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ABSTRACT 

 

EDDIE LEE BRIGHT 
COPING WITH DEATH AND GRIEF: 

MOUNT ZION BAPTIST CHURCH WIDOWS’ STORIES 

Under the direction of DENISE M. MASSEY, PH.D. 
 

Three widows were selected from Mount Zion Baptist Church to participate in my thesis project 

on Death and Grief. Their stories are individually told respectively as they shared during the interview 

sessions. Although a semi-structured format was used and open-ended questions were asked, their stories 

are conveyed in this writing through a narrative as opposed to a verbatim style. 

Three widows were chosen and deemed sufficient to satisfy this project and to attain the data 

necessary to organize the Death and Grief Ministry. Two distinctive criteria existed among the chosen 

participants: (1) Widows had to have been married more than half their years of age when their husbands 

died. This criterion enabled the project to specifically examine the effect a loss of a husband has on a 

widow in a relationship that lasted more than half of the existence of her life. (2) Widows must have had 

the same husband the entire length of their marriage, without separation and/or divorce, regardless of 

whether the remarriage was to the former husband.  

This project empowers widows to share their stories, including their thoughts and feelings 

concerning how their spouses’ death has affected them. Because the narration comes directly from the 

widows, the uniqueness of each woman’s plight has been demonstrated. These widows’ stories will also 

be used to educate the congregation and community about how to cope with death and grief based on their 

shared experiences and stories. The long-term intention of this project is to institute a Death and Grief 

Ministry at Mt. Zion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Genesis of Project 

When I became pastor of Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church over seven years ago, I 

was inundated with many illnesses, hospitalizations, and deaths of congregants, as well as the 

same for their immediate family members. Over the years, this has been an ongoing pattern of 

loss and grief experienced by members of the Mount Zion congregation. Because of the 

consistency, there has always been a need to have an established in-house death and grief 

ministry; however, one was never formulated within the church. I provided pastoral care upon 

the death and/or loss to the family and their relatives as needed, but there was evidence a death 

and grief ministry would better aid the church’s membership and its community. 

My maternal grandparents had been married for over sixty years. Upon my grandfather’s 

passing, my grandmother did not share her feelings about his death, nor did anyone ask her. In 

retrospect, after his death, she was cared for, but not listened to. My grandmother’s life changed 

completely, and so did her voice within the family. No one sought her story of what 

granddaddy’s death meant, how it changed her view of God or her faith. Her plight made an 

impact upon me and is the genesis of my project.  

Statement of the Problem  

Mt. Zion had not provided any means, whether offered through educational forums, help-

groups, or death and grief-related classes, to allow widows to share their stories. This project 

empowered widows to share their stories, including their thoughts and feelings concerning how 

their spouses’ death affected them. Because the narration came directly from the widows, it 
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refuted assumptions that their plights are all the same or similar. These widows’ stories will be 

used to educate the congregation and community on how to cope with death and grief from their 

experiences. 

Statement of the Project Goals 

An opportunity was created for widows to share their stories comfortably, openly, and 

honestly. I listened to their voices as they shared their thoughts and feelings without added 

restrictions that would typically apply such as time restraints, specific questions, interruptions 

from the listener, or the accompaniment of other widows. In doing so, the widow had free reign 

to tell her story at her own pace and in her own way, which eventually enabled her to address her 

grief more authentically.  

The following four goals were attained: 1) The widows performed a self-assessment 

which allowed them to address how they felt about the death of their husbands. 2) The widows 

recognized the importance to share their individual stories and the difference it will make in the 

lives of fellow widows, widowers, and others. 3) The widows’ experiences of their loss shared in 

their narrations enable the population to learn ways to better cope with death and grief. 4) The 

widows became the pioneers for the organization of Mount Zion Baptist Church’s Death and 

Grief Ministry, created for members of the church, community, or anyone challenged by loss.  

Although this generation’s upbringing shuns being vocal and opinionated, Edward P. 

Wimberly writes in his book, Claiming God Reclaiming Dignity, “Ideally, a caring community 
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needs the wisdom of different generations, interacting in full participation so that meaning may 

be continually transformed and transmitted to others.1  

Limitations 

All widows who participated in this project were over the age of eighty. Widows openly 

shared their stories and willingly divulged some aspects of their story, which they deemed 

private. Due to the age of the participants, there were some identifiable health challenges; 

therefore, specific times and dates to listen to their stories were changed to accommodate them 

and their schedules.  

Delimitations 

The widows selected to participate in this project had to meet additional criteria along 

with the age requirement. Two distinctive and intentional criteria were as follows: 1) Must have 

been married more than half of their lives. 2) Widows must have had the same husband the entire 

length of their marriage. As an example, if the widow is eighty years old, she must have been 

married at least forty years or more and to the same husband. These criteria enabled the project 

to specifically examine the effect a loss of a husband has on a widow in a relationship that lasted 

more than half of the existence of her life.  

One-on-one sessions of the participating widows were held via telephone conversations 

due to the Coronavirus Covid-19 pandemic. Although face-to-face conversations were preferred, 

this means of retrieving their stories was an effective alternative. They were able to tell their 

 
1Edward P. Wimberly, Claiming God Reclaiming Dignity (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003), 

41. 
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stories from their familiar and comfortable setting, their home. Beyond the one hour designated 

for each session, extra time was allotted by the listener to afford every widow to share her story 

at a pace and in the manner most suitable for her personality and ability. To counter unforeseen 

circumstances, additional dates and times were agreed upon, with the knowledge that built-in 

flexibility at any time necessary was understood. 

Terms 

Grief- sorrow, sadness.2 

Widows/Participants- women whose husbands died. 

Silent Generation- widows born between 1927-1945. 

Assumptions 

All widows selected to participate in this project were willing to openly share their 

stories. One-on-one telephone sessions allowed the widows the privacy necessary to candidly 

share their feelings. One-on-one telephone sessions also created transparency in their narration of 

the effects the death of their husband created in their lives. This opportunity for widows to share 

their stories encouraged them to continue to do so beyond the completion of their participation in 

this project. The stories of the widows whose loss of their husbands occurred long ago varied 

from the widow who more recently lost her husband.  

 
2The New Combined Bible Dictionary and Concordance (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book 

House, 1998), 205. 
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What is at Stake? 

At Mount Zion, these widows have become the matriarchs of the church, their families, 

and the communities in which they live. There is a great dependency upon them, whether they 

understand it, or the members of the church acknowledge it. We must seek and engage them as 

being vital contributors to the welfare of our church and the community. Our church and 

community needed to know of their plight, but to do so, we needed to hear their stories. Mount 

Zion Church, the immediate community, and the world needed to know the stories that lie behind 

these long-tenured marriages, the faith they had throughout their marital journeys, and the 

strength they continue to exhibit, despite the loss of their husbands.  

