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ABSTRACT 

 

 

JEREMY BRAD MITCHELL 

INCREASING THE UNDERSTANDING OF GRIEF AND ADDRESSING THE 

NEEDS OF THE GRIEVING IN MINISTRY 

Under the direction of Larry L. McSwain, S.T.D. 

 

 

 Two of my worlds began to collide and I realized potentially unmet needs existed 

in the church.  I have served as an ordained pastor in this community for the past fifteen 

years.  Through the funeral home, I serve as grief counselor.  While assisting families in 

the latter capacity, it became apparent that many churches in the community did not 

provide care for the grieving beyond the funeral.  With this information, this project was 

created.   

 To reach the greatest number of people at Trinity Missionary Baptist Church, the 

project began with a four-week sermon series.  The series was designed to expose the 

congregation to the concepts of grief, how grief was expressed in the Bible, and the 

church’s responsibility to the grieving.  During the series, on each Wednesday night 

following the Sunday morning sermon, the congregation was invited to ask questions or 

request further clarification of the concepts presented in the sermon.  This also allowed 

me to provide additional information about the scripture.  At the conclusion of the series, 

they were given the opportunity to volunteer and take part in a six-week focus group.  

The group would explore the topics further as well as identify any needs that may exist in 

Trinity’s approach to the grieving.   



 

vi 
 

 The focus group met for six consecutive Sunday afternoons.  They spent two 

weeks exploring the topics further.  The following two weeks enabled participants to tell 

their story about grief and the support they did or did not receive.  The final two weeks 

were spent uncovering ways that Trinity could provide additional support to the grieving.  

During this final two weeks, the group came up with two solid conclusions.  Trinity could 

provide a monthly grief support group and could enhance the grief support through an 

existing committee at the church.  There are other solutions that can be implemented in 

the coming years. 

 The goal of the ministry is to care for the grieving in the church and then to reach 

those that are grieving in the community.  There will be continued education in the 

church and additional opportunities to serve as a result of this project.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Everyone must, at one time or another, deal with the death of a loved one.  

Some face this at a very early age while others do not have to approach the subject 

until much later in life.  Regardless, death will become a factor in everyone’s life.  

Despite this fact, dealing with grief after a death is an avoided subject.  The mere 

mention of the word ‘grief’ makes many people uncomfortable.  The church is no 

better at discussing or dealing with grief than the general population.  Very few 

churches in this area discuss grief or have ministries which support those who grieve.  

There is little education on grieving, and most are left to deal with this alone.  While 

the church does provide meals surrounding a death, the support ends after the 

casserole dishes are collected.  In a time when the church could be a comfort and 

guide, the opportunity is missed.  There is a better way.  The church can be educated 

on grief and can care for those that grieve beyond the funeral.  There are ways to care 

for the grieving that remind them that they are not alone.  It begins with following the 

instructions of the Bible.  

Description of the Ministerial Context 

I serve as Pastor at Trinity Missionary Baptist Church.  Trinity is a Southern 

Baptist Church in rural Goldsboro, North Carolina, home of Seymour Johnson Air 

Force Base.  The church is traditional in worship and beliefs with male deacons and 

pastors.  Trinity’s demographic is predominately over 50 years old, white, with less 
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than 10% of the congregation as African American, Thai, and Japanese.  The church 

was established in 1953, moving locations across the street in 1987 due to growth. 

The location makes this church not easily accessible except by vehicle.  Directly 

surrounding the church are acres of farmland and two main roads that intersect.  

Statement of the Problem 

The church in much of rural America has led the way in loving, supporting, and 

feeding those who are grieving immediately following a death.  There is, though, a lack 

of follow up and assistance carried out beyond the first two weeks of the grieving 

process.  This may stem from a misunderstanding of the nature of grief and the need for 

continued support for those who are grieving. It is important for the church to understand 

the basics of grief and the needs of those that grieve in order to provide support for those 

who are grieving.   A ministry which provides this support and addresses the needs of 

those who are grieving becomes necessary but is not often available.  With a growing 

population of aging Americans, this becomes an even greater need.  As people live 

longer, they are also living as grieving people longer and have a greater chance for 

experiencing the death of a loved one (not just a spouse, but children and close friends).  

This presents an opportunity for the community of faith to step up and love and support 

those who are experiencing loss.  It is another way for the church to love as taught and 

shown through the Scriptures. 

Statement of the Project Goals 

This project will focus on assisting Trinity Missionary Baptist Church to provide 

knowledge regarding grief, uncover the needs of those who are grieving, and identify if 

those needs are being met currently or if a potential outreach should be provided for those 
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who are grieving beyond the first two weeks of loss.  In order to do this, the first goal is 

to increase the knowledge base of the congregation regarding the grieving process after 

the first two weeks following death.  The second goal is to identify the needs of those that 

are grieving.  The last goal is to lead the church in understanding the potential need to 

implement and support a ministry designed specifically for the grieving beyond the first 

two weeks of a loss.  In order to accomplish these goals, this project will enable and 

reclaim lamenting in the church; provide education and a foundation for grief and the 

needs of those who grieve; and have open dialogue regarding grief that will potentially 

lead to a grief ministry, supporting those who are struggling in their grief.  There will be 

a sermon series and dialogue among the congregation to begin educating on grief.  

Following the series and dialogue, an opportunity will be given for continued learning 

and discussion through a smaller, more intimate focus group.  This voluntary group will 

gauge the need for a grief ministry based on the needs of the grieving and the current 

resources available. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This project seeks to raise awareness of the grief process, to identify needs of the 

grieving, and to evaluate if those needs are currently being met or if there is a need for a 

ministry that will require future development and implementation.  It is the intent of the 

project to give the congregation of Trinity the education and tools to recognize the needs 

of the grieving and the importance of the church providing for those needs through a 

ministry to the grieving.  This project is directed specifically to those that currently attend 

Trinity Missionary Baptist Church.  For the future beyond this project, if the needs of the 

grieving are not being met, I will work with the church to develop and implement a 
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viable grief ministry.  This ministry will be designed to meet the needs identified through 

the project.  The sermon series will be open to anyone that attends services at the church.  

The focus group is limited to individuals over the age of 18.   

Terms and Assumptions 

For purposes of this project, the term “grieving” is a focus specifically on those 

who are experiencing the loss of someone due to a death in their immediate family 

(parents, grandparents, children, siblings).  While there are many other types of grief 

(divorce, pet, etc.), this project will not deal with any others.  An assumption is made that 

all people experience grief and a majority struggle with where to turn in their grief.  The 

basic knowledge and education of grief will be taught, but the group will not be told what 

the next step should be.  The education will give the foundation for deciding on the 

potential for the grief ministry given the perceived need.  It is assumed that the focus 

group will provide honest feedback based on the regular interaction among the group.  

This particular project focuses specifically on identifying the needs of those that grieve.  

There are many areas of ministry in which the church can become involved.  It is an 

assumption that Trinity will continue to be involved in ministry and is interested in 

growing ministry to both the congregation and to the larger community.   

Project Methodology 

Description of the Ministry Project 

This project will feature several components to raise awareness among the 

congregation of Trinity Missionary Baptist Church.  In order to begin to raise awareness 

and educate the entire congregation, I will provide a sermon series (four consecutive 

Sundays).  Each week the congregation will discuss the sermon and scripture on the 
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following Wednesday night.  This will provide an open forum for feedback and to ask 

questions regarding death and the grieving process.  The entire congregation will be 

given the opportunity to gain knowledge without having to commit to any additional 

classes or readings.   

Following the sermon series and subsequent Wednesday night discussions, a 

voluntary focus group of those willing to participate will be identified.  The group will be 

between 5 and 15 individuals over 18 years of age.  The number is designed to allow for 

interaction in a smaller group setting.  Of those in the group, at least two of these 

participants will be people that have experienced the loss of a family member occurring 

more than two years prior. Those that have grieved the loss of someone close are able to 

express their unmet needs.  If they have lost someone within the prior two years, they are 

still experiencing the height of that grief and are less likely to be objective.  To 

participate in the group, the individual must have been physically present for at least two 

of the four sermons or have listened to the recordings of all four in the sermon series.  An 

initial meeting will be held for those interested in participating in the focus group.  

During this initial meeting, I will explain the focus group and will have interested 

participants to sign the informed consent.  Participation will always remain completely 

voluntary.  If at any point someone decides to discontinue being a part of the group, they 

can simply stop participation by not attending the group meetings without any 

repercussions.   

Since it is difficult for many people to discuss grief, we will spend part of the 

introductory session discussing confidentiality and building the group’s trust.  This will 

allow for more open dialogue.  The group will be composed of people that have 
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worshiped together and now could work together with a common purpose.  Throughout 

the study, the group will have the opportunity to offer feedback and recommend 

additional resources that could be offered and the value of each. 

The structure of the focus group meetings after the initial meeting will be as 

follows:  Weeks 1and 2 will recap the educational components taught and expound on the 

knowledge base.  This will ensure that participants have the basic understanding needed 

to move forward regarding grief and mourning.  Weeks 3 and 4 will allow participants to 

share their stories.  Open dialogue will provide the space to hear stories of grief and 

mourning as well as how the church has or has not taken care of them.  Weeks 5 and 6 

will provide the opportunity to evaluate what can be done to assist the grieving.  

Participants can determine if there is a ministry opportunity for the church or the 

community.  Steps to address any identified weaknesses will be developed to enable the 

church to provide additional support to the grieving.     

Rationale for the Process 

The sermon series is offered for a two-fold reason.  First, this will allow a broad 

base of people to become educated on grief and the grieving process.  The more they hear 

the message, the more awareness develops.  Some of the fear associated with the topic 

can dissipate when the topic is discussed on a regular basis.  Second, the focus group will 

have a base knowledge prior to beginning the in-depth study.  Since the group will be 

identified after the sermon series, each participant will also have an idea of the topic and 

discussions in the study.  With that knowledge, they can make a more informed decision 

regarding participation in the group.   
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The rationale for the smaller group is to allow for a deeper and more personal 

discussion of grief and resources available.  People will often speak more freely in 

smaller groups.  This group could potentially lead the grief ministry once formed, or at 

least become instrumental in its development.   

Plan for Evaluation 

The sermon series will be recorded each Sunday.  That will allow for the 

congregation to hear the message again or for those who were unable to attend, to hear 

the message for the first time.  The sermons will be provided on the church’s Facebook 

page and the church’s GodTube channel for easy access.  On each Wednesday night 

following, there will be a designated person (the church clerk) who will take notes of the 

discussion taking place.  The Wednesday night study allows for discussion on the 

scripture from the previous Sunday as well as the message preached.  I will begin by re-

reading the scripture and then give those in attendance the opportunity to ask questions or 

raise questions.  Once those are answered, I will ask specific questions regarding the 

message to allow the congregation to further explore the points taught.  During this 

discussion, the church clerk will be responsible for taking notes regarding the questions 

asked and the responses given.  Additionally, I will make notes after each session of my 

observations regarding the congregational feedback and questioning.  While there will 

not be a specific measurement for the sermon series since the reasoning is to provide 

general knowledge to the overall congregation, Wednesday nights offer an opportunity 

for review and personal reflection by those in attendance.  The specific notes taken will 

include questions raised, thoughts prevalent among the group, and new discoveries made.   
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After the entire series is concluded, I will compose a review of the series.  This 

will contain at minimum: a) reception by the congregation of the ideas and concepts 

introduced; b) best practices for discussing the difficult topic of grief; c) improvements 

that could have been made; d) my personal reflections on the process with the 

congregation. 

The focus group sessions will be recorded.  I will listen for common themes and 

ideas which present themselves during the sessions.  Each session will be coded to 

identify those themes.  Additionally, I will provide my feedback of the atmosphere of 

each session (amount of participation, the overall feeling of the room, the comfort or 

discomfort of the group, etc.).   

Plan for Assessment 

Through the analysis of the Wednesday night discussions and the data from focus 

group sessions, I will determine if the following goals were met:  a) the increase of 

knowledge of the group regarding the grief process and the first year; b) how the church 

is currently meeting the needs of the grieving; and c) if a grief ministry is needed to better 

assist those that are grieving.  After the data is gathered and evaluated, I will report this 

back to the church in three ways.  First, I will gather the focus group and discuss the 

results.  I will invite the focus group to share any of their feelings or comments of the 

feedback.  Then, I will report the findings in writing and discuss the results in a church 

conference.  The church conference is the church’s business meeting and will allow for 

the time to explain the results. Lastly, I will give an overview to the congregation.  The 

results given to those in attendance at the church conference will be available to the 

general congregation as well.   
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My reasoning in explaining the results to the focus group first is to gauge the 

interest in participating in the development of the grief ministry.  Since this group has 

spent many hours learning more about grief and the needs of the grieving, they are most 

equipped to aid in the development of the ministry.  From my findings there, I will be 

able to present the results at the church conference with those that would like to develop 

the ministry.  I will also be able to find out if there are others who would be interested in 

participating.  This should build a group that is aware of grief and the needs of the 

grieving who will be instrumental in the development and implementation of the grief 

ministry at Trinity Missionary Baptist Church.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

BIBLICAL AND HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR GRIEF MINISTRY 

 

The Church, in following God’s commandments and the leading of Jesus, has the 

privilege of walking with people through their grief.  It is a privilege to enter into this 

grief with them because it allows the Church to show the love of Jesus, to suffer with the 

grieving, and to pull together as a community.  So few are willing to take the time, have 

the patience, or share the compassion.  Christians who are fueled by God’s love can make 

a difference for those who feel alone or struggle with the loss of a loved one.  To begin to 

understand the responsibility of Christians and the Church as a community regarding 

grief, it is important to first uncover biblical mourning and how that differs from 

mourning practices of today.  There are stark contrasts which can help the Church to 

realize potential corrections that may be made.  That leads to the re-discovery of biblical 

lamenting.   

Lamenting has been taught and expressed throughout the scriptures yet is rarely 

understood or practiced by the Church today.  This practice is undervalued and not often 

utilized in worship, leaving those that need to lament feeling like an outsider or an oddity.  

They also seek other places as outlets.  The Church is the place for lamenting, yet often 

does not support or encourage those that seek the haven to do just that.  The opportunities 

for the Church to reclaim both biblical mourning and lamenting opens doors to proclaim 

hope for those that are grieving.  Hope may not be what one would consider when grief is 

so weighty.  Even in great grief, there is hope and the Church can guide in that discovery.  
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The support and love for the grieving should begin with those that love and follow Christ.  

May the grieving find a haven in the arms of the Christian community. 

Biblical Practices of Mourning 

The Old Testament book of Job offers a view of the mourning practices of those 

in biblical times and the surrounding areas of the Ancient Near East.  At the beginning of 

Job, we are provided a picture of a man that will soon dive deep into the depths of 

mourning and grief.  The first chapter of Job describes him as a blameless, upright and 

God-fearing man.  By measures of that time, Job has a solid, pleasant lifestyle.  He has all 

anyone could ask for: family, land, animals, and friends.  These seem in abundance and 

Job has done what is right.  According to this account, he has been a good steward of 

what he has been given.  In an interesting turn of events, Job finds out that almost all is 

lost.  The series of events begins with his oxen, donkeys, and servants being killed.  

These seem to compound faster than Job (or the reader) can even comprehend.  By the 

end of the first chapter, Job has lost his livestock, servants, and his sons and daughters.  It 

is a tragic beginning to the book.  Job responds in a way that is often recognized as 

traditional mourning practices in the Bible.  He rises, tears his robe, shaves his head, falls 

to the ground and worships.  This is the beginning of the mourning practice for Job.   

