffering brings a reassurance and ability for faith to grow 

through the pain. It is a Reformation tradition of pastoral care to direct parishioners to the 

sacraments as a guarantee of God’s gracious love. Luther reminded us of the promise we hear in 

God’s Word as a will that would make us heirs. This promise is intended for all humanity. 

Luther also maintained that only through faith could we receive the promise within the 

sacraments. That promise would rest in the tangible sign of grace. When the entire world feels 

confused through grief, pain, and suffering, the tangible promise can bring a touchstone for faith 

(Ramshaw, 1987). 

 



IV. Plan of Action 

A. Describe the plan for addressing the pastoral concern including a methodology 
rationale and a means to associate each part of the plan with the whole. 

A basic model for doing theological reflection includes a focus on a meaningful moment, 

reflection, entering the experience, grasping the experience and acknowledging the lesson. 

Founded upon the experiences of Jesus, this type of reflection is about searching and finding 

while often recognizing distractions and tensions. Theological reflection encompasses a specific 

human experience (subjective and objective) with emphasis on a personal event that has shaped a 

life significantly. The ways that God is present and appears makes a reflection theological. This 

spiritual experience flows from faith through the Word from God, about God and to God. These 

responses take the form of spiritual theology, moral theology, ecclesiology and practical 

theology through social action. Through the experience of becoming, the present also includes 

parts of the past with anticipation of the completed experience. This particular event of ministry 

identifies God’s involvement in every part of the experience (Kinast, 1996). 

Facilitating two theological reflections with a core committee from the parish, the text to life 

method was utilized to understand God’s Word as read from the Bible, with the ability to apply 

this reading to a contemporary thought process of what Jesus wanted us to know and understand 

about grief. Through the theological reflections, the need for a specific role of ritual within our 

parish evolved. Simultaneously with the theological reflections, I researched the models of 

companioning the bereaved as well as the benefit of religious rituals and ceremonies to honor 

and celebrate the lives of the deceased while offering healing and recovery for those who are 

grieving.  
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As I facilitated the core group through theological reflections, the opportunity presented itself 

for spiritual growth and direction within this group. Guidance during the reflective times 

allowed the core group of parishioners to feel comfortable and empowered to reach out to others 

in the group. The committee decided to begin the ministry with an individual memorial service 

of dedication to honor a loved one. Each concept of the plan is developed to result in the overall 

goal of developing an entire framework for future implementation by the parish, with 

opportunities for other MAPT students to carry out implementation of one or more concepts as a 

pastoral project in the future. 

 



CHAPTER TWO 

Theological Reflection and Strategic Planning 

A. Identify the theological reflection processes used and the reasons the process was 
chosen. Include the preparation stage group reflection and the implementation 

stage group reflection. The post-project personal reflection is included in the 
summary. 

B. Develop and describe the prompt question that aims to initiate each reflection. 
C. Describe the model used to develop the framework and the components within the 

framework of the grief ministry. 

The methodology utilized for the theological reflection is the text to life process. Seeking an 

approach of comfort for the grieving, I find that this method successfully allows for reflection of 

the Scripture as written, with an opportunity to then reflect upon what the Word may mean to 

those grieving in contemporary times. 

The goals presented for the theological reflections follow: 

To offer a theological reflective opportunity through Scripture to recognize God’s role in 

our grieving process. 

To reach out to others in a time of need with a congregational framework and method to 

do so. 

To establish an opportunity for engagement and bonding within the congregation. 

To learn, share and empower each to grow spiritually and emotionally in the 

understanding of the grief process. 

Agenda for the first meeting: 

oe Opening prayer 

e Theological reflection on suffering, Matthew 26: 36-46; prompt question — What has 

Jesus taught us about grieving and what does He want us to share with others?  



e Hyacinths to Feed Your Soul by Rod Broding from The Lutheran Journal (Appendix) 

e Strategies and considerations in developing a new ministry 

Jesus asked James, John and Peter to pray — they fell asleep — exhausted from grief (Luke 

22:45). Jesus woke them up and said, “Though the Spirit is willing enough, the body 1s weak!” 

(Matt 26:41). Jesus knew how important it is when facing suffering to watch and pray, no matter 

how grief stricken we are. Jesus was not in physical agony but spiritual agony. Jesus prayed, 

“My Father, if this cup cannot be taken away until I drink it, your will be done”. In Scripture, 

the “cup” is usually used as a metaphor for suffering. Jesus understood that his cup would be 

filled with intense suffering. It would not be a pleasant drink but He would drink it because it 

was his Father ’s will. 