The absence of the widows’ stories would not have afforded our Church and community 

of people to recognize their losses as challenges to grow as Clinebell writes in his book, Basic 

Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling. Two things Clinebell states are required for this growth: 

“Being in relationships of mutual caring and finding spiritual meaning in the loss. The 

development of the Death and Grief Ministry from this project will formulate the environment in 

which these two experiences will occur.”3  

Potential Significance 

This project is incredibly beneficial to these widows who were willing to tell their stories 

and is vitally important and necessary to share this with the Mount Zion family and the 

community. This opportunity reminded the widows of their importance and self-worth among 

their families, church family, and community. These widows enlightened us as to what or who 

 
3Howard Clinebell, Basic Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling: Resources for the Ministry 

of Healing and Growth (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 228. 
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enabled them to endure the loss of their husbands. What coping mechanisms were employed in 

their process? Clinebell offers additional insight as to the necessity of these widows’ stories in 

his book, Basic Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling:  

The responses people employ in coping with major bereavements are the same ones they 

have learned in coping with previous deprivations, frustrations, or losses-small or large. 

These coping skills they learned from their culture, as filtered through the responses to 

loss by their parents. If the individual has learned constructive, reality-oriented coping 

skills, his/her psyche will follow a somewhat predictable process of working through the 

mixture of powerful feelings resulting from the bereavement and making the adjustments 

required to live without what has been lost.4  

This behavior has been studied by Erich Lindermann. He calls this process by which the 

grief wound heals, “grief work.” and he cites it in The American Journal of Psychiatry, 

Symptomology and Management of Acute Grief, “The work is by the grieving person’s own 

psyche.”5  

Description of Ministry Project 

This project consisted of three widows and all one-on-one phone sessions. All widows 

agreed to participate in this project knowing my sole purpose was to listen to them share their 

experiences as I recorded their stories. To commence a setting customary to the participants, I 

opened the session with prayer. This time of sharing was designed to be intentionally 

conversational in delivery, but from the widow’s view only. The session simulated a pastoral 

visit to create, as much as possible, a more familiar and comfortable setting for storytelling. This 

 
4Ibid., 220. 

 
5Erich Lindermann, “Symptomology and Management of Acute Grief,” American Journal of 

Psychiatry, Sept 1944. 

 



 

7 

 

style was intended to allow more open and candid sharing while reducing most barriers as they 

conveyed their narratives.   

To avoid potential random conversations non-beneficial to the project and to ensure the 

purpose to retrieve project data was attained, two identified approaches were implemented: 1) A 

“semi-structured” approach was used which allowed for “open-ended” questions, when 

necessary. As an example, the lead-in question may be, “Share your story about you and your 

husband at Mount Zion.” This approach allowed the participants the flexibility to not only 

answer the question asked but afforded the acquirement of answers for many proposed questions, 

not asked. 2) Additional time was allotted to be sensitive to the participants who began to discuss 

other persons or things in their lives that were of importance to them. The latter was incorporated 

because participants needed time to share, time to become comfortable and open, and not feel 

rushed in conversation. Unexpected diversions during the story-telling process occurred, which 

reaped an expectancy of measurable data acquired by allowing detours in their individual sharing 

process. Upon completion of the project, it allowed us to identify factors that shaped their stories 

such as traditions, scriptural beliefs, family history, context, beliefs, practices, and habits. 

The three widows selected stories are presented as case studies. Three case studies are 

included in this project. There were four sessions held with each of the participants. Each session 

was scheduled for one hour, but extended, when necessary.  

To ensure the breadth of the conversation was captured, all telephoned sessions were 

recorded. Participants were assured that the conversations would only be heard and transcribed 

by me, their pastor. Because the widows I sought are active readers and participants in Sunday 

School and Bible Study, they were encouraged to journal their thoughts and feelings. This 
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suggestion made it easier for them to begin sharing their stories during each of the sessions. For 

those who chose to use a journal as a means for writing down their feelings to share their stories, 

the journals were not collected by me for data collection, but participants were encouraged to use 

them in preparation for discussion during our meetings only. 

Rationale for the Process 

The purpose of this project was to re-address the command to attend to the needs of the 

widows. God assures us that there is a covenant made wherein this population of women are 

forever in God’s care. Giving them this opportunity to share their stories and ultimately reveal 

their feelings about the death of their husbands allowed them to assess the impact of the loss and 

how it changed their lives. This platform allowed me to hear what they identify as their needs, 

wants, and desires by listening to their stories.  

Plan for Evaluation 

I used the qualitative method by ensuring consistency with lead-in questions to initiate 

the session. Inquiries were initiated by basic questions relating to family, but specifically of their 

marriage. The initial session served as a means for the widow to become comfortable with this 

process and alleviate any preconceived apprehensions. There were four to five questions relative 

to their husband’s death that focused on the length of the marriage at the time of death, where 

and how it occurred, her reaction and/or response, and the immediate change identified following 

the death. This provided a means of my capturing the similarities, as well as the differences in 

their stories. It also afforded me the ethnographic insight that dictates how they feel and why 

they feel that way, after experiencing such a loss of someone who has been an integral 

participant in their life for more than half of their lives.  
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Widows were encouraged, but not required to maintain a journal, noting preferred topics 

for discussion, as well as evaluating the impact the sessions had on their lives. Most importantly, 

any healing or growth achieved from the sessions should be recorded.  

Plan for Assessment 

The long-term intention of this project is to institute a Death and Grief Ministry at Mt. 

Zion. Because data collected were personal accounts of the widows and in some cases sensitive 

in nature, I plan to refrain from sharing some of the specific data with members of Mt. Zion. 