Olyan identifies general mourning behaviors in the Bible.  In addition to those 

displayed by Job, mourners may also “fast, groan or sigh, move their bodies back and 

forth, utter dirges or mourning cries, avoid anointing with oil, lacerate themselves, and 

manipulate head and beard hair by means of shaving or depilation.”1  He also notes that 

                                                      
1 Saul M Olyan, Biblical Mourning: Ritual and Social Dimensions (New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 30-31. 
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these mourning practices serve to set the mourner apart from the rest of society.  This 

gives them the space to mourn separate from everyday life and practices.  Those that 

mourn are not required, expected, or asked to participate in any of the normal duties of 

the day.  They are given this time and space simply to mourn.  To do otherwise would be 

unacceptable.2  

As Job moves through his mourning, he does have friends who join him.  They 

are initially the biblical example of mourning and comforting.  To comfort someone, as 

described in the Bible, is to join them in the mourning practices, to sit in silence, to offer 

kind words, and to possibly give advice.  The most important, though, is to sit in 

solidarity, maintaining the posture and surroundings of the mourner.3  Job’s friends 

understand these practices and offer comfort in participation.  In Job Chapter 2, his 

friends see him from a distance and begin weeping.  They also tear their garments, throw 

dust on their heads, sit on the ground, and mourn with him.  They sit in silence through 

his tremendous grief and enter that grief with him.  This is a sequence where the mourner 

is imitating the dead and the friends imitate the mourner:  

Comforters, by their presence with the mourner and their ritual actions, 

realize and communicate their loyalty and affiliation to the mourner…By 

sitting on the ground with the mourner, they join him in his ritual 

descent…comforters affirm their close ties to the mourner and project these 

ties into the future…In short, comforters honour the mourner through 

imitative acts of self-debasement just as the mourner honours the dead 

through such acts.4   

 

                                                      
2 Ibid., 32-33. 

 
3 Xuan Huong Thi Pham, Mourning in the Ancient Near East and the Hebrew 

Bible (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 32. 

 
4 Olyan, Biblical Mourning, 56. 
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 The biblical and ancient mourning practices described lasted for various amounts 

of time.  A period of seven days is identified as a traditional mourning period in many 

instances in the Bible.  The seven-day mourning period could correspond to the number 

of days that the mourner was considered unclean or polluted after having contact with a 

corpse.  If those that joined the mourner were also in an enclosed space with the corpse 

present, they were considered unclean or polluted as well:  “That the seven-day period of 

corpse impurity coincides with the seven-day mourning period is hardly surprising, since 

such pollution contributes to the realization and communication of the mourner’s ritual 

separation.”5 

 In contrast, today’s mourning practice as experienced by those in the community 

of Goldsboro and surrounding areas is quite different.  There is no tearing of clothes, no 

wearing special clothing (other than possibly the color black) or separating from society 

for any period of time, nor any specific practices other than a funeral or memorial 

service.  The mourner is not considered unclean for any contact with a dead body.  The 

deceased is often quickly separated from the living and any preparation or handling is 

done out of the sight and access of the mourner.  It is becoming more common for the 

dead body not to be present at the funeral service.  There is a complete separation 

between the mourner and the body of the deceased.  The mourner is given a few days off 

from employment and expectations are often that all will return to “normal” soon.  Many 

in the Church do support a mourning family through the initial few days of a death.  Food 

is brought and people visit regularly following the time of death leading up to the funeral.  

                                                      
5 Ibid., 38-39. 

 



 14 

Once the funeral is complete, it is assumed the mourning process is also complete.  Most 

are expected to simply get over the death and move forward.  As evidenced, these 

practices do not coincide with any of the Biblical practices referenced.  Verhey identifies 

a shift from mourning in public to mourning in private in the culture today:  

The denial of death in the mid-twentieth century was accompanied by the 

denial of mourning.  As death was hidden away, made as invisible as we 

could make it, so was grief hidden away.  The visible signs of mourning, 

the black crepe, the armbands, the ‘widow’s weeds,’ were all stored away 

in attics.  It was not, of course, that people no longer grieved, but there 

was not -and there was not to be (after the funeral, at any rate) – any 

public display of it.  Grief was made a private issue.6 

 

Jewish Mourning Traditions 

 Despite the changes that have occurred for many Christians, the Jewish 

community has a long tradition of substantial mourning practices.  In the Jewish practice, 

there is time and space given for the mourner.  To understand this structure, Verhey 

describes the Jewish practice of mourning:  

…starting with shiva for a few days (traditionally seven) following burial, 

and continuing with shloshim for the first month, but not ending until the 

end of the first year at yahrtzeit.  Following burial, those who mourn 

gather in the home of the deceased or a relative for shiva.  They turn from 

honoring the dead in burial to attend to their loss.  Visitors come to sit, 

often silently, with those who grieve.  The obligation to visit the shiva 

house falls not just on close friends but on the entire community.  On the 

Sabbath, shiva is not observed, instead, those who mourn are encouraged 

to go to synagogue.  The Kaddish prayer is recited three times a day in the 

home.  At the end of shiva, those who mourn go outside, frequently take a 

walk, and reenter a world poorer for their loss.7   

 

                                                      
6 Allen Verhey, The Christian Art of Dying: Learning from Jesus (Grand Rapids, 

MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 334. 
 
7 Ibid., 335. 
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This practice is quite different than the majority of Christian practices in the area.  

The Jewish mourning practices model some of the ideas presented in Biblical mourning 

and provide support and comfort to the mourners beyond the burial.  This missing 

practice in much of Christian life is needed.  Christians may not be aware of the history 

of mourning practices or the way that other cultures and faiths mourn.  They may not be 

aware that there is a different way that allows for a valid mourning practice and period.  

If awareness is made, Christians may find they have the same sentiment that is noted in 

The Good Funeral:  

Quoting O'Rourke in The Long Goodbye, ‘After my mother's death, I felt 

the lack of rituals to shape and support my loss.  I found myself envying 

my Jewish friends the practice of saying Kaddish, with its ceremonious 

designation of time each day devoted to remembering the lost person.  As 

I drifted through the hours, I wondered: What does it mean to grieve when 

we have so few rituals for observing and externalizing loss?’ What Megan 

O'Rourke missed, along with a couple of generations of Americans, was 

the year of mourning or some version of it, which granted to the bereaved 

some time to grieve as well as outlining customs meant to assist the 

mourner.8 

 

Reasons to Recover Biblical Mourning Practices 

The first step in change is understanding the different ways of mourning and the 

reasoning underlying the mourning practices.  Once identified, this could lead to the 

realization that there needs to be a recovery of some biblical and ancient mourning 

practices.  This missing link can be repaired.  Much of the Christian Church may have 

lost the practices of mourning and  thus the ability to mourn.  That does not, however, 

                                                      
8 Thomas Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and the 

Community of Care (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 62. 
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mean the end.  There is the opportunity to reclaim some sense of the mourning practices 

studied in the Bible.   

When identifying the differences between today’s mourning practices and biblical 

practices, one may wonder how the changes occurred.  Changes can happen so slowly 

and subtly that many go unnoticed.  It would seem that unnecessary practices are 

discarded.  The Church, though, could have discarded that which was uncomfortable or 

inconvenient over time rather than considering the value of those practices.  The idea of 

separating from the deceased could lead to a separation from mourning.  Over time, the 

mourning practices are pushed aside due to cultural shifts, leaving the mourner to go 

through the process alone.  This devalues the loss and the importance of the practice.  

Understanding what is missing can lead to a search to recover what has been lost or 

displaced:  “A recovery of mourning practices could nurture a recovery of an honest 

acknowledgement of the awful reality of death and a compassionate communal response 

to both the dying and the grieving.”9 

 Is the Church really missing anything by not practicing biblical mourning?  For 

those that mourn, very little support, comfort, and care exist past the first few days as it 

does in biblical or Jewish mourning.  There is a general uneasiness in discussing death or 

grief leaving those that mourn to feel isolated and cut off from those that could be loving 

them.  There is a lack of ritual remembrance and the permission to call the name of the 

deceased.  There is no opportunity to mourn openly without fear of embarrassment, 

knowing that the community is supporting and walking with the mourner.  These are the 

gifts that the Church should be providing.  These are practices given to the Church by 

                                                      
9 Verhey, Christian, 335. 
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instruction in the Bible.  The Church is missing the opportunity to walk with the mourner 

by not valuing or practicing Biblical mourning.    

Capturing the Values of Lament 

To lament is to passionately express grief or sorrow.  Many Churches have lost 

the art of lamenting and do not understand the value of lamenting as a community of 

believers.  Worship is often interpreted or practiced as a time that only joy and 

excitement are expressed.  If someone enters worship lamenting (crying, hurting, 

struggling, grieving), others feel uncomfortable and try to cheer the person.  It becomes a 

natural response to want to make the person feel better rather than sitting with them in 

their grief.  This cheering could be in the form of reminding them how good God is or 

having them count their many blessings.  The idea of lamenting with the person has been 

erased for much of worship unless the service specifically is designed for lamentation.  It 

can make people uneasy to express grief or sorrow so openly.  Yet, the Bible instructs us 

and guides us through lamentation.   

Most people feel discomfort when in pain, and since we prefer not to 

experience pain, we try to avoid it.  One way to do so is not to be with 

other people when they are distressed.  The tragedy is that such avoidance 

of people in mourning leaves them isolated in their grief, an experience 

that may leave them confused and often embittered.  They feel that others 

have already forgotten them and their deceased loved ones.  It is likely that 

members of congregations are simply protecting themselves from the pain 

of the mourner’s grief, but that avoidance is perceived as a lack of 

compassion.10   

 

                                                      
10 Ronald Sunderland, Getting through Grief: Caregiving by Congregations 

(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1993), 44. 
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A discovery of biblical mourning leads to the discovery of lament.  This is not a 

word mentioned or discussed in Protestant churches in Goldsboro.  To understand lament 

and its importance, it is helpful to begin with two prevalent books found in the Bible on 

lamenting, Lamentations and Psalms.  Psalm 77 is one example of how the Bible 

provides a demonstration of lamentation.  In this psalm, the writer is in great distress.  

There is a crying out to God, loud cries for God to hear.  There seems to be no resolve, no 

easy solutions and no quick answers to the pain.  The psalmist continues to call out to 

God only to feel abandoned and alone.  God seems to have left him in his time of grief 

and he wonders why God would leave.  The lamenting is deep because the pain and the 

grief are so difficult to handle.   

Then, the psalmist recalls what God has done in the past and remembers God’s 

mighty deeds.  This begins to shift his perspective.  The shift allows him to stop focusing 

on himself and his problems and begin to consider the character of God.  Brueggemann 

notes that there is a movement from self to God that begins in verse 13 of the Psalm.11  

This opens up possibilities of how shifts can happen for those who mourn and lament 

following an unexplainable tragedy or overwhelming grief.  Beth Tanner explains it this 

way: 

When life feels chaotic, God’s control of the universe holds firm. So with 

a change in perspective, my own situation in the world seems different, 

not because anything external has changed but because I have changed. 

This distinction makes Psalm 77 unique, for it is not concerned with 

external enemies or even the sin of the one crying to God. Instead, it 

speaks of a theological crisis and how these crises are often sorted out, not 

with direct answers to human questions but with a remembering and thus 

                                                      
11 Nancy DeClaisse-Walford, Rolf A. Jacobson, and Beth LaNeel Tanner, The 

Book of Psalms (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2015), 559. 
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an altered understanding of humans and God. This lesson is as applicable 

today as it was to our ancient ancestors12 

 

Psalm 77 demonstrates lament and how the psalmist interacts with God in 

dialogue.  Without lament, dialogue is lost or becomes unnatural.  One can be honest with 

God but hold back on lamenting without the Church lamenting with that person.  One can 

lament without being honest with God in dialogue when trying to lament in silence and 

not express how deeply one feels about the situation.13  The expressions to God of the 

pain and the confusion are not welcomed or given a place without lament.  The fact that 

life is not fair and that death and suffering occur leads to lament in a natural progression.  

It is in the silence the mourner is unable to cry out to God.  Lamenting gives voice to the 

pain.  It brings the community together in worship that calls out to God in the deepest of 

grief, hurt, and struggle.  Without that, the community has no source of communal grief 

and leaves the mourner to lament and grieve alone.  Those that attend worship can 

pretend all is well, sing praises, and offer good words, all while suffering and struggling 

daily.  This “putting on a happy face” leads to an inauthentic faith that lets everyone 

down when life becomes too difficult to handle, which can occur with grief.   

Brueggemann describes the cost of the loss of lament:  

God then is omnipotent, always to be praised. The believer is nothing, and 

can uncritically praise or accept guilt where life with God does not 

function properly.  The outcome is a ‘False Self’, bad faith which is based 

in fear and guilt and lived out as resentful or self-deceptive works of 

                                                      
12 Ibid., 559. 

 
13 Walter Brueggemann, “From Hurt to Joy, from Death to Life.” Interpretation 

28, no. 1 (January 1974), 5. 
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righteousness.  The absence of lament makes a religion of coercive 

obedience the only possibility.14 

 

The lament…authentic expression to the real experiences of life…The 

lament makes clear that faith and worship deal with and are shaped by life 

as it comes to us…Israel unflinchingly saw and affirmed that life as it 

comes, along with joys, is beset by hurt, betrayal, loneliness, disease, 

threat, anxiety, bewilderment, anger, hatred, and anguish.  The study of 

the lament may suggest a corrective to the euphoric, celebrative notions of 

faith which romantically pretend that life is sweetness and joy, even 

delight…Most importantly, the laments show clearly that biblical faith, as 

it faces life fully, is uncompromisingly and unembarrassedly dialogical. 15  

 

To lament is not to offer false promises or empty cliché sayings to comfort.  To 

lament is to sit with mourners in their great grief and to take on the pain with them as one 

of God’s children.  This requires that we have searched our own soul’s and understand 

the gift and value of lament.16  The Church is not called to console or to explain.  The 

Church is called to sit in the ash heap with those lamenting and lament along with them.  

This includes listening and simply being present in their overwhelming grief. 17 

The Christian Church has devalued the gift of lament.  In an effort to cut out the 

uncomfortable and distressing, lament has been deleted from many of the worship 

services and from the life of the Christian community.  Those who are grieving have no 

opportunity to lament openly and are left lamenting alone, often feeling ashamed or like 

                                                      
14 Walter Brueggemann, “The Costly Loss of Lament,” Journal for the Study of 

the Old Testament, no. 11(October 1986), 61. 

 
15 Brueggemann, “From Hurt to Joy,” 3-4. 

 
16 Christopher C. Smith, John Pattison, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, David 

Fassett, and Beth Hagenberg, Slow Church: Cultivating Community in the Patient Way 

Of Jesus (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2014), 115. 
 
17 Verhey, Christian, 340. 
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an anomaly.  The Church can change this by rediscovering the value of lamenting.  This 

begins with an exploration of the gifts of the writings of lamenting in the Psalms and 

Lamentations.  This rediscovery can lead to a freeing of those that are struggling in life 

and faith.  To capture this value could change the community of believers and produce 

blessings as described by Verhey:  

Blessed are those who mourn.  Blessed are those aching visionaries who 

see something of God’s good future and who weep because it is not yet.  

Blessed are those aching visionaries who see mourners uncomforted 

because the Church has abandoned lament and silenced the voice of 

sufferers.  Blessed are those aching visionaries who work to give some 

small token of the promise that the mourners will be comforted.  Blessed 

are those whose passion for God’s good future moves them to compassion.  

They not only sometimes help to comfort those who mourn; they help to 

keep the rest of us a little more open to the hurts and wounds of our 

neighbors.18 

 

Claiming a Biblical Theology of Hope 

 Foundational to the Christian faith is a hope that goes beyond reasoning and 

expectation.  This hope is seen in the expectation of the coming Savior, the fulfillment of 

a promise made.  Hope is identified in the Church with the eager anticipation of Jesus’ 

return.  There is hope for a new day of redemption.  It is not often identified with grief 

and loss though.   

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, however, presents a hope found even in death.  It is 

expected that death will bring sorrow, mourning, and suffering.  To lose someone to 

death who is loved deeply can bring significant grief.  It may be difficult to see the 

correlation of hope and death.  In order to understand this, there must first be an 

acknowledgement of the great suffering associated with the loss of someone special.   

                                                      
18 Ibid., 345. 
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 Those who experience a great loss often feel as if there is a hole that has been 

created by the death of a loved one that cannot ever be filled.  There will never be a 

replacement for the person lost.  There is often a longing to feel the presence of those that 

have died and a constant desire to see them once again.  The intensity of the pain of loss 

may and should decrease over time, but that pain is never completely diminished.  It 

becomes a part of the person that grieves.  The pain becomes a welcome friend in the 

journey of healing.  This enables one to remember the loss and to find comfort in the 

memories of a person that is not to be forgotten.  Life does not go back to normal or ever 

completely return to its previous routines.  After a loss, life becomes re-oriented and finds 

a new normal.  As Long identifies in A Good Funeral, the loss of a loved one also 

involves the loss of a narrative.  This loss compounds the pain of death for those grieving.  