The group discussed that in our lives we will have Gethsemane experiences with pain and 

tears; we may wrestle with a cup of suffering that we know God is asking us to drink. If we only 

say, Thy will be done, we can know that God will assist us in whatever we need to do. When we 

have the cup in our hand, it helps to think about Gethsemane. Whatever cup of suffering God 

asks us to drink, it could never be a cup like Jesus experienced and we will never be alone, but 

comforted by God. 

Through reflection utilizing the text to life method, it was found that as Jesus prayed He 

bargained with God, much the same as the stage of bargaining within the stages of grief. It takes 

a strong faith to say “Thy will be done”, and it is also part of the Lord’s Prayer. Sleeping and 

resting is part of the healing process from grieving. Jesus wants us to follow Him, just as He 

wanted His disciples to wake up. Reaching out in prayer is important to us as we grieve. It was 

recognized that temptation can overpower you and instead of prayer, those who are grieving  
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could seek a quick fix — alcohol, drugs, food, shopping — anything in excess. Those who grieve 

are weakened in body, mind, spirit, and soul. 

Recognizing the Scripture in contemporary terms, while focusing on what Jesus would have 

us share with others, led the group to consider what components could be important to a grief 

ministry. In no specific order, the group engaged in sharing ways to involve the congregation 

while offering a framework to develop a new ministry for the parish. 

During the first theological reflection, six components for the grief ministry were identified 

and defined as: 

e Anticipatory grief ministry 

Group ministry 

One on one ministry 

Hospitality 

Memorial Services 

Special Dedication Service 

It was further identified that leadership within our parish may be limited to proceed with the 

development of the entire grief ministry. A discussion ensued, as the group reflected upon a 

theological definition of leadership. Although not designed as a Scripture for the reflection, I 

offered a reading from Paul to consider the gifts of the many in the parish. Romans 12: 3-13 told 

our group “For 1 say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who is among you, not to think 

of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one 

a measure of faith. For as we have many members in one body, but all the members do not have 

the same function, so we, being many, are one body in Christ, and individually members of one 

another. Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is given to us, let us use them: if  



prophecy, let us prophesy in proportion to our faith; or ministry, let us use it in our ministering; 

he who teaches, in teaching; he who exhorts, in exhortation, he who gives, with liberality; he 

who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness. Let love be without 

hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. Be kindly affectionate to one another 

with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another; not lagging in diligence, fervent 

in spirit, serving the Lord; rejoicing in hope, patient in tribulation, continuing steadfastly in 

prayer; distributing to the needs of the saints, given to hospitality.” Paul lists seven spiritual gifts 

and emphasizes the diversity of spiritual gifts. Paul’s primary purpose is to encourage believers 

to use their gifts faithfully — in humility, in unity and for the common good. They are to be used 

to strengthen the church (1 Cor. 14:26) and to glorify God (1 Peter 4:11). 

Our group acknowledged through theological reflection that rather than seeking out someone 

with the title of leader (often defined as it relates to a business model), we should be motivated 

as Paul taught us to seek out skills, interests and talents among the parishioners. Leaders are 

those who encourage others, exercise active listening, and reach out from themselves toward 

others. “There are different gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different ministries but the same 

Lord; there are different works but the same God who accomplishes all of them in everyone. To 

each person the manifestation of the Spirits is given for the common good” (1 Cor. 12: 4-7). 

Nouwen (1989) helps us to understand an important quality of Christian leadership in the 

future. Rather than power and control, a leadership of powerlessness and humility as a suffering 

servant of God is a manifestation of true spiritual leadership. The Christian leader of the future 

needs to be poor, journeying with “no bread, no haversack, no money, no spare time” (Mark 

6:8). Nouwen finds that this concept offers us the possibility of giving leadership while allowing 

ourselves to be led. Because we are proposing a grief ministry founded upon theological  



reflection, it is affirming to find that Nouwen believes that as prayer keeps us connected to our 

first love, and confession and forgiveness keeps our ministry communal and mutual, theological 

reflection in the ministry allows us to discern critically where we are being led. Theological 

reflection reflects on the pain and joy of everyday through the mind of Jesus with His presence to 

be discovered. According to Nouwen, true ministry must be mutual, as the leader is the 

vulnerable servant who needs the people as much as they need their leader. 