Sharing experiences and testimonies are effective tools for educating a population. Therefore, 

participants will be asked to attend the initial roll-out of the Death and Grief Ministry. They will 

not be required to share their stories at this meeting but will be encouraged to do so as it may be 

an inspiration for other parishioners and community attendees to share their stories. This will 

allow all participants in the session to benefit from each other’s stories. Per permission from the 

participants, specified data will be collected and shared in general with the Mt. Zion membership 

and those who may be attendees at available workshops, lectures, focus groups, or classes 

offered at Mt. Zion. Being a facilitator in my local and state Baptist conventions and congresses, 

the information will be more readily and specifically shared to educate the masses.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEOLOGICAL, BIBLICAL, AND HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR MINISTRY 

This chapter provides theological, biblical, and historical foundations for this ministry 

project of listening to widows share their stories of grief, so that we may develop a ministry for 

grieving widows that addresses their needs competently. There is an untold story about the 

coping of grief waiting to be heard, yet the ones who desire to share have deemed their story to 

the reader or listener, not important nor interesting. But the story of the widow’s viewpoint on 

grief is not only important, it is necessary for us to read as it offers a different perspective as we 

better try to understand the grieving process. Henry Nouwen, author of The Life of the Beloved 

states, “Your life and my life are, each of them, one-of-a-kind. No one has ever lived your life or 

my life before, and no one will live them again. Our lives are unique stones in the mosaic of 

human existence-priceless and irreplaceable.”1  

The sharing of stories of grief and loss by widows who are members of the Church, 

creates an opportunity for spiritual growth, not only for the widows themselves but for the hearer 

and reader. Richard Morgan states in his book, Remembering Your Story, “When we take our 

stories seriously enough to explore and share them, they can become places of divine revelation. 

If spirituality means “living in the Spirit,” then remembering our stories lead to spiritual 

 
1 Henri J. M. Nouwen, The Life of the Beloved: Spiritual Living in a Secular World (New 

York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1992), 54. 
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formation.”2 The widows’ stories will shape the essence of who they are and who they will 

become, while spiritually molding them and the reader into the image of God.  

A Pastoral Theology of Grieving 

To better prepare for the challenges of hearing the stories of this group of widows, a 

pastoral theology of grieving is developed. Three topics are explored: pastoral listening, images 

of God, and the experience and function of grieving. First, the importance of pastoral listening 

when people are grieving is discussed. 

Pastoral Listening  

To share our stories, Rochelle Melander, author of A Generous Presence, states that 

certain components must be present that provides what she calls a “safe place” for the narrator:  

Acceptance, Respect, Confidentiality, Clear boundaries, Healthy Conflict, Openness, 

Integrity, Unique, and Client Driven. If one is going to be a “supportive listener,” the 

narrator must also be assured the following: “I am present to you,” “I care about you,” “I 

accept you,” “I support you and your needs,” I am honored that you trust me with this 

information,” “I understand,” “You are not alone,” “Is this what you are saying?” “This is 

what I think,” (when necessary to interject), and “I remember…”3 

As much as I deem myself an avid listener, I am reminded as a pastor coordinating this 

project, of what Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice, An Introduction, 

states in her book, “Listening is difficult because it requires us to give up the role of expert, and 

 
2 Richard L. Morgan, Remembering Your Story: Creating Your Own Spiritual Autobiography 

(Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2002), 19. 

3 Rochelle Melander, A Generous Presence: Spiritual Leadership and the Art of Coaching 

(Herndon: The Alban Institute, 2006), 19-20. 
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become a learner again.”4 Although it has been determined to reach my ultimate goal in this 

project is better attained in one-on-one home visits, listening becomes the essential tool to 

retrieve the data.  

Moschella speaks of a woman who sat through a workshop the entire weekend and finally 

spoke and began to tell her story. “I hurt,” she said, “I hurt all over.” “You heard me.” “You 

heard me all the way.” “You heard me in my own story. You heard me with my own speech.”5 

Stories to be told and attentively listened to is the definitive purpose of the project. The 

effectiveness of storytelling is aided by the attentive listener.  

 Hardy Clemons suggests in his book, Saying Goodbye to Your Grief, if you are going to 

be an effective listener to a person grieving,  

Let the person in need of comfort talk! Let him or her talk about 

people…events…feelings. One of the major tasks of grief is for the loss to become real. 

Going and listening will aid this process. Listen particularly for feelings. Accept these 

feelings without judgment! Feelings are not moral or immoral, good or bad- just 

feelings!6 

Images of God 

Greg Garrett, Stories From the Edge: A Theology of Grief, argues that a person’s 

conception of God also affects her or his understanding of grief and suffering.7 John Dominic 

 
4 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland: 

The Pilgrim Press, 2008), 142. 

5 Ibid. 

6 Hardy Clemons, Saying Goodbye to Your Grief (Macon: Smyth & Helwys Publishing, 

1994). 

7 Greg Garret, Stories from the Edge: A Theology of Grief (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2008), 2. 
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Crossan calls the way people respond to their life circumstances as “operative theology,” in 

which they apply their beliefs about God.8 In the case of widows, their sense of who God is and 

the reality of being a Christian have shaped how they have coped with the death of their 

husbands. In Living Well and Dying Faithfully: Christian Practices for End-of-Life Care by John 

Swinton and Richard Payne, the authors state: 

To live a life that is full and abundant is not to live a life that is void of suffering or one 

that flees from the reality of death. Rather, life in all of its fullness relates to living our 

lives in ways that reveal our love for God, self, and one another in all things and at all 

times, including times of suffering and death. Indeed, those who choose to follow the 

crucified Savior may well find that faithfulness to that Savior involves pain and 

suffering.9  

The relationship built with God and their undying belief in their Savior, Jesus Christ becomes the 

foundation for their coping with the death of their husbands.  

Perhaps, one of the most insightful understandings of possible coping skills for widows is 

also offered in Swinton and Payne’s Living Well and Dying Faithfully which states, “To live in 

the knowledge that one is perfectly loved by God and that death no longer has the victory is not a 

way of denying death or an incitement to cover one’s emotions and passions and live as if death 

is not painful.”10 When the emotions of these widows are not visible to family and friends, it 

does not signify that the death of their husbands has not inflicted heartfelt pain and grief. 

Nonetheless, some Christian widows have been convicted by the Word of God that in death you 

 
8 John Dominic Crossan, “Opening Statement: The Resurrection of Jesus,” John Dominic 

Crossan and N.T. Wright in Dialogue, ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 28-29. 

9 John Swinton and Richard Payne, Living Well and Dying Faithfully: Christian Practices for 

End-of-Life Care (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 6. 

10 Ibid., 7. 
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do not lose, but you win. Because of their faith, these widows have found a sense of peace in the 

knowledge of God’s love for them and death is only the physical end to the life of their husband. 

Scripture by the Apostle Paul, as found in 2 Corinthians 6-8, confirms this belief for them:  

So we are always confident; even though we know that while we are at home in the body 

we are away from the Lord- for we walk by faith, not by sight. Yes, we do have 

confidence, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord.11  

Their hope and belief that their husband’s spiritual life lives on, however, make death not as 

sorrowful and heartbreaking as it would be.  

The Experience and Function of Grieving 

No two persons, in this case, widows, experience grief and/or the coping with it in 

exactly the same manner. Some widows overtly grieve, while others do so inwardly. Granger E. 