He explains the concept:   

We have gotten up every day counting on this person to play a part in the 

unfolding drama of life, but now that member of the cast is no longer 

present, and the play cannot proceed apace. So grief is, in part, confusion 

and anxiety about how to advance, how to keep living the story of life 

without this important person in the drama.  We don't know what to say or 

what to do. Life stands still.19  

 

In death, the hope is not in the memories, though they may bring comfort.  The 

hope is not found in the idea that the person is not in pain, though that may help to 

alleviate the pain of those that mourn.  The hope is not in the cliché sayings often offered 

such as, “she’s in a better place,” “God needed another angel,” “He is better off,” or “you 

had her for a really long time and that is a blessing.”  While these sayings are often meant 

to help, heal, or comfort, they offer false ideas that do not provide any of the intended 

                                                      
19 Long and Lynch, Good, 224. 
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meanings.  Instead, they often offer confusion, anger, and misguided theology.  And an 

empty hope is provided by Christians when there is no real understanding where the hope 

is found in death.  

 Where is the hope, the true hope even in death?  The hope for a Christian is found 

in Jesus Christ, in his great love and in his promises.  Jesus speaks of his upcoming death 

as recorded in the Gospels.  He warns his followers that his time on earth is coming to an 

end quickly and that he will be sacrificing his life.  The disciples never fully grasp the 

enormity of this sacrifice or the reasoning for his declaration.  Instead they deny or seem 

to ignore that this will happen until it actually does take place.  But in the times when 

Jesus speaks of his death, he also offers the hope of resurrection.  He makes promises, 

such as the one recorded in the Gospel of John, Chapter 14.  In this scripture, Jesus tells 

the disciples about a place that he is preparing for them.  This is a place he must go but 

also a place where they will be welcomed.  Until that time, they will be sent a helper, a 

comforter, and a guide to fill them with peace like they have never experienced.  In other 

scriptures, Jesus teaches them about his death and resurrection after three days.  This 

resurrection would be an overcoming of death and the grave.  This resurrection would be 

a new day, a new hope, a new future that was not previously possible.  The resurrection 

of Jesus would begin to shape the promises that he had made and an offer of a hope that 

comes even in death.  Nouwen writes about this hope,  

The Lord who died…died not because of any death or darkness in him, but 

only to free us from the death and darkness in us.  If the God who revealed 

life to us, and whose only desire is to bring us to life, loved us so much 

that he wanted to experience with us the total absurdity of death, then-yes, 

then there must be hope; then there must be something more than death; 

then there must be a promise that is not fulfilled in our short existence in 

this world; then leaving behind the ones you love, the flowers and the 
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trees, the mountains and the oceans, the beauty of art and music, and all 

the exuberant gifts of life cannot be just the destruction and cruel end of 

all things; then indeed we have to wait for the third day.20 

 

 The hope that Christians have, even in the face of death, is found in the love of 

Christ.  The awaiting of that great resurrection day for all brings a hopeful anticipation.  

Jesus’ great love enabled the painful suffering of death.  God’s overcoming love 

empowered the resurrection from death and an opportunity for a life after death.  In 1 

Thessalonians 4:13-18, Paul reminds the Church at Thessalonica that God’s plan 

continues to be carried out.  Because of the hope that is in Jesus Christ, believers do not 

grieve as others do.  There is no grief that this is the end and there is nothing else.  This is 

not the end of the story, not for the loved one or for those left to grieve.  There is coming 

a day when believers will be renewed, redeemed, and given a new life with Christ.  This 

offers encouragement to those that are grieving and mourning.  This is the hope that 

Christians are given.  This hope enables a new narrative.  Continuing with Long’s 

perspective on the loss of a narrative:  

The work of grief is to gather the fragments and to rewrite the narrative, 

this time minus a treasured presence…But we do not do this task of 

rebuilding our life narratives alone.  In the wilderness of grief, God 

provides narrative manna - just enough shape and meaning to keep us 

walking - and sends the Comforter, who knits together the raveled soul 

and refuses to leave us orphaned. Sometimes the bereaved say they are 

looking for closure, but in the Christian faith we do not seek closure so 

much as we pray that all of our lost loves will be gathered into the great 

unending story fashioned by God's grace.21 

 

                                                      
20 Henri J M Nouwen, A Letter of Consolation (San Francisco, CA: Harper & 

Row, 1982), 78. 

 
21 Long and Lynch, Good, 224-225 
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God’s love offered Jesus on the cross but also gave him life after death.  Through 

this love, God experienced the suffering and loss of the death of a child.  This love 

understands what it means to have someone special die too soon.  This love, though, had 

a final say and it was not a simple goodbye.  This great love took the sting of death away 

in the victory of resurrection.  That does not mean that the suffering was lessened or the 

grief any less difficult.  It does not mean that those who have hope do not experience 

mourning and lament over the loss of a loved one.  It does not mean that this is consoling 

when the loss is so overwhelming.  Wolterstorff writes in Lament for a Son:  

Elements of the gospel which I had always thought would console did not. 

They did something else, something important, but not that. It did not 

console me to be reminded of the hope of resurrection. If I had forgotten 

that hope, then it would indeed have brought light into my life to be 

reminded of it. But I did not think of death as a bottomless pit. I did not 

grieve as one who has no hope. Yet Eric is gone, here and now he is gone; 

now I cannot talk with him, now I cannot see him, now I cannot hug him, 

now I cannot hear of his plans for the future. That is my sorrow. A friend 

said, ‘Remember, he’s in good hands.’ I was deeply moved. But that 

reality does not put Eric back in my hands now. That’s my grief. For that 

grief, what consolation can there be other than having him back?22  

 

The scriptures for a believer do not necessarily console but do bring a unique and 

powerful hope.  There is always the hope of resurrection.  It changes the way that one 

grieves, but it does not take away the desire to hold or be with the loved one again. 

 The hope of resurrection can sustain those of faith through the suffering of death:  

“Faith is a footbridge that you don’t know will hold you up over the chasm until you’re 

forced to walk out onto it.”23  This hope enables those of faith to continue to move 

                                                      
22 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company. Kindle Edition, 1987), 31.   

 
23 Ibid., 76. 
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forward in this life, seeking to follow God, continuing to love and be loved, and yet, 

looking forward to the day when death will be no more.  Nouwen sums up this hope 

through the love of God: 

…the same love that reveals the absurdity of death also allows us to 

befriend death.  The same love that forms the basis of our grief is also the 

basis of our hope; the same love that makes us cry out in pain also must 

enable us to develop a liberating intimacy with our own most basic 

brokenness.  Without faith, this must sound like a contradiction.  But our 

faith in him whose love overcame death and who rose from the grave on 

the third day converts this contradiction into a paradox, the most healing 

paradox of our existence…He came to see and feel that the power of love 

is stronger than the power of death and that it is indeed true that ‘God is 

love.’24 

 

 

                                                      
 
24 Nouwen, Letter, 34. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

LEADING THE CONGREGATION TO EMBRACE GRIEF MINISTRY 

 

Understanding the Importance of Building Community Within the Church 

 

 Christians, by identity, are to be followers of Christ.  When Jesus Christ walked 

on the earth, he challenged the status quo.  In his great love, he went to those who were 

suffering, outcast, and generally forgotten.  In many instances recorded in the gospels, 

Jesus takes the road not traveled by the religious elite to find those who are in the greatest 

need.  He arrives at the homes of tax collectors for a meal.  He enters villages where the 

people are unclean, untouched, and discarded from society.  He heals on improper days 

and at unacceptable times.  He loves those who have never been seen or noticed before, 

those who have found places as beggars.  They had been ignored, stepped over, and 

devalued.  Jesus understood the value of them all, even when the rest of the world did 

not.  In following Jesus, Christians are led, directed, and called to love others.  This love 

becomes especially important for the neighbor or friend who grieves.  The church, the 

gathering of God’s people, should be a haven of peace, comfort, and love for the 

grieving.  Those who grieve should find Christians to journey with them through this 

difficult time.  Unfortunately, the church often does not know how to respond to those 

who grieve and, therefore ignores the grieving soon after the funeral.   

 In the Book of James, the Church is given the instructions for care.  James 1:27 

states, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for 

orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.” 

(NRSV) This instruction is carried over from the Old Testament, where God continually 

reminds the Israelites not to forget the orphans and widows and to provide for their needs.  
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These two particular groups are mentioned often.  In biblical times, these two groups had 

little to no voice in society or held societal value.  To be an orphan meant there were no 

parents to provide care and no support system in place, leaving a grieving child alone.  To 

be a widow meant the source of income, stability and place in society had died.  Both of 

these groups are grieving the loss of an important loved one.  Both of these groups need 

support and guidance.  God called his people to step up and be those who cared for these 

groups.  James reminds the Church that this continues to be an important calling.  Given 

these biblical directives, how should the church respond to those who grieve? 

 As referenced earlier, the church can rediscover the value of lament and provide 

opportunities to lament openly without judgment.  The church can also recapture biblical 

mourning practices which allows for friends to sit and mourn with those who have 

experienced loss.  The church should provide support, care, and love for those who 

mourn that extends throughout the first year of grief at a minimum.  The church can 

provide space and time to encourage lament and welcome those who are struggling in 

their grief to grieve with the community of believers. 

 To implement these suggestions, two practices are outlined which can allow the 

church to fulfill the biblical command to care.  Understanding grief and the grief process 

is foundational to these practices.  If one does not understand what constitutes normal 

grief, he or she could feel the need to rush the grieving through the process.  There is also 

discomfort that many feel in sitting with those who grieve.  Knowing the importance of 

presence can lead to a connectedness which is not achieved any other way.  Given this 

foundation of knowledge, these two practices involve providing biblical hospitality and 

forming community groups in the church which purposely seek to comfort those who 
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grieve.  Like mourning and lamenting, both of these practices have a basis formed in the 

Bible. 

Biblical Hospitality 

 Biblical hospitality is first outlined in the story of Abraham and Sarah and is 

recorded in Genesis 18 of the Bible.  Strangers appeared where Abraham and Sarah were 

residing.  Abraham welcomed them and offered them water and something to eat.  Sarah 

made cakes for them while a servant prepared a calf.  This was all done without any 

awareness of the identity of these men.  These strangers were messengers from God and 

Abraham and Sarah provided for their needs.  Additionally, biblical hospitality continued 

to be taught to the Israelites in taking care of the strangers of the land, and this included 

leaving crops in the fields for them to glean.  In the New Testament, Jesus ate at the 

tables of the religious elite and sinners alike.  He noted those who were considered 

outcasts provided the genuine hospitality while the religious elite did not. 

 A part of providing hospitality is identifying the needs of those around.  As 

churches identify those needs, the make-up or demographics of the group or peoples 

needing assistance should not be taken into consideration.  The need is most important, 

and the church is to meet the need in a way which brings God glory regardless of the 

persons in need.  “Christian hospitality…accepts people wholly as they are, with no 

advantage seeking or expectation of reciprocity, no litmus test of economic worth or 

usefulness….our hospitality should emerge as we seek to follow the Bible’s ordinary yet 

deeply radical call to embrace the other.”1  

                                                      
1 Christopher C. Smith, John Pattison, Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, David Fassett, 

and Beth Hagenberg, Slow Church: Cultivating Community in the Patient Way Of Jesus, 

(Downers Grove: IVP Books, 2014), 204. 
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In hospitality, one of the greatest gifts is sharing a meal.  This is not simply 

offering food, but sitting down at a table with others, listening intently, and offering the 

love of Christ.  When considering those who grieve, churches in the Goldsboro area reach 

out in hospitality by providing food following a death.  Some will not just drop off a dish 

but will sit down and eat with the family.  Food becomes an important part of comforting 

and providing for a grieving family.  The family does not have to worry about food 

preparation or dealing with the number of family who gather in a single place for a few 

days.  These meals meet a need by providing hospitality at a time when families are 

vulnerable.  The meals are often also served before or after a funeral and visitation.  The 

family does not have to be concerned with what to eat or the clean up after the meal.  

They can focus on spending time together and with the friends which gather.    

After the funeral the meals often cease, and the family is left to eat alone again. 

When the casserole dishes are collected, the general feeling is the grief is over.  There is 

more that could be done.  Hospitality could continue the meals beyond the funeral, 

offering continued comfort and care through the grief journey.  Hospitality also reaches 

out and invites those who grieve to come over, offering simply to sit, to listen, and to just 

be present.   Many of the practices in place are handed down from previous generations.  

As people become busier and there is a greater separation of people from the discomfort 

of the grieving, these practices often become weaker or diminished.  The following poem 

uncovers hospitality as shared from memories growing up and helps to understand how 

practices can be passed down generationally: 

What I Learned From My Mother 

By Julia Kasdorf 

I learned from my mother how to love  

the living, to have plenty of vases on hand  
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in case you have to rush to the hospital  

with peonies cut from the lawn, black ants  

still stuck to the buds. I learned to save jars  

large enough to hold fruit salad for a whole  

grieving household, to cube home-canned pears  

and peaches, to slice through maroon grape skins  

and flick out the sexual seeds with a knife point.  

I learned to attend viewings even if I didn’t know  

the deceased, to press the moist hands  

of the living, to look in their eyes and offer  

sympathy, as though I understood loss even then.  

I learned that whatever we say means nothing,  

what anyone will remember is that we came.  

I learned to believe I had the power to ease  

awful pains materially like an angel.  

Like a doctor, I learned to create  

from another’s suffering my own usefulness, and once  

you know how to do this, you can never refuse.  

To every house you enter, you must offer  

healing: a chocolate cake you baked yourself, 

the blessing of your voice, your chaste touch.2 

 

Forming Community 

The idea of forming community takes hospitality to the next level.  The church 

can form a specific community to support those who grieve.  This is a place where the 

grieving are loved, supported, cared for, and heard.  Community holds a space to hear 

each person’s story and values each and every story.  To begin the formation of 

community, Romans 12:9-18 outlines some guidelines that can help to structure life 

together.   

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one 

another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do 

not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be 

patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the 

saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

                                                      
2 Thomas Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and the 

Community of Care (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 2. 
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Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with 

those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one 

another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to 

be wiser than you are. Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought 

for what is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as it depends on 

you, live peaceably with all. (NRSV)   

 

In this scripture, Paul gives his readers the idea that love is more than emotions or 

feelings.  Genuine love is one of action which includes taking care of each other in the 

community.  He encourages a love of what is good.  To build up the community, Paul 

gives a quick list of principles or guidelines.  These include mutual support in the good 

and the difficult.  Taking care of one another’s needs and being a presence in rejoicing 

and mourning are both part of community.  Living in a way which supports and loves 

neighbors, even when the neighbors are difficult, is an important piece.  Peace should be 

a goal of the follower as one in community.  If these principles are followed, it enables 

the community to serve and grow together functionally.  There is someone there for those 

who have something to celebrate and for those who struggle with grief.  Paul found 

community as valuable and important to establish and it should be important for 

Christians today as well.   

If community is genuine, needs are felt before they are ever spoken.  There is an 

understanding and mutual respect which allows for those needs to be met.  Some of those 

ways are to send cards, to make phone calls, to actively reach out and to invite others.  It 

could be to sit with someone who is grieving, to offer to attend an event, or simply to be a 

listening friend.  Those in community are there for each other when special occasions 

happen such as Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Christmas, and anniversaries.  They can 

come together to hold remembrance services on the anniversary of the death of a loved 



 33 

one.  The community can sit with the grieving in worship and hold them up when they 

can no longer stand, reminding them they are not alone in this journey.3  The concept of 

community reminds us that we are interconnected and called to work together, even 

holding each other accountable to the call of following Jesus.  Working together as a 

community means no one person has to carry the entire load of grief.  By working 

together, self-care is even possible.  If one takes care of self, there is more opportunity to 

serve and to participate in the functions of the community.  Neglect of self weakens 

opportunities to serve.4  Verhey summarizes well the meaning of genuine hospitality: 

“Lives and a common life…includes learning to see ourselves as 

‘members of one another’ (Eph 4:25), learning to see the others as another 

loved by God, learning to greet one another in the name of the one who 

greeted us.  It means learning to practice hospitality to those who would be 

strangers but for the grace and call of God.  It means learning to rejoice 

with those that rejoice and to weep with those who weep.  It means 

learning that sickness, withering, and dying cannot separate us from the 

love of God and need not alienate us – or another – from the community.  