As we considered the framework to be developed, we referred back to our original concept of 

companioning the bereaved. Wolfert (1994) states to “companion” the bereaved means to be an 

active participant in their healing. When you companion the bereaved, you allow yourself to 

learn from their unique experiences. You allow the bereaved to teach you instead of the other 

way around. This then affirms Nouwen’s comments on how the Lord wishes us to lead. Within 

a grief ministry, a commitment is made to walk with the bereaved as they journey through grief. 

We follow Jesus’ direction for our lives as we “love one another as I have loved you” (Jn 15:12). 

According to Wolfert (2008) when the word companion is broken down its original Latin 

roots means “messmate”; com for “with” and pan for “bread”; someone you would share a meal 

with. Wolfert describes companioning as honoring the spirit, not focusing on the intellect; 

curiosity, not expertise; learning not teaching; walking alongside, not leading; being still, not 

frantic; discovering the gift of sacred silence; listening with the heart, while not analyzing the 

head. 

 



Agenda for the second meeting: 

Opening prayer 

Theological reflection John 11: 1-44, the rising of Lazarus — what has Jesus taught us 

about grieving and what does He want us to share with others? 

Christian rituals for the bereaved — Ways to Honor Loved Ones (Appendix) 

Develop the first phase of the grief ministry 

The second theological reflection allowed us to focus more in-depth into what the Scripture is 

telling us about companioning those who grieve. If we trust in the Lord, He will provide. By 

giving of our time, love, energy, emotions and commitment, we will share ourselves with others 

as they grieve, and God will get us through it. We discerned as a group that it’s okay to cry, as 

“Jesus wept” (John 11:35) at the death of Lazarus. We can still have faith through the grief as 

Mary and Martha did, and not be unfaithful. We can learn as a parish from the Jews as they 

bonded as a community. When Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, “Lazarus came out, bound in 

graveclothes, his face wrapped in a headcloth, and Jesus told them ‘unwrap him and let him go’” 

(John 11:44). Might we consider that through our grief, Jesus has told us to remove the burden 

to free ourselves and look only unto Him. 

Through further exploration of what Jesus would want us to share with others, we need only 

look to the lessons of compassion and mercy. “When others are happy, be happy with them. If 

they are sad, share their sorrow” (Romans 12:15). We are called to use the freedom from trouble 

to lift the spirit of one whose time it is to weep. Our compassionate God carries those for whom 

He cares. “In all their suffering He also suffered, and He personally rescued them. In His love 

and mercy He redeemed them. He lifted them up and carried them through all the years” (Isaiah  



63:9). “He is like a shepherd, carrying His lambs close to His heart” (40:11). Moses said that 

“God is like an eagle that carries its young on its wings” (Exod 19:4; Deut. 32:11). 

Through the theological reflection and discernment of companioning, we discovered that we 

might be Jesus’s arms for someone else in need — someone who needs to be carried. We are 

taught to “share each others troubles and problems, and in this way obey the Law of Christ” (Gal 

6:2) as we “love thy neighbor as thyself” (Lev. 19:18). “God blesses those who are merciful, for 

they will be shown mercy” (Matt 5:7). A merciful heart desires to alleviate suffering. A 

merciful heart is a springboard to action. With Christian leadership, theological reflection and 

compassion, the components of a grief ministry allow us to companion the grieving by following 

Jesus’ example of caring for others. 

Strategic Planning 

To develop the first phase of the grief ministry, a model was applied to encompass the details 

of a framework as follows: 

e Identify a need 

Establish a goal 

Examine the process 

Identify long term and short term goals 

Define the plan for the framework 

e Final assessment 

A need was identified as parishioners sought me out due to my position as a chaplain for 

hospice. Parishioners were experiencing the deaths of children, parents, spouses and other loved 

ones. As the need for a framework of a grief ministry became obvious, parishioners were invited  



to share their experiences and understanding while living out the grace of their baptism to care 

for not only themselves but also others in a time of need. 

The goal was to involve and engage others to ascertain a level of interest and commitment in 

developing a grief ministry. To examine the process of development, theological reflection and 

creativity were the most important components. The ability to apply Scripture utilizing the text 

to life method to contemporary times while creatively brainstorming ideas to engage the 

parishioners spiritually were the highlights of the application process. Long- term and short- 

term goals were established by recognizing and defining current limitations regarding the 

development of an entire grief ministry in only one phase. The current short- term goal was to 

develop phase one of the ministry, which is the special dedication service to honor a loved one. 