Westberg writes in his book, Good Grief, “It would be wrong for us to leave the impression that 

we are less than human if we do not express our feelings overtly. Some people just do not 

express emotion and do not need to. The great majority of us, however, need to express 

emotions.”12 

When a death occurs in a marriage, a significant adjustment is forced upon the remaining 

one, whether the death is expected, or the loss unexpectedly happens. Richard L. Morgan writes 

in Meditations for the Grieving,  

 
11 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha 

(Oxford University Press, 1991), 298NT. 

12 Granger E. Westberg, Good Grief: A Constructive Approach to the Problem of Loss 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), 57-58.  
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When you lose a spouse, you lose part of yourself. Even the presence of children and 

friends cannot soften the pain or replace the loss. You ask yourself what will happen now 

that you are alone, without your life companion.13  

There is this assumption that the company of children, grandchildren, family, or friends can in 

some way replace the void one experiences during the loss of a spouse. Caserta, Lund, and 

Obray in their article, “Promoting Self-Care and Daily Living Skills Among Older Widows and 

Widowers,” found in Omega: The Journal of Death and Dying, write:  

The loss of a spouse can be disruptive to existing health care practices, as well as 

interfere with the adoption of new healthy behaviors. Persons overwhelmed or 

preoccupied with their grief often neglect their own nutrition, fail to exercise regularly, 

discontinue physical and social activities that they previously did as a married couple, 

and become more accident prone because they pay less attention to their personal 

safety.14  

There is usually a thoughtful, but deliberate effort to ensure widows, as well as widowers, have 

considerable calls and visit after the death of a spouse. Morgan also captures in his book, 

Meditations for the Grieving, words spoken from a widow, “I learned that the word widow 

comes from a Sanskrit word meaning ‘empty.’ Well, my life has been empty for some time. I 

know I have my children, but life just isn’t the same without him.”15  

One of the challenges for the widow is simply moving on with her life after the death of 

her husband. There is a pang of guilt she feels for attempting to carry on without her husband. 

There is also a sense of guilt for attempting to create an entirely new life without him. Nell E. 

 
13 Richard L. Morgan, Meditations for the Grieving (Scottsdale: Herald Press, 2005), 15. 

14 Michael S. Caserta, Dale A. Lund, and Sarah Jane Obray, “Promoting Self-Care and Daily 

Living Skills Among Older Widows and Widowers: Evidence from the Pathfinders 

Demonstration Project,” Omega: Journal of Death and Dying 2004 (49, no. 3): 217–36. 

15 Morgan, Meditations for the Grieving, 15. 
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Noonan in her book, A Widow’s Prayer, a book based on her story as a widow, states, “Moving 

on is such a hard thing to do. We face uncertainty and the loss of what we have known. My 

world as I knew it—and as I expected it to be—has been turned inside out, upside down. But I 

told Jesus years ago, “I want to follow you,” so now I must summon up the courage and trust to 

act upon the faith I profess.”16 

The project’s ultimate intent is for continual healing to occur during the storytelling 

process for the widows. For those listening to their stories or ones who may read their stories, 

healing will commence for them. Cathy J. Mason pens in “The Carpenter’s Wife,” as found in 

the Journal of Family Ministry,  

Grief healing has been compared to an open wound; as it heals, a scab begins to form 

again, but eventually, the layers become thick enough to protect the wound. This is the 

same with death and widowhood; and the secret to healing is to allow others to help, and 

time. The pain never goes away, but it does get better. There is no time schedule for this 

healing; each individual is different.17 

Biblical Foundations 

In this section, I present three Biblical passages on the topic of death and grief. The 

Gospel of Matthew passage focuses on the second beatitude from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount 

referencing those who mourn. In the book of Ruth, I offer Naomi’s plight after she encountered 

the death of her husband and two sons and how she managed grief and loss. Additionally, I 

provide the reader with an outlook on Anna, the prophetess, and her grief experience. 

 
16 Nell E. Noonan, A Widow’s Prayer: Finding God’s Grace in the Days Ahead (Nashville: 

Upper Room Books, 2015), 58.  

17 Cathy J. Mason, “The Carpenter’s Wife: A Young Widow’s Support Group Southeast 

Christian Church, Louisville, Kentucky,” Journal of Family Ministry 1997 (11, no. 4, Winter): 

73–74. 
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One of Jesus’ noted characteristics was his compassion for people. His words are 

recorded in the Gospel of Matthew in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are those who mourn, 

for they will be comforted.”18 Authors Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, Professor of 

Pastoral Care and Professor of Pastoral Theology, respectively, write in their book, All Our 

Losses All Our Griefs: Resources for Pastoral Care, “The original Greek translated here as 

“those who mourn,” hoi penthountes, implies active lamenting: crying, wailing.”19  These words 

suggest that when one mourns, there is a lively emotional sense of crying and wailing, a 

lamenting over the loved one with fervent displays of sorrow and grief. Mitchell and Anderson 

state,  

We take the beatitude at face value: Those who mourn can be blessed because they can 

be comforted. It is difficult if not impossible to comfort someone who does not mourn. 

The beatitude embodies a human truth for all people and places: that the resolution of 

grief presupposes its expression. Those who bury their grief, put on a brave face for all 

the world to see, neither invite nor allow the kind of care that can bring comfort. Those 

who do mourn may be comforted.20  

This beatitude allows one to understand that to bear another’s sorrow is rooted in our being 

Christians. As Christians, Mitchell and Anderson acknowledge their agreement with Luther’s 

thought that we do have a responsibility to bear one another’s grief and sorrow, especially in 

death. Additionally, they state: 

The Pauline line, “Do not grieve as those who have no hope,” is to be understood to mean 

that Christians are free to grieve more profoundly and deeply because they know that 

 
18 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha 

(Oxford University Press, 1991), 13NT. 

19 Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses All Our Griefs: Resources for 

Pastoral Care (Louisville: The Westminster John Knox Press, 1983), 165. 