It means learning to care and to be cared for.  Here we learn love.”5 

 

Community can allow for a support system for those who suffer.  No one should 

suffer alone, but in a world where “touches” are felt in ‘likes’ on a social media app and 

hugs are offered in parenthesis via text, the suffering are left without actual human 

contact.  Communication across social media outlets is simple, but conducting 

conversations and listening skills in person is challenging for so many.  In a world where 

                                                      
3 Melissa M Kelley, Grief: Contemporary Theory and the Practice of Ministry, 

(Fortress Press, 2010), 117. 

 
4 John Patton, Pastoral Care: An Essential Guide, (Nashville:Abingdon Press, 

2005), 90. 

 
5 Allen Verhey, The Christian Art of Dying: Learning from Jesus, (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans Pub, 2011), 301. 
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technology is heavily valued and a primary source of expression, the avoidance of the 

suffering of others is even easier.  This does not allow for a person to walk with another 

through pain and the challenges of losing a loved one.  There is a void of real presence 

and eventually leads to the belief that physical presence is no longer needed.  All 

interaction can be held electronically.  True community seeks to combat this issue.  While 

technology offers many advantages, it does not replace the gift of sitting with the 

suffering, entering into their pain, and walking with them as they grieve.  This can only 

be done through actual presence. 6 Presence is a priceless commodity in community. 

Biblical hospitality and community formation are just two ways the church can 

begin to respond to the grieving.  Both of these ways can be enhanced and grow into 

viable ministries which allow the church to reach those in the church and the community 

as they struggle.  It is not helpful to ignore death or grief.  Those who love and follow 

Christ have the capability to love those who are hurting. 

Educating for Change Through Preaching 

 

 Due to the fear of discussing grief, the way to reach the most people at Trinity 

Missionary Baptist Church is to present the information from the pulpit on Sunday 

mornings.  More people attend this service than any other offered.  Four sermons were 

preached beginning in January, 2019.  In the month prior, it was announced a new series 

would begin, in order to pique the interest of the congregation.  The sermon series began 

the first Sunday in the New Year (see Appendix B for the sermon series).  The sermons 

were designed to carry the listener through a journey from understanding Biblical Grief 

to providing comfort and support to those who grieve.  The first sermon was delivered on 

                                                      
6 Smith, et al, 83. 
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January 6, 2019, entitled “What Are We Missing” from Job, Chapter 1.  This sermon was 

focused on introducing mourning practices described in the Bible.  The book of Job 

provides the reader a clear picture of this practice, in both Job and his friends.  Learning 

about mourning practices was challenging for the congregation.  The sermon presented 

concepts which most have never heard of or considered.  While the text was familiar, this 

particular sermon noted details that are not obvious upon a cursory reading.  The mood in 

the sanctuary was quiet and somber.  As people left, they seemed unsure how to receive 

the information.  Each Wednesday night following the Sunday morning sermon, the 

congregation was given the opportunity to discuss and process the information presented.  

I provided a brief recap and opened the discussion.  Those who attended the Wednesday 

night study seemed to grasp the information and understand the purpose of the message.  

This was a way of laying the groundwork for the next sermon.  Each sermon built upon 

the other. 

 The second sermon presented lamenting, focusing on Psalm 77.  This sermon was 

delivered on January 13, 2019, entitled “Capturing the Value of Lament.”  The purpose 

of this sermon was to give permission for lamenting as a congregation and to provide 

some normality to lamenting.  By providing scriptural examples of lamenting, the hope 

was that the congregation would sense the value of lament and the loss by not allowing 

space for lamenting.  The congregation seemed to be much more open and receptive to 

this sermon.  There was more of a response and understanding of how the series was 

developing.  On Wednesday night, the congregation was presented ways these two 

sermons intertwined and the importance of studying this topic.   
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 The third sermon in the series offered a shift to the concept of hope in grieving.  

This was delivered on January 20, 2019, entitled “There is Hope.”  Christians can have 

the idea that there is no reason to grieve when they understand where their loved one will 

spend eternity.  Jesus Christ does provide a hope like no other.  The hope provided does 

mean Christians grieve differently than those who have no hope.  It does not mean 

Christians do not grieve.  Christians do and should grieve.  This is healthy and normal 

and to suppress it presents many problems and complications for the person’s mental and 

physical health.  The church needs to understand that grief should still occur, even if 

differently.  This sermon was to provide hope and to normalize grief among Christians.  

The Wednesday night review helped to reinforce the lesson that was taught in the 

sermon.  As the series progressed, the congregation seemed to be more receptive to the 

information.  They had feedback which indicated they understood the overall concepts 

presented.  The material was not only instructive, but it was also identifiable in their own 

lives.    

 The fourth and final sermon was presented to bring all of the concepts together 

and offer the congregation the opportunity to consider what should be done with the 

information.  This sermon was delivered on January 27, 2019, entitled “Engaging God’s 

People.” Many questions framed this sermon including: How should this information 

impact our lives and our church?  Are there changes which need to be made?  The ideas 

of community building and hospitality were presented as opportunities to support and 

love those who grieve.  By this sermon, the congregation seemed to embrace the ideas 

and possible implementation of a grief ministry, even if they were uncomfortable.  The 
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Wednesday night review proved these topics could be discussed as a group without fear.  

The doors of opportunity were opened to learn how to carry this discussion further.   

Enhancing Understanding Through Small Group Dialogue 

 It is intimidating to share personal information or feelings in a large group.  The 

Wednesday night discussions were held in the sanctuary and the information was general 

to most all who attend.  There was limited personal information shared simply due to the 

lack of intimacy of a larger group spread out over an open space.  There was not an 

agreement of confidentiality.  This was structured more to allow for general questions 

and an overall understanding of the presented material.  In order to further open the 

discussion, the option to become a part of a small focus group was offered.  This was 

mentioned each Sunday before the sermon during the series.   

At the end of the series, on the evening of January 27, 2019, volunteers gathered 

to find out more about the focus group.  I gave each prospective participant the Informed 

Consent (Appendix B), went over the requirement for confidentiality, and explained what 

would be expected of them.  I went through each area of the Informed Consent and asked 

for questions as each area was addressed.  They were made aware the group sessions 

would be recorded and how this information would be stored and kept confidential.  The 

room was set up for maximum conversation and interaction.  The microphones were in 

the center of the table.  This was done in the introductory session to allow potential 

participants to experience the environment.  

As the information session continued, I explained how they could opt-out of the 

focus group at any time and there was no obligation to continue.  That day, eight 

participants joined the focus group and signed the consent form.  The church clerk was 
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present to witness each signature and also chose to participate.  On the first day of the 

focus group (the following Sunday), three additional participants agreed to join and 

signed the form.  All eleven participants continued throughout the six-week focus group.  

Only two participants missed one meeting throughout the study.   

 The small group meetings were held each Sunday afternoon at 4:30 p.m. from 

February 3, 2019, to March 10, 2019.  Each session was held for one hour.  The table was 

arranged to allow for interaction and enhance group discussion.  The group was made up 

of adults (over age 18) with both genders and more than one race represented.  Everyone 

participating had experienced loss of at least one parent, with some also experiencing the 

death of spouses as well.  To facilitate the discussion, I began some of the meetings with 

a quote or a thought about death and grief.  I had compiled a series of questions 

(Appendix D) to guide the discussion and keep the discussions on track.  The discussions 

were recorded audibly, as was disclosed in the agreement signed initially by each 

participant.  The recordings were kept on a flash drive which was stored in a secure place 

between sessions and at the conclusion of the focus group.  Additionally, I made notes 

following each session about visual cues and overall feelings on the group discussion that 

would not be sensed on an audible recording.  This allowed me to go back and hear the 

discussions later and record themes and responses which were continually mentioned by 

differing participants.  If a theme was presented more than one time by more than one 

participant, this was noted.  If that same theme continued for more than one session, it 

was also noted.  The themes which were recurring were on the minds on many of the 

participants and required special attention.  As the sessions were being recorded, many of 
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these themes did not immediately present themselves.  It was in the review of the 

recordings that I noticed the recurrence of several thoughts and ideas.   

 The first session, like the first sermon, was a little more challenging.  The 

participants appeared more reserved and less willing to share.  There are a few factors 

which led to these feelings.  This was a new process, of which none of the participants 

had ever taken part.  This was a discussion of grief and other than the sermons, they were 

unfamiliar with what would be asked of them and how they would need to participate.  

Although the tables were situated where everyone was in a circle, there were 

microphones visible on the tables.  This was a deterrent at first for speaking.  Finally, this 

was a group of people that does not normally come together in other interactions of the 

church.  These factors led to a slower start of the discussion.   

 By the second session, participants began to actively participate.  They seemed to 

ignore the microphones, as these just became routine for the sessions.  There were stories 

shared which were personal and those around the table began to share information that 

was not known prior to the session.  This led to an opening of the group and an increase 

in the intimacy of those gathered.  These factors allowed the group to answer the 

questions, and soon all of the participants took part in at least some of the discussion.  

This feeling continued, and even grew, as the sessions continued.  By the end of the six 

weeks, this group had become closer in friendships and trust.  The discussions were so 

open, they had to be redirected back to the questions.  The one-hour time limit was 

generally respected.  The discussions had to be wrapped up each time, as participants 

were willing and eager to share.  Many of those gathered told me just how much this 
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group had helped them understand their own grief and identify areas that they needed to 

develop and explore.   

Imagining New Initiatives for the Church 

 By the end of the six focus group sessions, it was apparent to the participants that 

the church is not fulfilling its duty to care for those who grieve.  There were many ideas 

which were presented, but ultimately the group wanted to make sure this began with 

small, manageable steps.  If too much was attempted at one time, none of the changes 

would continue long term.  This was an issue which had to be addressed a few steps at 

the time.  There was an overall consensus that one step needed to be taken.  They had all 

benefited from this six-week focus group and believed others would as well.  It was 

agreed this group needed to continue in some way to allow more to experience the benefit 

of small group interaction.  The group decided the best way to offer this opportunity was 

in a once-a-month format much like the small group sessions in which they had 

participated.  They also agreed to support the new group by inviting others and 

explaining how much this had helped them.  The group would be open to the community 

as a whole.  This was presented to the church at the Church Conference.  The Grief 

Support Group began shortly after the completion of the six-week focus group.   

 It was also suggested that the bereavement committee expand their offerings.  

Currently, this is the group which provides meals to the families grieving after a loss.  

Some of the following ideas were presented: offer a meal months after the death; send 

cards at the year anniversary of the death; visit the grieving and keep in touch.  One of 

the ideas that seemed to resonate with the group was brought up by someone who had 

experienced this type of idea in the military.  The grieving family would be given a 
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person from the church which would be a “buddy.”  This person would keep in touch 

with the family and follow up with any needs they may have.  As needs arose, the person 

would contact the church to help with those needs.  The “buddy” was really there to 

facilitate the care of the grieving so the family was not overwhelmed with people asking 

how they could help but not actually receiving what was most needed.   

 The group also mentioned opportunities to care for those experiencing 

anticipatory grief.  For families who had a loved one in hospice care, assistance could be 

provided such as meals or general upkeep of the home.  Families in these situations are 

often consumed by the end of life care and need the extra help.  The church can assist in 

providing support and care during this grieving period.   

 All of these ideas can be implemented and are sustainable.  These require 

oversight and structure so each family is provided care.  Since the focus group, not only 

has the support group began, the bereavement committee chairperson has implemented a 

change by sending cards on special occasions to the grieving families.  This will expand 

to include even more ideas in coming months. 

Summary 

 The need for a grief ministry can be difficult to determine.  The church should be 

given a biblical foundation of the importance of community and hospitality with an 

understanding of what it means to care for those who are in need.  This includes those 

who have lost their loved ones and are grieving.  When there is an understanding of the 

church’s responsibility, its response can be evaluated.  If there are areas not being 

reached, this provides an opportunity to expand the church’s ministry.  A focus group 

with a basic understanding of grief can provide an analysis of current offerings of the 
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church and possible way to fill those gaps.  Providing a grief ministry is a significant way 

to care for those in the community, as all will face death and grief at some point. 

 

 

 



43 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

EVALUATING THE GRIEF MINISTRY OF TRINITY MISSIONARY BAPTIST 

CHURCH 

 The consensus of the focus group for this project was that the church (Trinity 

Missionary Baptist) does care and provide for the families that are grieving.  Food is an 

essential part of fellowship during the grieving process and providing a meal takes a huge 

burden off the family that is grieving.  Discussions over meals are often more relaxed and 

allow for sharing that is not offered in other ways.  The church providing a meal for the 

family helps to alleviate the worry and distraction of cooking and cleaning.  It was agreed 

that this is a practice that should and will continue.   

The gap in providing meals is often for those whose experience of grief is outside 

our community.  For instance, if a church member loses a loved one in another state, the 

church does not have the opportunity to provide a meal for the family.  It might be felt 

that the family does not need a meal since they are likely taken care of in their own 

location.  The problem is that the church then may ignore the grieving or consider the 

loss insignificant, even if done unintentionally.  There should be a plan in place to show 

care and compassion for those who experience death outside the service area of the 

church.  In a community that has a large military presence, this becomes even more 

important. 

 Beyond the meal (after collecting the casserole dishes), the actions of compassion 

by the church often stop for the family.  There are no plans or structures in place that help 

support the grieving beyond this point.  The family is left to figure this out by themselves 



 

 
 

44 

or depend on support from hospice or the funeral home.  All participants in our group 

discussions were in agreement that grief lasts far beyond the funeral and that the church 

is definitely missing the opportunity to provide care and compassion beyond this event.  

Currently, if those gaps are being filled, it is being done by friends rather than the church.  

How the church fills these gaps present both opportunities and obstacles.   

 The opportunities are as vast as the willingness and dedication of the church.  The 

church can check in with the family on a regular basis to let them know they are not 

forgotten.  Meals can be provided, times of fellowship can be arranged, cards can be sent, 

anniversaries can be remembered, and the church can walk with this family arm-in-arm 

as they grieve.  This, though, requires time, attention, and funding.  The church has to 

understand the importance of investing resources into this ministry.  There has to be a 

willingness for members to volunteer and participate in these activities.  The participation 

needs to come from a wide variety of participants so that when there are multiple families 

grieving, no one person or group becomes overwhelmed or burned out.  There is 

coordination of dates, events, and calendars.  To care for a family as they grieve is not 

something to be done haphazardly.  It needs dedicated time and space to show love and 

compassion.  This is a ministry that requires the church to come together.  The key is that 

the church understands the value of caring for a family in their time of grief.   

 While many great ideas were presented among the group, nothing changes until 

the value of the ministry is understood.  There has to be implementation of the changes or 

everything returns to the previous normal.  To add a ministry or even additional care in 

an existing ministry requires focus, guidance, and direction.  This can easily be dismissed 
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if no one is willing to lead and others are not willing to volunteer their time and 

resources. 

Impact of the Project on Change in Grief Practices 

 This project certainly can and did begin the discussion of grief and lamenting at 

Trinity.  In a time when this is an avoided topic and uncomfortable to discuss, the project 

opens up doors to hear scriptures and pose questions that may not have been considered.  

Grief is kept behind closed doors in so many cases.  The practices of grief are 

misunderstood, and the church reinforces this by not allowing or providing a safe space 

for a family to continue the grief process within the church.  By collecting the casserole 

dishes and rarely speaking of the loved one again, this perpetuates the belief that grief 

should be over soon after the funeral.  Grieving persons may feel they should return to 

church and act as if all is okay.  Since this is not how grief works, this project teaches 

what is normal and how the process continues long after the funeral.  It allows the 

grieving to know that they are not alone and that life is not the same as it was before the 

loss of the loved one.  Life does not just snap back into place.  It is forever rearranged 

into a new normal, and that can be both scary and uncomfortable.   