The remaining five components will then be developed through long-range planning, with 

priorities set based upon needs of the parish and resources available. The plan for the framework 

includes all six components, previously itemized. The final assessment of the grief ministry 

program will be carried out in stages. The team assigned to phase one, the special dedication 

service to honor a loved one, will prepare a survey for the parishioner to complete following the 

service. The survey will include the level of satisfaction in the planning and facilitating of the 

service. As each component is developed and offered, similar evaluations will be offered to the 

parishioners for completion. 

 



CHAPTER THREE 

Summary 

A. Describe how the framework applies to the goal 
B. Description of the component chosen for the first phase of the ministry 

C. Measurement of the goal 
D. Personal theological reflection 

The framework is built through the strategic planning process and includes the components of 

the grief ministry. The following six components that were identified through the first 

theological reflection were discerned to determine what the group would need to do to complete 

the development process and move toward the implementation of the ministry. 

e Anticipatory Grief Ministry, Living with Loss Group and One on One Grief 

Ministry 

The anticipatory grief ministry would offer support one on one to members who are 

experiencing early grief from an illness of a loved one. The Living with Loss Group would 

require the development of six consecutive weekly class sessions. The One on One Grief 

Ministry would need the nature of the ministry to be defined, i.e. making telephone calls or 

visits, inviting the parishioner out to a meal or offering of spiritual conversations based on a 

Scriptural foundation. Scriptural resources would need to be developed to offer the ministry 

with a Scriptural foundation. Bereavement training for lay ministers and resources available 

would need to be explored, i.e, grants to be written or qualified parishioners available to lead. 

Job descriptions for lay ministers would be a helpful guideline with appropriate goals and 

objectives. 

e Hospitality 

This ministry would engage church members who are interested in making initial telephone 

contact after the death, delivering meals and hosting a luncheon following a funeral or memorial  



service. This ministry would require a budget to be developed and a means to fund this 

component. 

e Memorial Services 

Spring and Christmas Memorial Services are scheduled on specific dates to honor any loved 

ones who have died within the last six months or past year. This offers an opportunity for all 

members and guests to attend. A process would be developed to engage members from all 

services to participate in the planning of the services. The development of the program would 

include the hymns, Scripture, theological reflection, and reading of the names of the bereaved as 

the chimes played in the background. A budget would be required, which would include a small 

gift for each participant, i.e. a seed packet in the Spring and a small plant at Christmas time. A 

core committee would be developed for implementation. 

e Special Dedication Service in Honor of a Loved One 

The development of this service is the one chosen for the first phase of the grief ministry in 

our parish. This component was chosen because it is a new ministry opportunity that would 

meet the current needs and requests of parishioners of all services. With experience as a hospice 

chaplain, I would lead the committee through my training and experiences. With limited 

expenditure, we could introduce this phase of the grief ministry while involving others to work 

towards the development and implementation of the other components. 

The original group who participated on the core committee has agreed to stay together for the 

implementation of phase one. This Special Dedication Service is developed for any church 

member to choose any of the three regular weekend-end services in memory of a loved one. The 

dedication service is to be incorporated within the traditional liturgy.  



27 

The group has determined the steps for the preparation of the service. It has been established 

that 45 days prior to the requested date, the parishioner would notify the pastor and the church 

secretary. The pastor would then schedule a meeting to gather information about the loved one. 

The church secretary would simultaneously contact a committee member, who would obtain a 

photograph and short biography about the loved one for the monthly newsletter. The date and 

time of the service would be noted in both the newsletter and the service bulletin. 

Recognizing the importance of rituals, the parishioner would be offered the opportunity to 

prepare a memory table in the narthex of the church. The memory table is one ritual that 

comforts the bereaved through memories of the loved one. It also offers the opportunity for 

parishioners to join in the experience of memories through the visual ritual that defines the life of 

the loved one. The items might include photographs, mementos of hobbies, flowers, candles, 

personal Bible, etc. As part of my project presentation, I prepared a memory table in honor of 

my mother and took photographs to share with the class and instructors. The goal of this process 

was twofold. 1 wanted to go through the process myself of collecting photos, flowers, candles, 

my mother’s Bible, etc. to see how these items would complete the table. More importantly, I 

wanted to experience the emotions that perhaps the parishioners will feel as they prepare this 

table in anticipation of the special dedication service for their loved one. This was an enjoyable 

process as part of this project as well as an emotional and peaceful experience for me. 