20 Ibid., 166. 
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their life is grounded in God. In a similar way, Matt. 5:4 encourages us to bear sorrow 

fully and deeply with the assurance that we are empowered by the one who bears the 

world’s suffering in his crucified body. In dynamic terms the meaning is straightforward: 

we can bear another’s grief fully as long as it does not become our grief, but belongs to 

God who suffers with us.21  

This is an assurance offered to Christians that whether they are the ones who grieve, or 

they are bearers for others’ grief, they will be comforted. In a further understanding of the second 

beatitude, Ben Witherington, author of Matthew: Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary states:  

It seems likely that the First Evangelist has structured these beatitudes so as to indicate 

how they fulfill Isaiah 61:1-3, which reads in part, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because the Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to 

bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim freedom for the captives and release for the 

prisoners, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of the vengeance of God, 

to comfort all who mourn, and provide for those who grieve in Zion, to bestow on them a 

crown of beauty instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, and a garment 

of praise instead of a spirit of despair. They will be called oaks of righteousness, a 

planting of the Lord for the display of his splendor.22 

Witherington correlates the mourning of God for Israel to that lamented in the second beatitude. 

“It is interesting that in later rabbinic treatment of the Servant Songs of Isaiah, the messiah came 

to be called the Comforter (Menachem).”23 Although Witherington relates the lamenting of God 

for Israel, Jesus clearly proclaims those who lament, grieve, or mourn death or loss shall be 

comforted. 

Death and grief may be explored through the narrative depicted in the book of Ruth. This 

passage reveals the grief Naomi experiences due to the death of her husband and sons and the 

 
21 Ibid., 167. 

22 Ben Witherington, Matthew: Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smyth & 

Helwys Publishing, 2006), 119-20. 

23 Ibid., 121. 
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grief from those losses. Naomi’s behavior of grief reveals itself after the traumatic deaths of her 

husband, Elimelech, and her two sons, Mahlon and Kilion. Professor of Old Testament and 

Hebrew and author of Ruth: The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary, James McKeown 

writes: 

When it seemed that things could not get any worse, tragedy struck again: Mahlon and 

Kilion died. Like the death of Elimelech, their deaths are mentioned succinctly and in a  

matter-of-fact manner. Unlike the story of Judah’s family, these deaths are not described 

as divine judgment (cf. Gen38:6-10). As in the case of Elimelech, this lack of information 

about the circumstances of these deaths serves to shift our attention fairly quickly onto 

the main characters of the drama- Naomi and her daughters-in-law. Naomi’s bereavement 

first of her husband and then of her two sons is reminiscent of the story of Job. Like Job, 

Naomi lost those who were near and dear to her, and the future seemed bleak indeed. The 

loss of her husband followed by the death of both sons was a disaster of catastrophic 

proportions, and it was greatly exacerbated by the sense of loneliness that she would have 

felt since she was away from her closest friends and acquaintances.24 

Judy Fentress-Williams, author of Ruth: Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries, states 

there is a loss that occurs during and after these deaths that cannot be overlooked:  

This is tragedy on a grand scale. Elimelech’s death is preceded by leaving the homeland, 

and his son’s deaths are preceded by marrying foreign women. In Israel’s religion, these 

two acts are major violations of one’s core identity, so that the deaths of the men function 

on literal and symbolic levels. A woman without sons had no means of provision if her 

husband died before she did. From the perspective of the text, it is Naomi (not the 

Moabite widows) who is bereft.25 

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler provide in their book, On Grief and Grieving: 

Finding the Meaning of Grief Through the Five Stages of Loss, the five stages of grief: “(1) 

 
24 James McKeown, Ruth: The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015), 18. 

25 Judy Fentress-Williams, Ruth: Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries. (Nashville, 

Abingdon Press, 2012), 41. 
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Denial, (2) Anger, (3) Bargaining, (4) Depression, and (5) Acceptance.”26 Based on these five 

stages by Kubler-Ross and Kessler, the grief and loss processes are ever-present in Naomi’s 

behavior during and after the death of her husband, Elimelech, and two sons, Mahlon and Kilion. 

In Naomi’s story, we see hopelessness, anger, depression, but eventually, she attained a new life 

for herself, thus moving to a place of acceptance.  

Aspects of the grief process are identified in Naomi’s response to the women who 

inquired of her upon her return to her hometown, Bethlehem. Jeremy Schipper and John J. 

Collins, authors of Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, attribute 

Naomi’s chosen words, specifically “bitterness” and “empty,” to indicate the feelings of her 

grief, loss, and pain. They write regarding Naomi’s reply, “Mara” meaning “bitterness,” which 

probably refers to her bereavement. “This may add a sense of emotional depth to her speech.”27 

Schipper and Collins go further to say, “From Naomi’s perspective, the deity has not only failed 

to bless her Transjordanian residence, but has acted against her”28.  

Scholars who have studied the language found in this part of Naomi’s narrative and 

likened her speech of grief to that found in the book of Job and Jeremiah. During her grief and 

loss, as well as the feeling of emptiness and bitterness, she also must contend with the possibility 

of two more losses, her two daughters-in-law, of whom she had grown fond of and they of her. 

 
26 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler, On Grief and Grieving: Finding the Meaning of 

Grief Through the Five Stages of Loss (New York: Scribner, 2005), 7. 

27 Jeremy Schipper and John J. Collins, Ruth: A New Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary (London: Yale University Press, 2016), 110. 

28 Ibid. 
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Being in a grieving state, she attempts to encourage them to return to their home and family. A 

grieving Naomi wants to be left alone and suffer in her own sorrow. Yet, there is a grief that 

Naomi must bear whether the daughters-in-law leave her alone and return to their native 

homeland or remain with her and their presence reminded her of the loss of her two sons. 

McKeown writes in Ruth: The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary:  

The pathos of the passage is deepened by the term used in the text to describe the two 

sons who died. In v.5, the word yeladim is translated “sons,” whereas in v.3, banim, the 

usual word for “sons,” is used. The former usually refers to children; it is very unusual 

for this term to refer to married men. However, it helps to convey the depth of Naomi’s 

loss since, even though they were married, Mahlon and Kilion were still her boys- her 

children.29 

Brueggemann states that there is an intertwining of our lamenting experiences and the 

community in which we inhabit. He writes in his journal article found in Interpretation entitled, 

“The Formfulness of Grief”: 

The purpose of the lament is the creation and restoration of the member of the  

community by the action of the group. The function is rehabilitation/restoration and the 

form serves that function. Such regularized speech activity serves both to enhance the 

experience so that dimensions of it are not lost and to limit the experience so that some 

dimensions are denied their legitimacy. This suggests, applied to the lament form, that its 

regularized use intends to enable and require "sufferers" in the community to experience 

their suffering in a legitimate life-world. It is this form which enhances experience and 

brings it to articulation and also limits the experience of suffering so that it can be 

received and coped with according to the perspectives, perceptions, and resources of the 

community. Thus the function of the form is definitional. It tells the experiencer the 

shape of the experience which it is legitimate to experience.30 

 
29 James McKeown, Ruth: The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans, 2015), 18. 

30 Walter Brueggemann, “The Formfulness of Grief” Interpretation 1977 (Vol. 31): 265.  
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Authors Mitchell and Anderson of All Our Losses All Our Griefs assures God is with us 

in our grief. They write, “The question about God which grief raises is not Gods’ power or 

goodness but God’s faithfulness.”31 As much as it seems God has left us and forsaken us during 

our grieving condition, Walter Brueggemann proclaims this is not ever true because of God’s 

covenant with humankind. Brueggemann pens in his article, “The Formfulness of Grief,” “To 

address Yahweh, even in anger, is to make an affirmation about him.”32 Kerrie Hide, author of 

the article, “So the Darkness Shall be the Light: Ageing as a Dark Night” found in the journal, St. 