 Grieving is not often discussed or embraced in the church.  This project seeks to 

educate the church on the value of lamenting and the gift that the Bible teaches with 

biblical mourning practices.  The belief that the loved one has eternal life does not take 

away grief for the family and does not diminish the need to grieve.  Even though there is 

hope for eternity, this does not change the emptiness that is felt from the loss of an 

earthly presence of someone who was loved.  Showing the church that God gives 

directives to care for those that grieve, for those that struggle, and for those that are 
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finding their way through the process of lament is key.  There are scriptures to provide 

comfort and direction in lamenting.  When the church is aware of the importance of 

lament and seeks out how to better minister to their own and the larger community, these 

scriptures become an important tool.  This project seeks to open the Bible to the many 

instances of lamenting and care for those that lament.   

 This project did open discussion of grief and lament at Trinity.  More of the 

church did ask questions and seek to understand what others may be going through.  The 

group that came together (the focus group) formed a bond that allowed their stories to be 

shared, heard, and valued.  They had the opportunity to share how they had been cared 

for as well as when this care had not happened.  They had a safe space to share open and 

honest dialogue that was often emotional but always sincere.  This group was the 

beginning of the monthly support group.  While not all participate in the monthly support 

group, they laid the foundation and did the groundwork for the group.  They let others 

know about the safe space and encouraged more to come and share.  This has led to more 

open sharing and increased dialogue on a topic that would have not been discussed 

openly any other way.   

 The monthly grief support group has met for approximately six months in the 

fellowship hall of the church.  The table is situated exactly as it was for the focus group.  

It was announced a month in advance that this group would be meeting, and all were 

welcome to attend.  The announcement was placed in the church bulletin, and on the 

church’s Facebook page and website.  It was an open announcement to let the community 

know all are invited to attend.  In the church announcements, to promote the Grief 

Support Group, one of the focus group participants shares of the benefits experienced.  
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The group has consistently had between eight and ten participants.  Most of the 

participants attend Trinity, but there have been several visitors from the surrounding 

community.  Each session has a focus topic to discuss, but it is open to discussion if 

participants have other questions.     

 The project has led to more opportunities to provide meals for those in our 

community in times of grief.  It is something that Trinity does well and has expanded 

beyond previous ministry opportunities.  The church now feeds some in the community 

that have a tie to the church but are not necessarily members.  The loved one who has 

died does not have to be a member any longer for the family to be fed.  This group has 

begun to send cards on anniversaries of losses to let the families know that their loved 

one is not forgotten.  We still remember.  This is just the beginning of other doors to open 

to expand this ministry.  There is still an opportunity to provide advocates for the 

grieving families as well as expand this ministry beyond those that attend the church.  

This can become a community project to love and care for the grieving outside of the 

church. 

 As a teaching tool, I have begun to teach more from Lamentations and the Psalms 

that deal with lament.  To present this to the congregation on a regular basis will bring 

some normality to an otherwise dismissed or forgotten topic.  The more it is discussed in 

sermons and lessons, the more likely it is to be discussed among the church.  I have also 

added an All Saints Day service, which has not been practiced in this church before.  This 

is to encourage the saying of the names of loved ones, to remember, to celebrate, and to 

recognize the loss of those treasured.  This has allowed for more sermons and services on 

lament.   
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 The first remembrance service was held on November 3, 2019.  I asked for names 

of loved ones to remember.  I let the congregation know this would be a time to hear the 

name of their loved one and a time to remember.  For the service, I received over fifty 

names.  The names were printed in the bulletin and were also placed in a slide show for 

the service.  The communion table was filled with candles for remembrance.  During the 

service, each name was called at the same time it was placed on the screen.  The 

congregation could acknowledge the remembrance of each person by either raising their 

hands or standing.  The sermon discussed the importance of remembering those that 

shaped and guided our lives.  Remembering is an important part of our faith, and this 

service was about remembering those that have died.  This service was well received.  

The feedback received reflected appreciation for the opportunity to remember and how it 

was a special time.  This service was better received because of the project.  The overall 

themes of grief, lament, and remembering have been mentioned often enough that the 

congregation was more comfortable with sharing in this experience.   

 During the focus group, an idea was presented which was adapted from the 

military.  When the military has orders for personnel to go overseas, the spouse is 

assigned a “battle buddy.”  This is a person that can be called on to provide assistance 

and guidance or to simply listen.  This idea led the group to come up with the idea of an 

advocate for a grieving family.  This advocate would be the main contact with the 

grieving family for the first year beyond the death.  This person would not only check on 

the family, but they would keep in close contact to help provide resources or simply 

listen.  The church would assist the advocate in providing anything necessary during this 

time period.  The family would know who to go to and the church would be able to 
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provide resources through one channel.  This is an idea that will need to be developed 

further, but it would provide consistent, personal support for the family. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Methodology 

 The sermon series was an effective way to present the general education of grief 

and lament to the people at the church.  Most people attend Sunday morning worship and 

the members of Trinity are accustomed to a series of sermons on a specific topic.  This 

has been done on many occasions with different topics.  To have a sermon series on grief 

was challenging, but the congregation in general was willing to attend because it was 

during normal worship times on Sunday mornings.  Each week built upon the previous 

week, which helped to keep people engaged.  The first week to introduce the series and to 

begin speaking about Biblical mourning was difficult.  People are often uncomfortable 

and expect to hear an upbeat teaching.  As the sermon series progressed, the messages did 

become more comfortable and the goal was to lead in actions of change.  Raising 

awareness of a topic that is ignored is always difficult at first.  The more it is discussed, 

the more the topic becomes normalized.  The sermon series was the best way to introduce 

general teachings to the overall congregation, especially to those who would not 

volunteer to attend at other times.   

 The Wednesday evening follow up on each sermon provided the beginning of 

dialogue.  Approximately one-fourth of the congregation attended the Wednesday night 

discussions.  This ratio is comparable to the regular Wednesday night attendance.  The 

series did not change the number of those who came to discuss, one way or the other.  It 

was a little more difficult to initiate conversation in this larger group, but it became easier 

as the topic was on what the scripture meant to the congregation rather than sharing a 
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personal story.  This structure did allow for general questions and a more in-depth 

discovery into some of the topics discussed in the sermon.  It allowed me to ask questions 

about the congregation’s feelings on topics such as Biblical mourning and lament.  This 

was an effective tool for this process.  It was also a tool that has been used in previous 

series.  The congregation was accustomed to hearing a sermon on Sunday and then 

discussing the details of the scripture on Wednesday night.  Since the structure was 

familiar, it did help to alleviate anxiety about how the discussion would proceed. 

 The focus group was formed after the sermon series ended.  This gave potential 

participants the basics of the topics to be discussed.  They were better informed about 

how the group would proceed.  This did not mean that people were excited to sign up for 

a focus group on grief.  Many came simply to support the project.  The focus group 

demographics were adults of varied ages, backgrounds, and losses.  The ages ranged from 

those in their forties to those in their seventies.  At least half had a military background.  

All participants had lost grandparents and at least one parent.  More than three-fourths 

had lost spouses.  Two of the participants were remembering the death of a loved one that 

had occurred a year prior to the focus group.  One participant had a loved one die within 

the previous two months.  During the session, many recollected the death of loved ones 

that occurred as many as twenty years ago.  This still had an impact on their lives.  All 

participants had attended Trinity for at least the previous year, with the majority having 

attended for more than ten years.  This variation provided for sharing experiences that 

were both fresh and those that had lived through the grief.  Many that attended had not 

been given the opportunity share their stories.  The smaller group provided a safe space to 

share those stories, the fears, and the disappointments.  There was a freedom to laugh, to 
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cry, to express frustration, or to simply be present.  There was no pressure to participate 

but all did.  Two of the weeks were spent expanding the knowledge that was taught in the 

sermon series.  This not only provided the group with more education about the grieving 

process, it also provided validation for some of the emotions they were experiencing.  A 

normality of the grief journey was established.  Fears and joys were shared among the 

group.  This was a place for searching and for healing.  It also helped to understand 

where the church may be helping or hurting those that grieve.  The discussion was 

presented about how to improve the church’s ministry to the grieving and how that 

ministry would have helped each of them.  The small group helps to make the grief 

ministry personal and real.  It is something that each had experienced in one way or the 

other.   

 There were themes and feelings that continually recurred throughout the six-week 

focus group.  Some of the emotions surrounding grief that continued to be discussed 

were: guilt, feeling numb, having dreams of the deceased, and the individuality of how 

grief was experienced (this also varied depending on the relationship to the deceased).  

They noted how differently people grieved based on their backgrounds.  They recalled 

how differently their grandparents dealt with death and grief (like having the body in the 

family room at the home and taking pictures with the deceased).  What seemed to be 

normal for one person because of their background seemed to be so foreign to another.  

They noted how males and females handled grief as accepted by society.  Men were not 

to show emotion and were to handle grief in other ways.  It was more acceptable for a 

female to grieve openly unless the female was the head of the household.  When this 

occurred, she was expected to “keep it together” for everyone else.  This was constantly 
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reiterated by those around.  Nearly all participants expressed the weight of the 

expectations from others on how long they should grieve and the proper way to grieve.  If 

one was not grieving “properly,” then others worried about his or her health and well-

being.  All in the group agreed that talking about their loved one provided the most 

healing.   

 As the leader of this project, I found the focus group the most important part of 

the project in discovering the level of understanding of the material.  The Wednesday 

night follow up was important to allow the congregation to ask questions about the 

sermon and to gain a more in-depth understanding.  But I was not able to gauge the actual 

level of understanding in this setting.  All the steps leading up to the focus group were 

essential, but the focus group provided the feedback to actually gauge the level of 

understanding.  In sessions one and two of the focus group, participants had the 

opportunity to discuss the sermon series and some of the main points.  The participants 

were able to discuss biblical mourning in such a way that it was apparent that they 

grasped the main concepts and teachings.  For instance, some of the differences noted by 

the group between biblical mourning and today were:  our mourning is so very private in 

comparison; less shame of mourning in the Bible as opposed to our feelings of public 

mourning today; society has shortened our opportunity to have the time off to mourn for 

more than three days before returning to our public obligations (our laws denote how 

much time is allowed rather than our practices); there does not seem to be the gender 

differences in biblical mourning like there are in our society today.  All these statements 

from participants helped me to understand how well they had comprehended the material.  
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This type of information was important because this built the base for all the material 

discussed in the remainder of the sessions.   

 The sermon series was effective in getting the information out to the greatest 

number of people.  Since the topic was focused on grief, some people may have opted not 

to attend during the series (as they might do with any series that is uncomfortable).  For 

those people that stayed and heard the series, if they did not attend Wednesday nights, 

they may have misunderstood the information or had unanswered questions.  The series 

could have simply been heard without any value or perceived need to change.  I noted 

that the mood of the congregation of the first service was like a heavy blanket that had 

covered the sanctuary.  It was a difficult subject and was very different than my normal 

style of preaching.  I spent more time teaching concepts and ideas present in the scripture 

than telling a story and applying to life experiences.  This could have led to some of the 

difficulty in the presentation.  It felt uncomfortable for both me as the presenter and for 

the congregation as the recipient.  As the sermons progressed, the delivery was more in 

line with my normal style and presentation.  The congregation also was becoming 

accustomed to hearing a difficult subject being presented in a different way.   

I did note that I received the greatest amount of positive feedback from the online 

community.  Since all sermons at Trinity are posted on social media, there is the 

opportunity for people to watch from the comfort of their own homes and on their own 

time schedules.  Two of the online viewers sent me a message to let me know that the 

messages were moving and valuable as they began to work through their own grief.  It is 

important to note that both individuals have attended Trinity on more than one occasion 

for worship.  They are not disconnected from a faith group.  My assessment of this is that 
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people are more receptive to hearing difficult messages when not in a group of people.  

They can watch from a place of comfort and can watch either alone or with loved ones.  

They choose the circumstance to hear the message.  It allows for an outward expression 

of grief and a more receptive attitude because no one is watching.  This dynamic does 

further display how our society has learned to deal with grief alone and the difficulty with 

showing the emotions of grief in a group, even a church group.   

The Wednesday night follow up provided positive feedback, but three-fourths of 

the congregation chose not to attend.  They missed the opportunity to explore the ideas 

more deeply and to uncover truths that may have been missed.  Even fewer were willing 

to volunteer to be part of a focus group.  Some of the reasons given to me for not 

participating included:  “I may end up crying the whole time”; “I am not ready to discuss 

this”; “It is too sad of a topic”; “I don’t have anything to share”; “I don’t know enough.”  

All these reasons are based in fear.  It is difficult to step out of one’s comfort zone to 

discuss topics such as grief.  But if it is not discussed, it continues to perpetuate that fear.  

Grief is something that all will encounter.  To begin to discuss it shines a light on a topic 

that is not actually dark as people perceive.  The group does require participants to be 

confidential and to allow all to express how they feel without judgment.  If participants 

feel that their story will not be valued or will be shared in an inappropriate way by any of 

the others, this halts conversation and sharing.  A safe space where all can freely share 

and participate is essential for the small group to be effective.  As with all groups, the 

leader must be careful to allow all of the participants to speak if they choose.  Some 

individuals naturally talk more than others and can dominate the conversation without 

even realizing.  Since this is a subject that is not discussed often, participants can find 
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themselves sharing stories that are difficult.  This can easily lead to some not having the 

opportunity to speak.  It is important that all participants can share ideas.  Everyone 

brings unique perspectives that help this project to be successful.        

 The key to this project is the implication of the results of the findings.  If the 

church explores the topic of grief and realizes the shortcomings, but changes nothing, 

then everything goes back to the way it was.  Discomfort does not lead to change unless 

there is implementation.  The church must continue the discussion on grief, sermons need 

to continue to be preached, and ministries expanded to those that grieve.  Otherwise, the 

church becomes stagnant and chooses the comfortable way.  Implementing changes, 

slowly and progressively over time, will help to normalize the conversation and can 

validate the ministry.   



56 

CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

Findings of the Educational Process 

 Grief is a topic which is avoided and often ignored after a funeral.  The grieving 

are often left to grieve alone or to find support outside of the church.  The church does 

not provide a support system for those who grieve because of the lack of understanding 

of grief, the discomfort in discussing grief and related issues, and not understanding the 

importance of providing support.  

The sermon series was the best way to begin the discussion on grief at Trinity.  

People do not readily sign up to take a class or to become a part of a study on this topic.  

The sermon series provided a broad foundation which did not require the congregation to 

immediately respond.  They could choose whether or not to engage in the material, but at 

least were presented with information to spark conversation.  The series reached the 

largest number of people with information to clarify false assumptions about grief.  For 

those who were willing, the Wednesday night follow up sessions opened the floor for 

questions on key ideas.  As the presenter, I was able to clarify ideas which may not have 

been understood and provide additional background not possible in a twenty-minute time 

slot.  The time also allowed for a discussion on any of the topics, if one chose to 

participate.  The more opportunity to discuss grief, the less this topic was feared and 

dismissed. 

The Wednesday night discussion did provide insight into the understanding of the 

topics by the congregation.  By the questions that were asked and despite the hesitation of 

the congregation, I was able to clarify misunderstandings and further explain difficult 

topics.  For instance, I noted a visual discomfort in discussing biblical mourning while 
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preaching the first sermon.  On the following Wednesday night, I was able to ask the 

congregation if they thought learning about biblical mourning was useful or not and why.  

The responses given included that there was hope found in learning, a context was given 

as to why Job and his friends acted this way, and this displayed a healthy release in grief.  

By hearing these responses, I was able to ask them why this was so different from today 

and what might be gained from the comparison.  The congregation compared this to the 

practices of today and the drastic difference.  One person noted how to be separate from 

society in mourning was not convenient today and that cost something.  This provided 

evidence they were listening to the message and beginning to apply this to their lives.  

They were thinking through the implications.  On the first Wednesday night, we were 

also able to identify the times (or lack thereof) in church when we talk about death.  They 

could only come up with one time and this was during the Lenten season.  Also noted 

was that if one did not attend services between Palm Sunday and Easter Sunday, they 

could avoid discussion about death completely.  This interaction helped me to identify 

their growth in understanding the topic presented.   

The Wednesday night following the second sermon allowed for the congregation 

to evaluate how well the church deals with people that are lamenting.  They were able to 

compare the response in Psalm 77 and the church’s response today.  This opened the 

discussion of how the church often sets the expectation that people will put on their 

“Sunday best” including a happy face.  There does not seem to be a space for active 

grieving in the church.  This pushes people away that are struggling rather than 

welcoming them in to be loved and supported.   
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The third Wednesday night opened the discussion of hope.  This discussion began 

with having the congregation identify thoughts when the word hope was mentioned.  