During the service with theological reflection and special hymns, a special reading by a loved 

one may be included, as well as a candle-lighting at the altar with a take-away candle. Special 

seating will be provided for the family and guests. Following the service, a designated member 

of the group will contact the parishioner for an evaluation that will be utilized as the remaining 

five components are developed and implemented.  
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With the structure of the committee in place, training of the group for phase one is limited to 

education about rituals, including the development of a memory table. I will facilitate training in 

these areas. A small budget for a dedication candle, take-away candle, and specific single 

flowers for the altar will be chosen. Tasks for the group include the printing of the special 

service bulletin, purchase of the flower chosen, coordination with the organist and facilitation of 

the evaluation with the parishioner. An assigned individual of the group will be responsible for 

the coordination of the service with the pastor. 

Liturgy may be developed around the Gospel chosen for the church calendar year or 

independently chosen. Theological reflection would center around the theme of hope. John 12: 

44-46 brings hope as “Jesus shouted to the crowds, if you trust me, you are really trusting God 

who sent me. For when you see me, you are seeing the one who sent me. I have come as a light 

to shine in this dark world, so that all who put their trust in me will no longer remain in the 

darkness.” Isaiah 25:6-9 teaches “In Jerusalem, the Lord Almighty will spread a wonderful feast 

for everyone around the world. It will be a delicious feast of good food, with clear, well-aged 

wine and choice beef. In that day He will remove the cloud of gloom, the shadow of death that 

hangs over the earth. He will swallow up death forever. The Sovereign Lord will wipe away all 

tears.” Another hopeful theme for theological reflection within the special dedication service is 

Jesus’ conversation with Martha as He raises Lazarus from the dead. John 11:25-26, 

“Jesus told her I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even though they die 

like everyone else, will live again. They are given eternal life for believing in me and will never 

perish.” 

After the first component was developed, a measurement of the goal was evaluated, including 

what we had learned from the project. It was unanimous among our group that we had satisfied  
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our primary goal to develop a framework for a grief ministry to be adopted and implemented by 

congregations. It appeared to be more personally satisfying to the group to have bonded through 

this process with other parishioners. Incorporating parishioners from each of the three weekly 

services opened up a dialogue of communication of a personal and spiritual nature where an 

opportunity such as this had not previously presented itself. 

In evaluating the completion of the goal, I found confirmation through the book by Michael 

(2003), Spurgeon on Leadership. Each member of the group became a leader in her own way. 

Finding faith in God’s providence, confident leaders are spiritually decisive. Confidence 

increases when a small task is done well. All things are possible for a leader who trusts God 

each step of the way. People respond to passionate vision, not just need. It is a vision that 

focuses on the defining moment when the Spirit moves through the church and empowers people 

to respond to a vision and take a leadership role in kingdom work. 

It is our parish goal to implement phase one of the grief ministry, followed by development 

and implementation of the remaining five components. “We make it our goal to please Him.” (2 

Cor. 5:9). Whether we follow Spurgeon’s definition of a goal — a dream with a deadline — 

(Michael, 2003) or Wagner’s definition of a goal as a faith projection (Michael, 2003), we are 

blessed in our parish with those who want to participate and effect change in a new direction 

with an enthusiasm to reach out and care for their neighbor during a personal time of loss. 

 



PERSONAL REFLECTION 

As I reflect upon the many phases of this project, I am led to a Bible verse from Ecclesiastes 

3:1-4 that best describes a theological conclusion, ... there is an appointed time for everything, 

and a time for every affair under the heavens. A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to 

plant, and a time to uproot the plant; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to tear down and a 

time to build. A time to weep and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.” 

As I began the project by inviting parishioners to honor their baptism and offer 

companionship to others, I was reminded of a favorite Bible verse, “For I know the plans I have 

for you, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” (Jer 

29:11). This promise is a blessing to be discovered by any group. Our group united, as each 

member understood her role in the vision. Through the opening prayer and theological 

reflections, we followed God’s lead for our plans. “In His heart a man plans his course, but the 

Lord determines his steps” (Prov. 16:9). Knowing our purpose to reach out to others, we sought 

His direction to accomplish His purpose for us as we grieve, learn and grow in Him. 

The bonding that occurred among the group by the second meeting touched me. Personal 

stories of past grieving set the stage for everyone to recognize a common experience, with a plan 

through this new ministry to offer Christian love and companionship to others as they grieve. 