Mark’s Review, demonstrates in her writing an admiration for the works, writings, and thoughts 

of St. John of the Cross and his alluring spiritual insight on night and darkness. To describe the 

profound effect of the experience of darkness, she quotes Luke 2:36-38:  

There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of 

a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, then as a 

widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with 

fasting and prayer night and day. At that moment, she came and began to praise God and 

to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.33  

Hide states, “Luke’s sketch of Anna implies that her prophetic role, her life of prayer, and her 

embodied wisdom came to fruition because of her ability to claim the night.”34 Anna’s 

experience of grieving may have contributed to her wisdom and faithfulness to God. Based on 

 
31 Kenneth R. Mitchell and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses All Our Griefs: Resources for 

Pastoral Care (Louisville: The Westminster John Knox Press, 1983), 170. 

32 Walter Brueggemann, “The Formfulness of Grief,” Interpretation 1977 (Vol. 31): 266. 

33 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 100NT. 

34 Kerrie Hide, “‘So the Darkness Shall be the Light’: Ageing as a Dark Night” St. Mark’s 

Review 2000 (182): 23. 
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the Biblical account of Anna, she would now be well beyond one hundred years of age. Richard 

Bolling Vinson author of Luke: Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary expounds on this passage: 

Simeon is joined this day by Anna, a prophet, who is identified to the reader by her 

father’s name and by her tribe. Contrast this with the way Mary is earlier introduced, 

where we only know her name, the name of her town, and her fiancé’s name; there, Luke 

was making the point that Mary’s credentials were not her family line but her willingness 

to be obedient to God’s call. Anna, on the other hand, is given all the markers of 

respectability to increase the effect of her testimony to Jesus. By naming Anna’s tribe as 

Asher, Luke also lets the reader know that Anna was not from a priestly family, although 

she was very devoted to the temple. She remained unmarried after her husband’s death, 

devoting herself for her long life to the worship of God in the temple, and like the 

shepherds, became a witness to the great thing that God was doing through Jesus.35 

Hide was intrigued by St. John of the Cross’ alluring spiritual insight on night and darkness. She 

recognized that the unknown God not only transcends all created things but “freely enters into 

the fabric of this world and is compassionately present in the experience of suffering.”36 As one 

reads the writings of Hide, one readily accepts the notion of God being the source of compassion 

amid grief. She states, “John’s account of the dark nights, though not specifically linked to age, 

are surprisingly similar to what people undergo in the multiple experiences of loss and 

detachment that aging necessarily brings.”37  

In the conclusion of the writings found in this Biblical Section, we have gleaned some 

absolutes about grief among the characters presented in this section. As you compare the 

narratives comprised of Jesus, Naomi, and Anna, there is a reliance on God in times of need. 

 
35 Richard Bolling Vinson, Luke: Smyth and Helwys Bible Commentary (Macon: Smyth & 

Helwys Publishing, 2008), 72. 

36 Kerrie Hide, “‘So the Darkness Shall be the Light’: Ageing as a Dark Night” St. Mark’s 

Review 2000 (182): 24. 

37 Ibid. 
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Without question, grief is an emotion that follows death and loss and does not come with an 

immediate remedy of comfort. As documented by scholars and experts in the discipline of death 

and grief, there is a grieving process that varies from person to person. Although grief has 

stricken all and undeniably in different ways, one must seek God for the individual relief and 

comfort that only God can offer. 

Historical Foundations 

Since the beginning of time, women have always been challenged by living in a 

patriarchal society. There seems to be a continual struggle depicted throughout history and still 

exists today, wherein women have in some instances fought and died to have equal rights and an 

equal voice to fulfill their purpose and role in our culture. Three aspects are considered regarding 

the historical foundations for this project: (1) The Role of Widows in the Early Church. (2) The 

Order of Widows. (3) The Widows of the Silent Generation. 

The Role of Widows in the Early Church 

H. Wayne House writes in his article, “Distinctive Roles for Women in the Second and 

Third Centuries, “A Biblical View of Women in Ministry” as found in the Bibliotheca Sacra 

Journal, “Widows as a distinct group of women in the postapostolic period are early attested in 

ecclesiastical literature. Polycarp is the first to use for them the term ‘altar of God,’ a term 

appearing often in later church writings.”38 Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians is derived from a 

passage found in Philippians 4:3, “Yes, and I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these 

 
38 H. Wayne House, “A Biblical View of Women in the Ministry, Pt 5: Distinctive Roles for 

Women in the Second and Third Centuries” Bibliotheca Sacra January 1989 (146, no. 581): 43-

44.  
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women, for they have struggled beside me in the work of the gospel, together with Clement and 

the rest of my coworkers, whose names are in the book of life.”39 In Polycarp’s writings 

concerning widows, he insists,  

The widows [are to be] serious about the faith of the Lord, unceasingly interceding on 

behalf of all, [to be] far from all slander, calumny, false witness, avarice, and all evil, 

knowing that they are an altar of God, and that he examines all things. And nothing 

escapes him, neither thoughts, nor intentions, nor any secrets of the heart.40  

House, however, offers a similar understanding of the “altar of God” by Roger Gryson. 

House writes, “Gryson mentions that the term “altar of God,” mentioned earlier as used first by 

Polycarp, was used by the author of the Didascalia not only in a complementary way but also to 

point out that widows were to stay at home, being immovable like an altar. The widow, says the 

Didascalia, "must stay at home and not waste her time running from one house to another…to 

obtain gifts, to spread gossip, and to stir up quarrels. These are not widows but wallets."41 

Order of Widows in the Early Church  

In the “Order of Widows: What the Early Church Can Teach Us About Older Women and 

Health Care,” as found in the Christian Bioethics Journal, M. Cathleen Kaveny elaborates on the 

roles and responsibilities of the widow: 

The primary duty of the Order of Widows was to pray ceaselessly on behalf of the 

community; their pleas are powerful because God hears the cries of the oppressed. 