Responses included:  second chances, encouragement, belief, looking forward to 

tomorrow, promise and anticipation.  With these responses, the congregation was 

challenged to identify if hope could be found in grief and the false hope that might be 

offered.  Some of the responses of false hope and unhelpful responses included: she lived 

a long life, he is in a better place, and she is better off.  There is hope in grief, though.  

Through the study of the focus text from the sermon, the congregation identified hope 

through the resurrection of Jesus.  This does not mean there is no grief.  The responses 

given in response to 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 were:  sense of joy but sad, it is well with 

my soul, and God is with us.  As a community, we grieve together and sit with each other 

in times of suffering.  These responses helped to understand how the congregation was 

hearing the message and applying it to life.   

The last Wednesday night was designed to help bring the sermon series to a close.  

The congregation was challenged to consider how hospitality and community are a part 

of supporting those that grieve.  How does the church care for those that grieve given all 

of the information given?  The book of James was discussed in understanding some of 

the church’s responsibilities.  The items mentioned included:  care for young and old, 

care for the needy, humility in serving, and non-judgment when serving.  Responses to 

these from the congregation included: Love, feed, shelter, visit, and respite.  The 

congregation mentioned how this had become more challenging because of the way 

people communicate through social media and lived more siloed.  It would take extra 

effort to provide hospitality and form community today. 
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 The focus group was the key to moving the ideas of the church forward in this 

process.  With the sermon series and Wednesday night discussions, the knowledge base 

was advanced.  The discussions were getting started.  Nothing changes simply by doing 

those two activities.  The focus group allowed participants to be candid and open in a safe 

space.  They could discuss their own grief journeys and explore how and if the church 

had provided for them in their lives.  If one does not understand grief, it is difficult to 

know how the church could support their own grief process.  The more the knowledge 

and understanding grew, the greater the realization the church was missing an 

opportunity to love and support those who grieve.  Biblical support for this ministry 

reinforced its need and importance.  The church is not caring for those who grieve 

beyond the initial meal.  After the funeral, church members are left to figure it all out on 

their own, just like anyone who does not have a church family.  The church is missing an 

important way of caring and supporting the community of believers.   

 The focus group gave some level of normality to people coming together to 

discuss their own grief.  It was the beginning of a growing monthly grief support group at 

Trinity.  Prior to the study, no one presented the idea of a grief support group or seemed 

to find value in such an idea.  There were a few groups provided by funeral homes in the 

area, but the church had not been active in this way.  When the focus group met, the 

value of this group became apparent to the participants.  They wanted others to 

experience what they had as a group.  The continuation of the group in some form was 

the first and most consistent suggestion of this study.   

 Having studied grief for several years, both as a grief counselor and in supporting 

those who grieve without a church family, I had a base of knowledge to share.  I knew 
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many of the theories of grief and understood the overall process.  This project enabled me 

to take that base knowledge and expand with biblical teaching, faith-based theories, and 

possible ministry opportunities as carried out in other places.  I was able to research how 

grief has changed by discovering the biblical ways of mourning and the current Jewish 

customs during grief.  The drastic differences to my own experiences was even more than 

I could have imagined.  This study continued to pique my interest in how the church 

could care for those that grieve.  The goal is to continue teaching and helping those in the 

community, with the support of a church reaching out in ministry.   

Suggestions Presented to the Church 

 The focus group came up with many ideas of how this ministry could be formed 

and carried forward.  It was unanimous that the church could not simply provide a meal 

around the funeral.  This is an important part of the ministry, but one part of a larger way 

of caring and loving others.  Everyone agreed the church should provide a grief support 

group and open this up to the entire community.  This had been so beneficial to the focus 

group, and all participants felt this would be important for others as well.  Since the group 

had met for six consecutive weeks, it was decided this structure was not necessary for the 

support group.  Having the group meet monthly was agreed to be the best solution for the 

number of times to meet.  If the need grew, this could be changed in the future.  Ideas for 

the group included providing snacks or even getting together for a meal on special 

occasions.  The monthly support group would be structured much like the focus group in 

the way it was conducted.  The focus group agreed to support the monthly support group 

by spreading the word and helping others to feel comfortable in attending.  This was 

presented at the next business meeting as a ministry opportunity to begin the following 
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month.  The church was in agreement to support with prayers and presence.  They have 

followed up with this agreement in several ways.  More than five of the church have 

attended the Grief Support Group.  They have also invited others in the community to 

come and participate.  They have prayerfully supported this ministry.  They have been 

willing to provide additional meals for the grieving in the community.  This ministry has 

already begun to show love and support for the grieving, and this has the possibility to 

expand.   

 Another idea presented to begin immediately was an exploration of how the 

bereavement committee could expand the ministry they provided.  This is the committee 

which sends flowers to the funeral and provides the meal around the funeral.  At the time, 

this was their purpose and singular focus.  The chair of the committee was present at the 

focus group and agreed this committee had opportunities to care beyond the meal.  The 

group reported to the church this committee would explore ways to care for the grieving 

and would report back to the church on the progress.  Since this time, the chair has 

implemented the idea of providing cards to those who grieve at special anniversaries and 

holidays.  This is a simple but powerful way to let them know they are not forgotten, and 

neither is their loved one.  More ideas will be forthcoming, but change needed to be small 

and incremental so the group could handle the increased responsibility.   

 Finally, as pastor, I presented the idea of a new service which would remember 

the loved ones of those who were present at Trinity.  So often, the grieving need to hear 

the name of their loved one spoken.  They want to know they are remembered.  They 

need the opportunity to experience their name being mentioned in the community they 

love and to which they belong.  This service began this year.  It was a simple service on 
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the Sunday morning closest to All Saints Day (not celebrated or acknowledged at 

Trinity).  There were candles lit and the opportunity for the church to acknowledge the 

memory of their loved one.  They were able to once again hear the names of their loved 

ones. 

Plans for the Future 

 The ideas being implemented now are just the beginning.  It is difficult in a small 

church to provide major changes in a short period of time.  There are not as many people 

to support the changes and to carry out the new ministry.  There must be value for the 

ministry held by those in the church.  There must be prayerful support for each ministry.  

Funding is also a concern when the church begins something new.  If there is value for 

the ministry, funding is provided more readily.   

 One of the ideas for the future is to continue the discussion on grief and 

mourning.  This will be made a regular topic in sermons and Bible Studies.  The more it 

is discussed, the less it is a topic kept in the dark.  The fear decreases when the discussion 

is normalized.  At minimum, once every other month, grief and mourning should be a 

part of the Sunday morning message.  The Wednesday night study can follow up with 

this message to clarify any questions.  Knowledge will continue to grow through this 

process leading to a better response to those who grieve.   

 The focus group also felt it was important to provide an advocate for each family 

who grieved in the church.  If a family lost a loved one, then after the funeral, they would 

be assigned an advocate.  This person would keep in close contact with the family to 

identify needs and provide support.  The advocate would not be responsible for doing the 

work but would facilitate the meeting of needs.  This person would contact those in the 
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church who could help in whatever area the need has arisen.  This would keep the family 

from having to wonder who to contact if there was a need.  It would also make sure no 

family was left out and no family was bombarded by calls and visits.  It would provide 

ongoing support for at least the first year.  This would take some identification of those 

individuals who would be willing to serve as advocates.  There would need to be training 

and education on how to identify needs and how to support the grieving.  The advocate 

would also need to be equipped to know the contacts for the needs which may arise.  This 

will take some organization, but it could be extremely beneficial for the grieving. 

 The group also believed it was important for the church to provide additional care 

for those in anticipatory grief.  If a family had a loved one who was in hospice care, for 

instance, it would be important for the family to spend as much time as they could with 

their loved one.  The church could reach out to provide meals, lawn care, and take care of 

general errands for example.  They could sit with the loved one if the family needed to 

take care of business or needed a time of respite.  This becomes even more important 

when the dying is in hospice for a longer period of time.  It can become overwhelming 

and exhausting, especially for a smaller family.  This is a way to show love and support 

to those in the church. 

Impact on the Larger Community 

 The monthly support group would be open to the community from the beginning.  

This would allow those in the church to invite their neighbors and friends who are 

grieving.  They could attend the sessions with them and would learn ways they may be 

able to provide support.  It would also allow those in other churches to attend, alleviating 

the pressure of another church having to provide a ministry which they may not be 
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familiar.  This would be a wonderful way for churches to come together to share 

resources and gifts with each other.  To facilitate this, the group will be announced on the 

church’s Facebook page and on the website.  It could also be announced to neighboring 

churches.   

As this ministry grows, the church can open up much of the ministry to those in 

the community without a church family.  For those who have little support (like many of 

the military families stationed in our area), this could become a second home during a 

difficult time.  It would be an opportunity to share the love of Christ by meeting a need in 

this community.  This is not something the church could do until it is able to care for 

those already in the church.  Once this is offered and going smoothly, this could be a 

powerful way to be Christ to those who may not experience his love in any other way. 

By reaching out to the community, the love of Jesus can be shared.  The 

discussion of grief could become more normalized.  The grieving would know there is a 

support system and they do not have to face this alone.  Resources could be more readily 

available and provided for those who are struggling in their grief.  The church could also 

let the community know they are there for them in all areas of life and death.  No one has 

to be alone in this struggle.  There is a community of believers who understands and 

cares.  All are welcome. 

Pastoral Assessment of the Project 

 Helping the grieving is one of my passions in ministry.  I have had the 

opportunity to work with people through a local funeral home as well as many in the 

church as they grieve.  To make sure I was equipped to adequately deal with those who 

grieve, I obtained my Grief Counselor Certification.  I wanted to understand how to walk 
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with individuals and families as they struggled through their own grief journeys.  Having 

worked through my own grief with the death of my father gave me a unique perspective.  

With this knowledge and experience, it became apparent that many in the church did not 

understand grief or how to minister to those who grieved.  I was unsure how to approach 

the subject since grief is avoided as a topic.   

 This Doctor of Ministry (D.Min.) program gave me the space and guidance to 

research this topic further.  I was able to take my passion for the grieving and learn to 

pass on this knowledge to the church.  Initially, I presented this project by having the 

focus group only.  This would have allowed for a small group to learn and grow, 

potentially identifying the needs of those at Trinity who are grieving.  Having the focus 

group only, however, does not reach the overall congregation.  My purpose was to help 

combat some of the common misgivings regarding grief and to help the congregation to 

increase their knowledge base.  In order to do that, the sermon series was the most 

effective way to reach the greatest number of people at Trinity.  The Wednesday night 

studies following the sermon became a way to allow for the general congregation to 

discuss the topic without having to make a commitment or discuss personal information.  

These were building blocks to the focus group.  At the same time, it exposed more people 

to the information with the hopes of normalizing some of the discussion on grief.  This 

was the right sequence to accomplish the goals of expanding the knowledge of those at 

Trinity.   

 Change is never easy.  The church seems to be especially resistant to any changes.  

To discuss grief was a change and to provide a specific ministry to the grieving would 

push this even further.  When I talked with several people about the upcoming series on 
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grief, they were disappointed this was the topic.  They were reluctant to open this 

discussion but were willing to at least listen.  In order to make the transition to the grief 

sermon series less shocking, I would change several events.  I would not begin the year 

with this series.  Most people are expecting messages of hope and looking forward to the 

upcoming New Year.  To discuss grief is a drastic change from the expectation.  I would 

also have a series where I did some teaching and educating since this is not my normal 

style.  This would acclimate the congregation to this different style.  I would also speak 

of grief or lament in some way approximately a month prior to the start of the series so 

this is not such a shocking subject.  It allows the subject to be approached prior to being 

discussed in depth.  Since I began on the first Sunday of the year, the month prior had 

been the season of Advent.  To switch from the celebration of the birth of Jesus to 

learning to grieve did not help with the sharp contrast.   

 I would have also changed my presentation of the focus group.  Since none of the 

congregation had participated in a focus group prior, the term ‘focus group’ intimidated 

some of the potential participants.  They had the idea that they would need expertise, 

would be required to participate, or would commit to something they were unfamiliar.  

The initial informational meeting was designed to allay those fears.  The problem is that 

the fear was already there so those with fear did not attend the informational meeting.  I 

could have addressed those fears more adequately during the Sunday morning 

announcements.  I attempted to explain the process but was not able to do this 

successfully for all that might have potentially participated.   

 Overall, though, this project went smoothly and better than I would have 

imagined.  I credit this at least in part to the education and support I received in the 
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doctoral program.  The classes that were provided helped me to focus my information 

and present in a clear and concise way.  I was able to lead the focus group effectively 

because of the information learned throughout the program.  My analysis of the 

congregation and of the focus group was enriched by the material studied.  I was alert to 

the overall setting and feelings of the participants.  I was able to make notes of my own 

experiences as the project progressed and this enabled me to analyze the overall progress.  

Finally, having the recordings of the focus group allowed me to hear the participants 

responses and stories clearly without having to be mindful of the time or re-focus the 

conversation on the topic presented.  This gave me the information needed to identify the 

consistent themes and ideas that were offered over the six-week study. 

 This project provided me the opportunity to expand my knowledge and share my 

passion with the congregation at Trinity Missionary Baptist Church.  It also opens up 

possibilities to reach the community with the love of Jesus as they grieve.  I am looking 

forward to the expansion of the ministry to the grieving beyond collecting the casserole 

dishes. 
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SERMONS 

 

 

SERMON ONE MANUSCRIPT 

 

“What Are We Missing?” 

 

Delivered January 6, 2019 

 
Today we begin a four-week sermon series.  On Wednesday night, I invite you to 

come with your comments, thoughts, questions or just to participate and listen to 

discussion for each week.  I would like for you to consider this: There are practices in the 

Bible we may be missing.  It could be that we have moved away from them over time or 

they seem uncomfortable and so we have ditched them.  But we may have done ourselves 

a disservice by not considering some of these practices, especially those that have been 

given to us for a valuable purpose.  And that is where we begin. 

 

Were you aware that there are mourning practices outlined in the Bible?  I don’t 

mean the time of the day…but customs of how to mourn.  So few of us read the Old 

Testament in search of scriptures that deal with how people mourned or grieved 

following a death.  Why would we?  It seems useless and maybe even a bit depressing.  It 

is more interesting to read how we are loved and the hear the promises of God’s 

redemption.  Is there really any value in learning about how the people in the Bible 

mourned?  It did happen a long time ago.  I think there is considerable value though.  The 

Bible as a whole is given to us as instruction and guidance in so many areas of our lives, 

and grief is no exception.  Yet, we most like to cherry-pick the topics and ideas which 

make us feel better. 

  

Grief and mourning…those topics can make people squirm a bit…I know, it is 

what I deal with on a regular basis.  I can already feel that many of us grow strangely 

uncomfortable when the subject is brought up.  It seems like such a depressing subject.  

Why would we want to even consider it?  Men mostly do not want to talk much about 

crying, and women do not want to start crying.  So we come to church and sing happy 

songs and want to hear about good things.  We do not want to face the reality of 

struggling with the loss of someone special…and if we do, we certainly don’t want to talk 

about it here in church.  Yet, death is part of life.  To live is also to die, no exceptions.  

No one gets a free pass and we all face death at some point.  For many of us, we have 

experienced deaths of those very close to us.  We have lost fathers and mothers, sons and 
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daughters, grandchildren and grandparents.  We have struggled and most of us have come 

through just fine.  So what is the problem then?  Can’t we all just put on our “big boy and 

girl pants” and just move through it without talking about it?   

And that is where we struggle.  We cannot ignore death or put it away from our 

minds.  As Christians, we, at least annually, talk about death.  Every Easter, we 

remember the death of Jesus Christ.  We cope, though, by remembering the resurrection.  

Maybe we even skip the service that talks about the death.  It can be a bummer for some.  

We could come on Palm Sunday and come back on Easter Sunday and not worry about 

that hanging on the cross, death, and pain issue.  But if we continue to separate from 

death, we become a society that cannot deal with it and does not know how to mourn.  