Personal experiences included the death of a child; the loss of a parent as a child; the shock of a 

sudden death and the anguish of the lingering of an ill loved one. My own grief experiences 

were relived through this project. I experienced the premature death of my father and the tragic 

death of my college roommate as a young adult in the late 1960’s. Grief ministries were not 

readily available to me. As I relived my own experiences throughout this project, I often  



wondered how my suffering might have been minimized with a companion of Christ to walk 

with me. During my mother’s illness and death seven years ago I took advantage of an 

anticipatory grief ministry then one on one counseling. As a hospice chaplain with a grief 

ministry now developed in my parish, I seek to companion the bereaved as the Lord leads me. 

As I presented my project to the class and the instructors, I was reminded through this 

exercise just how much I had actually learned and grown through the process of this educational 

challenge. Even more, I have been blessed by the spiritual journey that has presented itself 

through the opportunity before me to reach out to parishioners and reach out to classmates to 

share those experiences. As I circulated an album of photographs of my parish and its unique 

sanctuary, as well as the memory table, the realization that through God’s guidance and grace I 

had been able to leave my own internal shell of uncertainty and blossom into an individual and a 

parishioner who found a way to become an instrument of God to love and guide others in need. 

It is possible to lead from strength and to lead from weakness. When ill and weak, we can 

identify with the hearts of others. Through the hurt of grief, as we are stronger and healing, the 

grief ministry may be offered from the hearts of many who have traveled the same road. 

Without heaviness we would be nothing like Jesus who told His disciples, “My soul is 

exceedingly sorrowful, even unto death.” (Matt 26:38). Without heaviness, we would be proud 

and think too much of ourselves. Through our trials we are humbled by our adversities. In 

heaviness we learn lessons when our heart is open to hear and learn. Heaviness and grief is 

intended for only a season, not a lifetime. As we look to the Lord in hope, may we rest in peace 

and hope. “God blesses those who are merciful, for they will be shown mercy.” (Matt 5:7).  
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APPENDIX 

 



WAYS TO HONOR LOVED ONES 

Candles: Place a special remembrance candle in a prominent place in your home 
and light it on holidays. You can light and spend a few moments in meditation, 

reflection or prayer and before you retire for the night, blow it out and wish 
yourself a good night’s rest. 
Flowers: Place a special rose, a favorite flower or bouquet of flowers on a table 

or by a photograph of a loved one. 
Writing: Write a special prayer or poem to share with others. 
Memorial Service: Attend a religious service in memory of your loved one. 
Hold your own memorial service on the special day alone or during a gathering 
with others. 

Cemetery: Visit your loved one’s grave site. Leaving flowers, balloons, a letter, 
etc. can all be a part of the visit as well as having a conversation with your loved 

one. Decorate a wreath with pictures and/or items that were loved by your loved 
one and leave it at the grave site. 
Pictures: Buy a new special frame for your loved one’s photograph and display 
it in a prominent place during the holiday and throughout the year. The frame can 
include a matte that can be signed or decorated by family as they visit. 
Donations: Make a memorial contribution in your loved one’s name to a favorite 

charity or contribute to a scholarship or start your own. Buy a copy of your loved 
one’s favorite book and donate it to a library or school in memory of your loved 

one. 
Volunteer: Volunteer your time to help someone less fortunate than you. 
Plants: Plant a living memorial tree, shrub or flower. 
Advent Calendar: You can make your own calendar by putting a picture of your 

family behind the doors and each day reflect on a different happy memory. 
Altars: At the place where you practice your religion, have flowers placed on the 

altar in memory of your loved one on important holidays. 
Family Treasures: Choose items of your loved one to pass on to children and 
grandchildren that can be kept by them in memory of their loved one. This can be 

done on a special holiday if the family chooses. 
Time of Sharing: Take time during a gathering to remember your loved one and 
share photos as well as stories about them. Reflection and sharing of the values 
the loved one has passed along can also be a meaningful activity. 
Ornaments: A new ornament can be purchased each year in memory of your 

loved one and may represent your relationship, a hobby that was practiced, a 
special talent or may just be for fun. 

Quilts/Sewing: Fabric from your loved one’s life, including t-shirts, ties, 

sweatshirts, favorite blankets, etc., can be gathered and made into a quilt. Ties 
can be made into pillows and clothes can be made into a teddy bear. 