Although theirs was not a ministry of the altar, they exercised spiritual authority and 

 
39 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 332NT. 

40 Polycarp, “To the Philippians 4:3,” in Polycarp’s Epistle to the Philippians and the 

Martyrdom of Polycarp: Introduction, Text, and Commentary, ed. Paul Hartog (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2013), 167. 

41 House, “A Biblical View of Women in the Ministry” (January 1989): 47. 
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influence in their ministry to the community. Widows made house visitations, where they 

comforted, fasted, and prayed with the sick and gave practical instruction to younger 

women.42  

M. Cathleen Kaveny also provides us the origin of the Order of Widows in her article, The Order 

of Widows:  

The Order of Widows can trace its biblical roots to 1 Timothy, where its qualifications 

for membership are listed alongside the qualifications for the ecclesiastical offices of 

bishop, deacon, and elder. These qualifications include age (a widow must be sixty years 

old), only one marriage (widows must remain continent after their husbands die), and a 

history of good deeds. The early Church did not deny material assistance to needy and 

unqualified widows; at the same time, it gladly collaborated in the work of the Lord with 

wealthy and powerful women. Nonetheless, only a “real widow” — that is, a true 

almanah who met the additional qualifications of advanced age and virtuous character, 

was eligible to “enroll in” or be “appointed” to the Order of Widows.43 

In her book, The Widows: A Woman’s Ministry in the Early Church, Bonnie Bowman 

Thurston provides a derivation of the root word, widow, and its relevance in the early Church:   

At the root of the Hebrew word for widow, almanah, is the word alem, which means 

“unable to speak.” In the social framework of biblical Judaism, as in many other Near 

Eastern societies of that time, women could not speak for themselves; they were 

dependent upon the care and protection of male relatives who had the legal authority to 

speak on their behalf. An adult woman’s social status and security were determined by 

her roles as wife, mother, and mistress of the household; her husband was responsible for 

supporting her and representing her in all matters of public concern. Consequently, the 

death of a husband meant not only personal grief, but also radical social upheaval and 

economic uncertainty. In the patriarchal, patrilineal world of the ancient Near East, a 

woman whose husband died was still considered to be part of her husband’s family.44  

 
42 M. Cathleen Kaveny, “The Order of Widows: What the Early Church Can Teach Us About 

Older Women and Health Care,” Christian Bioethics, 2005 (vol. 11, no. 1, April): 16. 

43 Ibid. 

44 Bonnie Bowman Thurston, The Widows: A Woman’s Ministry in the Early Church 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 141. 
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We do not find the Order of Widows today, for it does not exist in the contemporary church. It is 

recorded by historians that this practice ended after the beginning of the fourth century. The 

reason the custom ended was due to the responsibilities being given to deaconesses and women 

of the monastery.  

It is evident that the role of the widow has changed over time and is still evolving. During 

the Apostolic period, there was a defined outline of the widow’s role and her responsibilities. In 

his book, The Ministry of Women in the Early Church, Father Jean Danielou writes:  

The Apostolic Church Order, known also as Third Clement, stated that the 

responsibilities of the widows were prayer and ministry to sick women: To devote 

themselves to prayer on behalf of all who are tempted, and to revelations to whatever 

extent is necessary, [and] to succor women who are sick. They must be ready to help, 

they must be temperate and make the necessary reports to the priests.45  

The duties and responsibilities of widows were limited in the Early Church. House states in his 

article, Distinctive Roles for Women in the Second and Third Centuries:  

The duties of the widows, other than praying, teaching women, doing good deeds, and 

possibly being involved in some way in the liturgy, were restricted. They were not to 

answer questions of a theological nature but were to defer these to the leaders of the 

community. Were they to do otherwise, the Word of God would be mocked rather than 

praised by unbelievers.46  

 
45 Jean Danielou, The Ministry of Women in the Early Church (Leighton Buzzard: Faith 

Press, 1974), 18. 

46 House, “A Biblical View of Women in the Ministry” (January 1989): 47. 
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James J.C. Cox offers in his writing, Note on the Title of the Didascalia Apostolorium, states, 

“The Didascalia, that is, the Catholic Teaching of the Twelve Apostles and Holy Disciples of our 

Savior.”47 The Didascalia states: 

It is neither right nor necessary therefore that women should be teachers, and especially 

concerning the name of Christ and the redemption of His passion For you have not been 

appointed to this, O women, and especially widows, that you should teach, but that you 

should pray and entreat the Lord God For He, the Lord God, Jesus Christ our Teacher, 

sent us the Twelve to instruct the people and the Gentiles, and there were with us women 

disciples, Mary Magdalene and Mary the daughter of lames and the other Mary; but He 

did not send them to instruct the people with us For if it were required that women should 

teach, our Master Himself would have commanded these to give instruction with us.48 

Hippolytus was a presbyter of the Roman Church. During Hippolytus’ time, The Apostolic 

Tradition (or Egyptian Church Order) was an early Christian treatise of Hippolytus of Rome. The 

treatise was composed and established in approximately 215CE in Rome. It preserves and 

maintains older second-century practices which were in danger of falling to abandonment or 

modernism. Burston Scott Easton, the author of The Apostolic Traditions of Hippolytus, writes, 

“Some widows were appointed but not ordained.  

Let the widow be instituted by word only and (then) let her be reckoned among the 

(enrolled) widows. But she shall not be ordained, because she does not offer the oblation 

nor has she a (liturgical) ministry.  But the widow is appointed for prayer, and this is a 

function of all Christians.49 

 
47 James J.C. Cox, “Note on the Title of the Didascalia Apostolorium,” (Constitutiones 

Apostolorum, 1964): 31. 

48 Richard Hugh Connolly, Didascalia Apostolorum (Oxford: The Clarendon House, 1930). 

49 Burston Scott Easton, Apostolic Traditions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1934), 10.  
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The Silent Generation 

Another historical foundation for understanding the grief of widows targets those from 

one of the six living generations, the “Silent Generation.” This group of society is also known as 

“Traditionalists.” The recognized years of this generation, beginning from 1925-1927 and ending 

1946-1947, differ depending upon the inquired source. 