We don’t know what is healthy and what is not. We don’t know that there are parts of 

mourning that are good and valuable. Instead, we just struggle.  And we could struggle 

alone.  And the church, the place where we should be able to come as our real 

selves…has no answers for us.  So here we are.  The Bible DOES have something to say 

about it all!  I ask that you consider what we are taught and how that might help us as a 

church.  If it makes you feel uncomfortable personally, I hope that through the next few 

weeks, a taboo subject becomes something that is…well…not so uncomfortable.  And 

maybe, it helps us to help someone else. This week, we turn to the book of Job for 

direction.  Let’s begin with Job chapter 1, verses 1-5.   

This sets up a great scene.  This chapter describes him as a blameless, upright, and 

God-fearing man.  By measures of that time, Job has a solid, pleasant lifestyle.  He has all 

anyone could ask for: family, land, animals, and friends.  These seem in abundance and 

Job has worked hard and done what is right.  According to this account, he has been a 

good steward of what he has been given.  Job has gotten it right before God.  But that is 

just the beginning.  In an interesting turn of events, Job finds out that almost all is lost.  

The series of events begin with oxen, donkeys, and servants being killed.  The events 

seem to compound faster than Job, or any of us, can even comprehend.  By the end of the 

first chapter, Job has lost his livestock, servants, and his sons and daughters.  It is hard to 

read or begin to take in all the events that happen to Job.  

I want us to pick back up with Chapter 1, verses 20-22.  We see in these verses, 

Job responds to the deaths and his grief in a traditional mourning practice.  He rises, tears 

his robe, shaves his head, falls to the ground and worships.  This is the beginning of the 

mourning for Job.  He is not the first or only one to take part in this type of practice.  This 

is common.  Why might Job and others participate in mourning in this way?  It seems 

quite odd for most of us.  This practice, though, serves to set Job apart from the norms of 

society.  It is easy to note that Job is mourning by his appearance.  One doesn’t even have 

to get close to him to notice.  In fact, his friends, when they come to visit him, see him a 

long way off and begin to weep.  Job has also lost his health at this point which 

compounds his distress.  To say that he is facing tragedy is an understatement.  His 

mourning practice lets others know he is in mourning so that they can respond 
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appropriately.  He is completely separating himself from the rest of society by taking part 

in the practice.    

Job’s friends join him and they do what friends do in the Bible regarding 

mourning.  To comfort someone, as described in the Bible, is to join them in the 

mourning practice, to sit in silence, to offer kind words, and possibly to give advice.  

When Job’s friends see him, they join him by also tearing their garments, throwing dust 

on their heads, sitting on the ground, and mourning with him.  They sat in silence through 

his tremendous grief and entered that grief with him.  They did what friends should.  It 

wasn’t until they began to reason with him that they broke the sacred practice.  But for a 

while, they allowed themselves to be separated from society with Job.  He was not meant 

to face this alone. This was not a practice he was to do by himself.  There were those who 

were physically there, present with him, walking with him in his grief.  They did not 

leave him to figure it out for himself.  Since he had physically separated himself, they 

physically separated themselves as well.  What a gift to walk the journey with him. 

Considering this practice gives us apparent differences in our practices today 

versus the Biblical customs.  I doubt if any of us have participated in mourning by getting 

up, tearing our clothes, shaving our head, falling to the ground and worshiping?  I am 

fairly sure that isn’t part of our mourning practices.  And when friends come, there are 

those that sit with us in our grief initially, but often not for an extended period of time.  

Seven days was customary in many of the practices described in scripture.  We may dress 

in black and attend some sort of service.  We usually spend time with family and friends 

for a few days and eat lots of food.  But when the services are over, all too often, so is our 

structure of taking care of someone.  There isn’t the same idea of physical separationor 

long term nurturing that we are shown in the Bible. 

To contrast our practices even further, I want to briefly describe the mourning 

practice of the Jews as described by Allen Verhey.  I select this practice because it is still 

a part of Jewish life today and is closely related to what we read in Job.  Verhey, in his 

book The Christian Art of Dying explains, “starting with shiva for a few days 

(traditionally seven) following burial, and continuing for the first month, but not ending 

until the end of the first year.  Following burial, those who mourn gather in the home of 

the deceased or a relative for shiva.  They turn from honoring the dead in burial to attend 

to their loss.  Visitors come to sit, often silently, with those who grieve.  The obligation to 

visit the shiva house falls not just on close friends but on the entire community.  On the 

Sabbath, shiva is not observed, instead, those who mourn are encouraged to go to 

synagogue.  The Kaddish prayer is recited three times a day in the home.  At the end of 

shiva, those who mourn go outside, frequently take a walk, and reenter a world poorer for 

their loss.”1  Hearing this is quite different from our practice as well.  It much closer 

resembles the biblical practices we are studying.      

                                                      
1 Allen Verhey, The Christian Art of Dying: Learning from Jesus (Grand Rapids, 

MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub, 2011), 334. 
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What is my purpose in mentioning Job or biblical mourning practice…or even 

bringing up the Jewish practice?  I think that identifying these differences should lead us 

to consider if we are missing something in our own mourning practice.  Are we trying to 

rush through the process?  Are we trying to just get it over with?  Do we want people to 

get over their grief quickly so we don’t feel uncomfortable?  Are we missing something 

as the church by not sitting with people in their mourning? Is there something to all of 

this that could bring value to us?  

I think this begins to open our minds and hearts to practices we have not 

examined or considered.  I encourage you to think about how you and your family grieve.  

What is it that is customary for you?  Why do you do what you do?  What is it that 

always happens when someone dies?  How long does it last and what happens a month 

after it is all over?  What about six months or a year?  Could we, as the church, learn 

something about taking care of people…long after we collect the casserole dishes?   
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SERMON TWO MANUSCRIPT 

“Capturing the Value of Lament” 

Delivered January 13, 2019 

 

Today, we continue our study of mourning, grief, and the Bible.  Last week, we 

looked at Biblical mourning practices.  Today, I want to consider how we, as the church, 

might respond?  Where might we miss out on an opportunity to show the love of God to 

those that are grieving and mourning?  What do we do now to reach out and how might 

we evaluate that?  And, I think a better question at this point is to ask how are we, as the 

church, taking care of each other when one of us is mourning or grieving?  All of these 

questions are building blocks for the next few weeks. 

I wonder how many of us know what it is to lament.  We may know there is a 

book in the Bible called Lamentations.  We may have read it or we may have skipped it 

because it seems depressing.  It is a short book comparatively, only five chapters.  Just 

like we may not have identified how Job and his friends practiced mourning, we also may 

have overlooked lamenting in the Bible.  I can assure you, it is there.  This is especially 

true in the book titled Lamentations.  

The best place to begin is to identify the word lament:  to lament is to passionately 

express grief or sorrow.  This isn’t normally a word in our vocabulary and we may not 

think much about it.  And, honestly, it is one of those uncomfortable topics.  Some of us 

don’t passionately express anything and we certainly aren’t ready to talk about 

passionately expressing grief or sorrow.  And some people are passionate about 

everything…including grief.  It can sound depressing and who wants to go there?  Why 

should we be sad when we come to church?  Isn’t this a place where we come to sing 

happy songs about a good God that offers blessings abundantly?  

Those thoughts are part of the problem with us as the Christian community.  

Somewhere along the way, we began to see church only as the happy place where we put 

on our Sunday best and our pretty faces, pretend all is okay, and talk about how God has 

blessed us.  We don’t often offer room for sadness or brokenness or confession…really, 

we eliminate anything that is uncomfortable or sad.  The problem is that this is fake.  Life 

is not like this.  And if we come to church and pretend that it is, we have missed it.  We 

have come to worship a holy God and left our sorrows, pains, and struggles at the door.  

What is that all about?   

If someone enters worship lamenting (crying, hurting, struggling, grieving), 

others feel uncomfortable and try to cheer the person.  It becomes a natural response to 

want to make the person feel better rather than sitting with them in their grief.  This 

cheering could be in the form of reminding them how good God is, how he won’t give 

them more than they can handle, or having them counting their many blessings.  And 

while God is good and we are given blessings, we don’t have the space for grieving or 

mourning and in turn, seem to encourage people to do that somewhere else, preferably 
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not in a place that is public.  If someone comes in the church that is grieving, we don’t 

want to mention their loved one’s name.  We don’t want to talk about that person or share 

our favorite memory.  They might cry or it might upset them.  So we ignore the fact that 

someone has died in hopes that the person doesn’t break down.  I mean, how 

embarrassing would that be!  And yet, that isn’t at all what we are taught in the Bible.  In 

addition, if we cannot support each other here in worship, in the presence of God, where 

can we support them?  God knows our pain and if we deny it, we have denied a part of 

us.   

There are quite a few places we can search in the Bible for lamenting.  I want to 

turn to the Psalms.  Psalm 77 is our focus for this morning.  In this Psalm, what do you 

hear?  What emotions are expressed?  What feelings are evoked?   

I hear crying aloud, a lack of comfort, moaning, lack of words…there is a 

searching, a yearning and a longing.  These are words that bring up strong emotions.  

There seems to be no resolve, no easy solutions, no quick answers to the pain.  The 

psalmist continues to call out to God only to feel abandoned and alone.  God seems to 

have left him in his time of grief and he wonders why God would leave.  The lamenting 

is deep because the pain and the grief is so difficult to handle.  You may be thinking that 

you have never felt this way.  I want to offer that we all grieve differently.  I also want to 

say that many of us have felt this way and pushed it way down deep so that we would not 

be embarrassed.  We didn’t want to express this because it hurt and people might think 

negatively of us.   

The good news in the Psalm is that these emotions, the lamenting and deep grief 

are not the end.  There seems to be a shift that occurs in verse 13.  In this verse, the 

psalmist seems to experience a shift in his perspective from his own problems to God’s 

character.  This is a reminder that lamenting is not the end.  We don’t just lament without 

any comfort.  Part of lamenting is to also receive comfort from God in knowing who he is 

and what he has done for us.  Remembering God’s character (who HE is) begins to 

redirect our attention, our grief, our sorrows.  But, how do we get there if we have no 

value or place for lament?  We cannot just skip to the end without going through the 

lament.  How do we recapture lament? 

Lamenting gives voice to the pain.  It brings the community together in worship 

that calls out to God in the deepest of grief, hurt, sorrow, and struggle.  Without that, the 

community has no source of communal grief and leaves the mourner to lament and grieve 

alone.  Those that attend church can pretend all is well, sing praises, and offer good 

words, all while suffering and struggling daily.  This “putting on a happy face” leads to 

an inauthentic faith that lets everyone down when life becomes too difficult to handle, 

which can occur with grief.  Why would we want to fake how we truly feel in the 

presence of a Holy God that loves and adores us?  If we are truly God’s beloved, why 

would we hide our face in shame over the extreme pain we feel?   
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The community of faith must offer a place for lamenting.  If we are going to come 

together and celebrate, we should also come together and lament.  We have scriptures to 

lead us and a God that loves us.  I pray that you will consider how lamenting can become 

part of our worship, of our community of faith, and a part of our practice.   

It isn’t an instant switch to recapture lament in a culture that has pushed these 

feelings away. It isn’t something that we just decide to change on a whim.  It is a focused 

effort to hold the space for people to lament…to have a safe place for people to bring 

their sorrows and struggles.  If we begin to consider where we are, as a church and a 

people, we can consider how we move forward, opening the possibility for people to be 

real when they enter this place. 
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SERMON THREE MANUSCRIPT 

“There Is Hope” 

January 20, 2019 

 

For the last two weeks, we have talked about how the Bible gives us examples of 

mourning and lamenting.  We have been digging deeper into the value of those mourning 

practices and the value of lamenting.  Why have we lost these practices, do they need to 

be reclaimed, and what might it look like for the church today to come closer to the 

biblical example?  These are all questions we hope to uncover as we continue our journey 

over the next couple of weeks.  I want to thank you for your feedback…for your thoughts 

and feelings…for sharing with me what this has meant to you.  I am grateful. 

Today, we will be looking at hope.  That word probably alleviates some of the 

pressure and discomfort that you may have felt over the last couple of weeks.  The words 

mourn, lament, and the expression of those can send out alarms.  This word hope is often 

comforting.  Before we can begin to uncover the hope found in the scripture, let us first 

talk about the very real struggle that comes with the loss of someone we love dearly.   

It is often true that the greater the love, the greater the grief.  I think it is again 

important here to acknowledge that we all grieve differently, and we travel the grief 

journey in our own time and way.  I want you to hear that if you don’t grieve a certain 

way, that is okay.  The point is to understand we all must face our grief and travel that 

journey; and we should understand that we do not face this alone. 

Those that experience a great loss often feel as if there is a hole that has been 

created by the death of a loved one that cannot ever be filled.  There will never be a 

replacement for the person lost.  There is often a longing to feel the presence of those that 

have died and a constant desire to see them once again.  The intensity of the pain of loss 

may and should decrease over time, but that pain is never completely diminished.  It 

becomes a part of the person that grieves.  The pain becomes a welcome friend in the 

journey of healing.  This enables one to remember the loss and to find comfort in the 

memories of a person that is not to be forgotten.  Life does not go back to normal or ever 

completely return to its previous routines.   

After a loss, life becomes re-oriented and finds a new normal.  As Thomas Long 

wrote that the loss of a loved one also involves the loss of a narrative.  This loss 

compounds the pain of death for those grieving.  He explains the loss of narrative:  “We 

have gotten up every day counting on this person to play a part in the unfolding drama of 

life, but now that member of the cast is no longer present, and the play cannot proceed 

apace. So grief is, in part, confusion and anxiety about how to advance, how to keep 
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living the story of life without this important person in the drama.  We don't know what 

to say or what to do. Life stands still.”2 

With the understanding of the loss and the suffering, where is the hope?  In death, 

the hope is not in the memories, though they may bring comfort.  The hope is not found 

in that the person is not in pain, though that may help to alleviate the pain of those that 

mourn.  The hope is not in the cliché sayings often offered such as, “she’s in a better 

place,” “God needed another angel,” “He is better off,” or “you had her for a really long 

time and that is a blessing.”  While these sayings are often meant to help, heal, or 

comfort, they can offer false ideas that do not provide any of the intended meanings.  

They, instead, often offer confusion, anger, and a misguided theology.  There has to be an 

understanding by Christians where the real hope is found or else they are left with an 

empty, false hope or no hope at all.  

Where is the hope, the true hope even in death?  The hope for a Christian is found 

in Jesus Christ, in his great love and in his promises.  Jesus speaks of his upcoming death 

as recorded in the Gospels.  He warns his followers that his time on earth is coming to an 

end quickly and that he will be sacrificing his life.  The disciples never fully grasp the 

enormity of this sacrifice or the reasoning for his declaration.  They, instead, deny or 

seem to ignore that this will happen until it actually does take place.  But in the times 

when Jesus speaks of his death, he also offers the hope of resurrection.   

He makes promises, such as the one recorded in the Gospel of John, Chapter 14.  

In this scripture, Jesus tells the disciples about a place that he is preparing for them.  This 

is a place he must go but also a place where they will be welcomed.  Until that time, they 

will be sent a helper, a comforter, and a guide to fill them with peace like they have never 

experienced.  In other scriptures, Jesus teaches them about his death and resurrection 

after 3 days.  This resurrection would be an overcoming of death and the grave.  This 

resurrection would be a new day, a new hope, a new future that was not previously 

possible.  The resurrection of Jesus would begin to shape the promises that he had made 

and an offer of a hope that comes even in death. 

As we consider this hope, let’s also look at our focus scripture for this morning: 1 

Thessalonians 4:13-18.  This scripture reminds us that God’s plan continues to be carried 

out.  Because of the hope that is in Jesus Christ, we do not grieve as others do.  We do not 

grieve that this is the end and there is nothing else.  This is not the end of the story, not 

for our loved one or for us.  This is not the end.  There is coming a day when believers 

will be renewed, redeemed and given a new life with Christ.  This offers encouragement 

to those that are grieving and mourning.  We receive encouragement ourselves and can 

pass that along to others. 

                                                      
2 Thomas Long and Thomas Lynch, The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and the 

Community of Care (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 224. 
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I think it is important at this point to understand that grieving differently because 

of the hope in Jesus Christ and his resurrection does not take away the pain or the grief.  

It does not take away the longing to see the loved one again.  It does not mean that one is 

okay with the loss of a loved one.  It does mean that there is a hope of resurrection, but 

that does not always console the person that misses the one that has died.   