Shadow Box: Have family members contribute an item that reminds them of an 
event, talent or funny moments about your loved one to a shadow box that then 
hangs in your home. Family members can also be encouraged to make their own 

shadow boxes for their homes.  



® +“ Holiday Stockings: When hanging stockings, one for your loved one could be 
hung and family and friends can write notes to the loved one and put them in the 
stocking. The notes can be a special message to the loved one or about unfinished 

business that is important to express. The notes can then be shared, kept in a 

memory book, burned in the fire or left at the grave site. 
Table Settings: When setting the table, a place can be set for the loved one, a 

simple flower can be placed in an empty glass to symbolize the presence of the 
loved one, and the centerpiece may be in memory of the loved one and include 
favorite flowers, fruit or a picture. 
Toasting: During the gathering at meal time, a toast may be said and the loved 
one mentioned. The toast may be written and elaborate or as simple as 
mentioning their name and having a moment of silence in memory and in honor 

of the past. 

Ritual is a part of our everyday lives when we celebrate special occasions like birthdays 
and graduations and ritual is a part of other occasions like funerals and memorial 

services. The above ways of honoring a loved one can be incorporated into a ritual. A 
grieving individual and family can create their own rituals to help express grief and 

support their healing. The following five step process can help someone create a ritual. 
It is okay to just use this process as a guide and steps may overlap. 

. Intention: identify the goal to be reached by the ritual. 

. Planning: find ways to achieve the goal. 

. Preparation: gather what you need to have the ritual. 

. Manifestation: do the ritual 

. Incorporation: Evaluate any change in the grieving process and grieving 

behaviors which can be an ongoing process. 

Example: Grandpa dies and the grandchildren did not have a chance to say goodbye and 
are worried they will forget him. The grandchildren could benefit from an activity 
(ritual) that can help them grieve. 

Help grandchildren to say goodbye and realize that even though Grandpa can not 
come back, his love and wishes for them remain. 

% Grandchildren could write a goodbye note and put inside a balloon to be filled 
with helium. The balloon will float up toward heaven and give the grandchildren 

the feeling that they have said goodbye. They could also find a picture of 
Grandpa and put it in a special frame they decorate with his wishes for them. The 

frame could be kept in a prominent place in their room. 
Purchase helium balloons and frames that can be decorated with markers, etc. 

Find enough pictures so that each grandchild can have one. 
At a designated time, have the grandchildren write a goodbye note and put in the 

balloon. Have them decorate a frame with wishes from Grandpa and put a picture 
in it. While doing these activities, talk about Grandpa’s life and his love for them 

and how they will not forget him because of their memories of him. Take the  



balloons to be filled with helium and go to a favorite place of Grandpa’s or the 
grave site and let the balloons go. 

% Be aware of how the grandchildren talk about Grandpa after the ritual and if they 
exhibit their grief in different ways. 

Author Unknown 

 



Hvacinths to Feed Your Soul 

When of the worldly good thou find thyself bereft, 
And from the goodly store, two loaves alone are left, 

Sell one, and with the dole 

Buy hyacinths to feed thy soul. 

On the surface, the poem is a preposterous suggestion. The temptation is to eat the 
loaves, doing that which is immediate rather than important. Selling one to satisfy some 

aesthetic pleasure strikes us as being a bit foolish. Careless. Even absurd. Most of us 

would rule in favor of common sense. 
Bereft is an old word, not used much today. This word is rich in meaning; you will 

find it in the Scriptures. It is the past tense and past participle of bereave. To find onself 
“bereft” is to be deprived, stripped, barren, made destitute. This Persian proverb of the 

Middle Ages speaks to those in the clutches of depression, perhaps even despair. It 
speaks to the impoverished , to those whose hope is languishing. It is a word that belongs 
to those who grief. 

Who among us has not lost a loved one? Or, who has not lost an ideal, a goal, a hope? 

There is death in divorce, in the breakup of friends, in the loss of a job or employability. 
We may not be familiar with that old word bereft, but we know what it means. 

Consider the example of David in the Old Testament. Through an affair of adultery, a 
son is born to David. But there would be quite a devastating consequence to David’s 

scheming: this infant son would die within a week of his birth. Confronted by the 
prophet Nathan, David repents and confesses his sins. Take note of David’s reaction (2 

Samuel 12 RSV). When the child’s death is confirmed to David, he “arose from the 
earth, washed, anointed himself, changed his clothes, went into the house of the Lord, 
and worshiped. Then, going into his house, he asked for food and ate.” 