We can share our hope with others.  We can help others to understand that true 

hope comes from Jesus Christ and his resurrection.  We can also understand that our 

standard responses are not always the best.  Better responses focus on the hope that is 

found in Christ.  Understanding that the hope does not take away the grief allows us, as 

the church, to sit with others in their grief and offer comfort with our presence.  We can 

walk the journey with someone knowing that their grief is difficult but God’s gift of new 

life to come is a promise to be fulfilled.  We do not diminish the pain but offer 

encouragement in Christ.   

How might you share hope with someone that is grieving?  What does it look like 

to walk with those that grieve, understanding that grief is real and hope is to come?  How 

can we, as the community of believers, allow a person to grieve and walk with them 

through this without down playing the grief?  These questions are important as we move 

forward next week; the response of the Christian community to the grieving. 
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SERMON FOUR MANUSCRIPT 

“Engaging God’s People” 

January 27, 2019 

 

Over the last three weeks, we have uncovered Biblical mourning and the 

differences in our culture today.  We have looked at the value of lamenting and how that 

has been devalued in the church over time.  Both of these lead those who mourn and 

lament to do that alone.  There is no need for a person of faith to mourn alone, especially 

when we as believers do not grieve as those who have no hope.  We, as the church, offer 

a hope that is present even in grief.  When we think of hope, we do not often consider 

where it is found for those that mourn.  We do not always think of the hope of the 

resurrection of Jesus as the ultimate source of love.  These are all important as we seek to 

love and care for those that grieve, mourn, and struggle. 

Today, we begin to take a final turn in our study.  We have identified some 

potential issues.  We have looked at some of the offerings of the church.  Now, we look 

at what it can mean to be the church for those that grieve.  How might we respond as 

those that love and follow Christ? 

As we would begin any exploration of a mission, let’s identify how Jesus 

responded.  Christians, by identity, are to be followers of Christ.  When Jesus Christ 

walked on the earth, he challenged the status quo.  In his great love, he went to those that 

were suffering, outcast, and generally forgotten.  In many instances recorded in the 

gospels, Jesus takes the road not traveled by the religious elite to find those that are in the 

greatest need.  He arrives at the homes of tax collectors for a meal.  He enters villages 

where the people are unclean, untouched, and discarded from society.  He heals on 

improper days and at unacceptable times.  He loves those that have never been seen or 

noticed before, and those that have found places as beggars.  They had been ignored, 

stepped over, and devalued.  Jesus understood the value of us all, even when the rest of 

the world did not.  In following Jesus, Christians are led, directed, and called to love 

others.  This love becomes especially important for the neighbor or friend that grieves or 

suffers.  The church, the gathering of God’s people, should be a haven of peace, comfort, 

and love for all.  Those that grieve and struggle should find Christians to journey with 

them through this difficult time.  Unfortunately, the church often does not always know 

how to respond to those that grieve and would like to just move on soon after the funeral.   

In the Book of James, the church is given the instructions for care.  James 1:27, 

“Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, is this: to care for orphans 

and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”  This 

instruction is carried over from the Old Testament, where God continually reminds the 
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Israelites not to forget the orphans and widows and to provide for their needs.  These two 

particular groups are mentioned often.  In biblical times, these two groups had little to no 

voice in society and held no societal value.  To be an orphan meant that there were no 

parents to provide care and no support system in place, leaving a grieving child alone.  To 

be a widow meant that the source of income, stability, and place in society had died.  

Both of these groups are grieving the loss of an important loved one.  Both of these 

groups need support and guidance.  God called his people to step up and be those that 

cared for these groups.  James reminds the church that this continues to be an important 

calling.  Given these biblical directives, how should the church respond to those that 

struggle and grieve? 

It is foundational in all of this to understand grief, what grief looks like and how 

we can respond.  Knowledge is key and given that knowledge, I want to offer two biblical 

practices that can form our response.  These two practices are biblical hospitality and 

community formation.   

Biblical hospitality is first outlined in the story of Abraham and Sarah, recorded in 

Genesis 18.  Strangers appeared where Abraham and Sarah were residing.  Abraham 

welcomed them, offered them water and something to eat.  Sarah made cakes for them 

while a servant prepared a calf.  This was all done without any awareness of the identity 

of these men.  They were messengers from God for which Abraham and Sarah had 

provided.  They were simply doing what was right in practicing hospitality.  Additionally, 

biblical hospitality continued to be taught to the Israelites in taking care of the strangers 

of the land, this included leaving crops in the fields for them to glean.  In the New 

Testament, Jesus eats at the tables of the religious elite and sinners alike.  He notes that 

those who were considered outcasts provided the genuine hospitality while the religious 

elite often did not. 

A part of providing hospitality that is important for us is to identify the needs of 

those around us.  You cannot meet needs you do not know are there or haven’t noticed 

are all around.  As we carefully identify those needs, we cannot concern ourselves with 

the particular group or peoples needing assistance.  The need is what is most important, 

and we are to meet the need in a way that brings God glory regardless of the persons in 

need.  I think we can see that taking care of the grieving is one of those needs. 

How might this take place and what could this look like?  In hospitality, one of 

the greatest gifts is sharing a meal.  This is not only offering food, but also sitting down at 

a table with others, listening intently, and offering the love of Christ.  When considering 

those that grieve, we do sometimes reach out in hospitality by providing food following a 

death.  Some will not just drop off a dish, but will sit down and fellowship with the 

family.  Food becomes an important part of comforting and providing for a grieving 

family.  The family does not have to worry about food preparation or feeding extra family 

members that gather in a single place for a few days.  These meals meet a need by 

providing hospitality at a time when families are vulnerable.  The meals are often also 

served before or after a funeral and visitation.  The family does not have to be concerned 
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with what to eat or the clean up after the meal.  They can focus on spending time together 

and with the friends that gather later.  These are treasured gifts.  Do not discount the 

value and blessing that a meal can bring. 

After the funeral though, the meals often cease, and the family is left to eat alone 

again. When the casserole dishes are collected, the general feeling is that the grief is over.  

This is not the case and this doesn’t have to be the end of taking care of each other.  

Hospitality could continue the meals beyond the funeral, offering continued comfort and 

care through the grief journey.  Hospitality also reaches out and invites those that grieve 

to come over, offering simply to sit, listen, and just be present.   Many of the practices 

that are in place are handed down from previous generations.  As people become busier 

and there is a greater separation of people from the discomfort of the grieving, these 

practices often become weaker or diminished. What practices in hospitality might your 

mother, grandmother, grandfather, or friend have implemented that you may have 

forgotten? 

The second practice is community formation.  The idea of forming community 

takes hospitality to the next level.  The church can form a specific community to support 

those that grieve.  This is a place where the grieving are loved, supported, cared for, and 

heard.  Community holds a space to hear each person’s story and values each and every 

story.  To begin the formation of community, Romans 12:9-18 outlines some guidelines 

that can help to structure life together.   

In this scripture, Paul gives his readers the idea that love is more than emotions or 

feelings.  Genuine love is one of action which includes taking care of each other in 

community.  He encourages a love built on what is good.  To support the community of 

believers, Paul gives a quick list of principles or guidelines.  These include mutual 

support in the good and the difficult.  Taking care of one another’s needs, being present 

in rejoicing and mourning are both part of community.  Living in a way that supports and 

loves neighbors, even when the neighbors are difficult is important.  Peace should be a 

goal of the follower as one in community.  If these principles are followed, it enables the 

community of believers to serve and grow together functionally.  There is someone there 

for those that have something to celebrate and for those that struggle with grief.  Paul 

found community as valuable and important to establish, and it should be important for 

Christians today as well.   

If community is genuine, needs are felt before even spoken.  There is an 

understanding and mutual respect that allows for those needs to be met.  Some of those 

ways are to send cards, make phone calls, actively reach out, and include others.  It could 

be to sit with someone that is grieving, offer to attend an event, or simply be a listening 

friend.  Those in community are there for each other when special occasions happen such 

as Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Christmas, and anniversaries.  They can come together to 

hold remembrance services on the anniversary of the death of a loved one.  The 

community can sit with the grieving in worship and hold them up when they can no 

longer stand, reminding them they are not alone in this journey.   
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Community can allow for a support system for those that struggle.  No one should 

struggle alone, but in a world where “touches” are felt in ‘likes’ on a social media app 

and hugs are offered in parentheses via text, the suffering are often left without actual 

human contact.  Communication across social media outlets is simple, but conversations 

and listening skills in person is challenging for so many.  In a world where technology is 

heavily valued and a primary source of expression, the avoidance of the suffering of 

others is even easier.  This does not allow for a person to walk with another through the 

pain and the challenges of losing a loved one.  There is a void of real presence and 

eventually leads to the belief that physical presence is no longer needed.  All interaction 

can be held electronically.  True community seeks to combat this issue. 

Biblical hospitality and community formation are just two of the ways that the 

church can begin to respond to the grieving.  What does that look like for you personally?  

Where have you felt the tug to do something different or realized the places that you may 

not be doing what you could?  How might God lead you to step forward in helping those 

that grieve?  How might the church support you as you grieve?  
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APPENDIX D 

 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

 

FOCUS GROUP SESSION ONE QUESTIONS 

 

February 3, 2019 

 

-Do you find anything valuable in studying Biblical Mourning?  It is so very different 

than what we do today…sackcloth, ashes, postures, separation.   

 

Are there pieces of it that provide help or instruction or are of value?  

 

 Time away from the demands of society that is set and expected 

  

A support system through the difficulties 

  

Others know your position in regards to the loss 

 

-Lament is difficult – we do not want to be vulnerable and people do not always treat us 

well.  Is there value in lament?  

 

What picture comes to mind when you think of lament?   

 

Do you think that lamenting in church is appropriate – why or why not? 

 

How does the Bible help with lament or does it?  How do you read the Psalms?  

Do they make you uncomfortable?   

 

Can lament be a gift? 

 

-Hope – Grieving differently with hope…what does that look like for you? 

 

 Hope is a gift, but doesn’t take away the pain.  How do we help comfort those that 

have this hope? 

 

 How do we care for those that do not share this hope? 
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FOCUS GROUP SESSION TWO QUESTIONS 

 

February 10, 2019 

 

-Knowledge is important in providing support to those that grieve. 

 

 What do you think most people misunderstand about grief? 

 

 What did you misunderstand most until you experienced it? 

 

 How does going through grief make it easier or more difficult for you to help 

those that grieve? 

 

 What do you wish you knew more about when it comes to grief? 

 

 What is normal and what is not normal in grief? 

  

 What is the time frame for grief? 

 

 “Traditional” stages of grief/dying: Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, 

Acceptance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



93 

 

 

 

FOCUS GROUP THREE QUESTIONS 

 

February 17, 2019 

 

Experience – Your experiences are valuable in your own grief experience or walking 

with someone else through theirs.  It may be that you have learned more from being with 

someone than going through it yourself.  Consider all of your lifetime of experiences 

when you answer these questions: 

 

 What was something that people said to you that brought comfort? 

 

 What was something that would have been better left unspoken? 

 

 What frustrated you the most through your grief process? 

 

 What brought you the most peace – what activity or part of the process that 

brought peace? 

 

 What part of the process brought or brings the most healing for you? 

 

 What do you wish had happened but didn’t? 

 

 What was most unexpected about what people said or did during the grief 

process; surprised you in either a good way or not good way? 

 

 One word that describes your grief journey 
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FOCUS GROUP FOUR QUESTIONS 

 

February 24, 2019 

 

In Lament of a Son:  “THE WORST DAYS now are holidays : Thanksgiving , 

Christmas, Easter, Pentecost, birthdays, weddings, January 31 — days meant as festivals 

of happiness and joy now are days of tears . The gap is too great between day and heart. 

Days of routine I can manage; no songs are expected. But how am I to sing in this 

desolate land, when there’s always one too few?”3 

 

When Breath Becomes Air: “I expected to feel only empty and heartbroken after Paul 

died. It never occurred to me that you could love someone the same way after he was 

gone, that I would continue to feel such love and gratitude alongside the terrible sorrow , 

the grief so heavy that at times I shiver and moan under the weight of it”4 

 

Experience – We have focused much of our discussion of our own experiences on how 

people cared for us right after a death, the moments surrounding the funeral.  Today, I 

want to focus on what happens after the funeral and all has settled down. 

 

 Did you feel cared for a month after the funeral?  6 months?  A year? 

 

 What did people do RIGHT in these time frames that you will always remember? 

 

 What did others MISS (lonely, talking about loved one, anniversaries)? 

 

 What do you wish people knew about the year after? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
3 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company. Kindle Edition, 1987), 61.   

 
4 Paul Kalanithi and Abraham Verghese. When Breath Becomes Air (New York: 

Random House. Kindle Edition, 2016), 223. 
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FOCUS GROUP FIVE QUESTIONS 

 

March 3, 2019 

 

What I Learned From My Mother 

BY JULIA KASDORF 

I learned from my mother how to love  

the living, to have plenty of vases on hand  

in case you have to rush to the hospital  

with peonies cut from the lawn, black ants  

still stuck to the buds. I learned to save jars  

large enough to hold fruit salad for a whole  

grieving household, to cube home-canned pears  

and peaches, to slice through maroon grape skins  

and flick out the sexual seeds with a knife point.  

I learned to attend viewings even if I didn’t know  

the deceased, to press the moist hands  

of the living, to look in their eyes and offer  

sympathy, as though I understood loss even then.  

I learned that whatever we say means nothing,  

what anyone will remember is that we came.  

I learned to believe I had the power to ease  

awful pains materially like an angel.  

Like a doctor, I learned to create  

from another’s suffering my own usefulness, and once  

you know how to do this, you can never refuse.  

To every house you enter, you must offer  

healing: a chocolate cake you baked yourself,  

the blessing of your voice, your chaste touch.5 

 

Experience – Last week, we discussed those in our lives that helped us through our grief.  

It was consistently mentioned that family and close friends were the key.  Sometimes, 

though, family is not close or doesn’t function as it should.  And friends don’t know what 

to do.  This shouldn’t be the end for Christians and those in a community of Christians.  

No one should have to ever struggle alone. 

 

What about the church?  What role does the church play in all of this? 

  

 

 

                                                      
5 Thomas G Long, The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and the Community of Care, 

(Westminster John Knox Press, 2013), 2. 
 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/julia-kasdorf
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Church Community 

 

 How does the church community care for the grieving after the funeral?  What 

does the church do RIGHT? 

 

 Is there something you wish the church had done? 

 

 Is there something that would have been helpful or healing for the first year or 

two? 

 

How can the church improve on its care for the grieving?  

 

What are some practical ways to show love and care for our community? 

 

How do we open discussion and a level of comfort for those that grieve? 
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FOCUS GROUP SIX QUESTIONS 

 

March 10, 2019 

 

This could change the community of believers and produce blessings as described by 

Allen Verhey:  

…blessed are those who mourn.  Blessed are those aching visionaries who 

see something of God’s good future and who weep because it is not yet.  

Blessed are those are those aching visionaries who see mourners 

uncomforted because the Church has abandoned lament and silenced the 

voice of sufferers.  Blessed are those aching visionaries who work to give 

some small token of the promise that the mourners will be comforted.  

Blessed are those whose passion for God’s good future moves them to 

compassion.  They are not only sometimes help to comfort those who 

mourn; they help to keep the rest of us a little more open to the hurts and 

wounds of our neighbors.6 

 

 

Experience – This is the last week of the focus group.  We have uncovered some of the 

ways that Biblical Lament and mourning are going well and some that are missing.  We 

have talked about the things that the church is getting right and some that could be 

improved.  We looked at how we, as those that mourn, have been loved and maybe 

ignored.  We searched for the right words and often uncovered silence and presence as 

the ultimate gifts.  Today, I would like to consider what we do now.  I do not mean this 

group, in particular.  I am asking what the church can do to improve. 

 

 

Throw out ideas of things that you think might help the church for those that 

grieve.  Small groups, people to go to, etc. 

 

 

How do more people see an opportunity to get involved? 

 

 

What small ways might Trinity change to address even the smallest of issues? 

 

                                                      
6 Allen Verhey, The Christian Art of Dying: Learning from Jesus (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 

Eerdmans Pub, 2011), 345. 

 



98 

What can help us to become more like Christ? 

 

How can we use what we have learned for God’s glory? 

 

What would YOU like to see happen from here? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