David’s reaction puzzled his servants and they asked him, “What is this thing you 

have done? You fasted and wept for the child while it was alive; but when the child died, 
you arose and ate food.” David’s response is significant: “While the child was alive, 1 

fasted and wept; for I said, ‘who knows whether the Lord will be gracious to me, that the 
child may live? But now he is dead; why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I 
shall go to him, but he will not return to me.”” David’s response acknowledges his grief. 
It is also a reminder that life goes on — life is for the living. 

David had another son, Absalom, who was not only in the army, but unreconciled with 

this father. David directs his commanders to “Deal gently for my sake with the young 
man, Absalom. (Bold print, author’s emphasis). Despite David’s directive, Absalom was 
killed in battle; and when David received word that Absalom was dead, he was 

distraught, goes to a private chamber and weeps saying, “O my son, Absalom, my son, 
my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!” (2 

Samuel 18:33 RSV) 
What a difference in David’s grief! In the death of his newly born son, he refers to 

him as “the child,” “him,” and “he.” But in the case of Absalom’s death, David 

repeatedly and in great anguish, refers to Absalom as “my son” and wishes that he, rather 

than Absalom, would have died. David’s relationship with his two sons was very 
different. Because every relationship is different, every death is different. Consequently,  



every grief experience is different. It is a very personal experience, and each person will 

decide the length and manner of their grief. 
Grief is a strange phenomenon, often hitting with force and power — disabling a 

grieving person, the subsiding, and often recurring in surging waves that hopefully, and 

usually will subside over time. Elizabeth Kubler Ross devised five stages of grief 
beginning with denial, then moving through anger, bargaining, depression, then 

acceptance. While these stages can be helpful in our understanding of grief, and it may 
skip various stages or regress, we need to grieve. It can be residual, not following any 

prescribed schedule or format. Often, people who meet death face-to-face frequently, 

such as medical personnel, hospice workers, or those in law enforcement, need to take 

time and effort to grieve the losses they encounter, which can accumulate. Griefis a 
personal reaction to loss, a spiritual and psychological gift from God. 

While grief is surely a painful experience, the Scriptures reassure us that we do not 
grieve alone. God has sent us a comforter in the Holy Spirit. The community of the 

faithful accompany us in our journey of grief. God hears our prayers. So, once again the 
poet’s words, this time, another translation of the original: 

If of they mortal good thou art bereft, 

And from thy slender store, two loaves alone are left, 
Sell one, and with the dole 

Buy hyacinths to feed thy soul. 

The idea of buying hyacinths to feed our soul rather than bread to feed our body 
causes us to shudder, as if caught in a lie, because deep inside we know the poet’s words 

speak the truth. Perhaps what is vital should rule over common sense! So, if your time is 
only two loaves and your energy but two loaves; if you have no more than two loaves of 

wealth; if your stomach growls, then surely your spirit cries for a food of greater 
sustenance. To the degree it is possible, rejoice with the hyacinths that feed your soul! 

By Rod Broding 
The Lutheran Journal Vol. 77 

 



“Do not grieve like those who have no hope. 
We believe that Jesus died and rose again, 

And that it will be the same for those who 
Have died in Jesus; God will bring them 

With him” (1 Thes 4: 13-14). 

One black, rainy night as I lay awake 
In thunder’s thud and lightning’s splash, 

I thought of the storms of life 
That move through every human heart. 

I pondered the mystery of suffering 

While the dark night crashed and boomed, 
And I thought about life’s pain and grief 

As my memory hung onto the resurrection. 

The heavy rain found all the windows 
And rinsed the house with its downpour, 

And I rembered the flowers of the day 
In the beautfy of the fresh, green meadow. 

How well the seasons speak to our hearts, 
Like a sacred gospel of the good earth, 
Telling us to believe in a hope-full God 

Who raised an entombed son from the dead. 

In those moments when goodbyes cut deep 
And old wounds rise up to hurt us, 

When we get bent bearing others’ burdens 
Or life seems destructive and unfair, 

In these moments we need to look inward 
To where the Easter vision warms us forever. 

This 1s how we shall carry our sorrows, 

This is how we shall bear our woundedness, 

Up against the great joy of the springtime 

While standing strong in an empty tomb’s truth. 

By Joyce Rupp 
Praying Our Goodbyes  