Sally Kane, author of the article, Common Characteristics of the Traditionalists 

Generation writes “Traditionalists are known as the ‘silent generation’ because children of this 

era were expected to be seen and not heard. They're those who were born between 1927 and 

1946.”50 

All widows participating in this project are of the “Silent Generation.” An unnamed 

essayist of Time Magazine further states in an article entitled, The Younger Generation, “Those 

individuals are named accordingly because they were raised to be seen and not heard and they 

tend to be withdrawn and cautious.”51  Terry Wiedmer, author of the article “Generations Do 

Differ: Best Practices in Leading Traditionalists, Boomers, and Generations X, Y, and Z” found 

in Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin, identifies in her article there are some common characteristics 

that the Silent Generation tend to share. “They are often ones who prefer to work in places 

wherein there is a hierarchy, a definite chain of command that is clear from top to bottom.”52  

 
50 Sally Kane, “Traditionalists,” http://legalcareers.about.com/od 

/practicetips/a/Traditionalists.htm (accessed October 30, 2020). 

51 “The Younger Generation” Time, November 5, 1951, 5 (accessed October 20, 2021). 

52 Terry Wiedmer, “Generations do Differ: Best Practices in Leading Traditionalists, 

Boomers, and Generations X, Y, and Z,” Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin, 2015. 82(1): 52. 
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Kane provides in her article a descriptive list of the characteristics of those among the “Silent 

Generation.” 

The term "Traditionalist" is often associated with a variety of other generational terms, 

including Radio Babies, Builders, Industrialists, The Silent Generation, and World War II 

Generation. Many of these generational references relate to world events, inventions, and 

creations that occurred during the timeframe, such as the invention of the radio. 

Historically, Traditionalists lived through Hitler's 1941 Russian invasion, the United 

States' 1941 World War II entry with the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the 1945 end of 

World War II in Japan and Europe, and the beginning of the 1950 Korean War. 

Typically, Traditionalists respect authority and possess family values that keep their work 

and family lives separate. Generally motivated by money and position like their Baby 

Boomer children, Traditionalists take pride in being self-sacrificing and thrifty. They tend 

to work hard from a sense of pride and determination, consider debt or obligation to be 

embarrassing, and acknowledge that change comes slowly. Traditionalists describe 

themselves with two words-loyal and disciplined-and view education to be a dream. They 

reportedly learn best through traditional, instructor-led instruction; generally prefer 

tangible items for recognition or reward, such as certificates, plaques, or trophies; and 

seek to feel supported and valued by their employers and supervisors.53 

Members interviewed were of the “Silent Generation”. Without assuming and to remain 

from suggesting that all participants’ manner of conduct or thoughts are similar, they did share 

comparable behavioral characteristics. Being an offspring of parents from the Silent Generation, 

they behaved from a standpoint of their presence being their strength as opposed to their voice. 

These characteristics are not only demonstrated in their actions, but also taught to their children. 

It is garnered from the adage, “It is better to be seen than heard.”  

In this review of the theological, biblical, and historical foundations for this research 

project, several insights emerged. As we look at the theological portion of this chapter, the 

authors allow us to take an in-depth look at the characters of their writing and/or their behavior 

while enduring grief and loss. In doing so, they demonstrated to us an undeniable dependency on 

 
53 Sally Kane, “Traditionalists.” 
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their strength from God. In the biblical section, the reader is afforded an assurance from the 

characters portrayed in the Bible and God’s Word of comfort when one encounters grief and 

loss. As the chapter concludes with the historical segment, even in their plight with the varied 

facets of death and grief in their lives, there are rarely discussed strength and endurance of 

widows that have existed throughout time.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY 

Ministerial Context 

I have been pastor of Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church for seven years. Mount 

Zion is comprised of approximately 120 active African American members. The congregation 

has approximately 65% women and approximately 50% of that group are widows. The ages of 

the widows range from fifty-five to ninety-seven years old. The remaining make-up of the 

congregation consists of approximately 30% men and approximately 5-7% of children. Here is 

my chronicle of Mount Zion Baptist Church's history from its beginning in 1922 to 2020.1  

Our history shows what great works have been done and the great people who were given 

the honor of bringing God’s vision to fruition. Equipped with the Word of God as a blueprint, 

Mount Zion continues to be a beacon of light, a place of hope, and an avenue of fellowship for 

all. With many changes over the years, the love for Christ, our church, and the community, 

consistently remains. Where there is a need, the church has made it its mission to provide and 

pour into others, just as God has so graciously poured into the church. 

Since 1922 when the Church was founded, Mt. Zion has gone through many faithful 

periods of growth, steadfast praying for guidance, direction, and at times a need for a pastor. By 

the grace of God, the leadership of many fervent pastors, and the loving and giving members of 

the church, Mt. Zion still stands and continues the work of those who paved the way. 

 
1 Mount Zion Missionary Baptist Church. Mount Zion Baptist Church By-Laws. 1996, 4. 
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The Church was established by its first Senior Pastor, Reverend Will D. Maxon, who 

served as Senior Pastor for twenty-seven years from 1922-1948. Without a church building, but a 

desire to share the word of God, services were held in members' homes and tents. In 1926, 

Associate Minister Reverend Riley Anderson spearheaded the effort to construct a church 

building to be located at 305 Hunter Street in Downtown Decatur on the fringes of an old 

Decatur cemetery. The land for the church was donated by Sister Irene Brown, a member of the 

original group of congregants. Mount Zion remained on Hunter Street for about 57 years.  

After Reverend Maxon’s tenure as pastor of Mount Zion, Reverend Roy Moss, Sr 

became Senior Pastor in 1949. Reverend Moss, one of the founding fathers of the church, served 

as pastor for nearly thirty years. His mission was to reach lost souls, plant seeds of God’s Word, 

and show them how to pattern their lives after Jesus Christ. The importance of being civic-

minded, striving for an education, and active involvement in the community were strongly 

encouraged. Under his leadership, the church was a member of the Hopewell Baptist 

Association. Reverend Moss started a Sick Visitation Ministry. He along with other ministers 

and deacons visited the sick and served them communion. He also taught church members to 

visit the sick and shut-in and organized bible study within their homes. Christian Education was 

a vital concern for Reverend Moss. Vacation Bible School was established, and teachers were 

appointed for bible study. Sunday School was organized to include six classes. To ensure 

organization for the Christian Education Ministry, specifically for teaching done on Sundays, 

there was an appointed Sunday School Superintendent. A secretary was assigned to keep a 

record of attendance, lessons, and reports. As an incentive for attendance, breakfast was served 

to the children.  
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Reverend Moss was dedicated to supporting the youth in many ways. The first on-site 

store was established to introduce the youth to entrepreneurship. A Christmas savings account 

for the members was also established and managed by the youth, to teach them financial literacy. 

Roy Moss, Jr., the pastor’s son, was appointed and served as Youth Pastor. Robert Swift created 

and led a basketball team for the young boys and the Youth Usher Board was formed. Junior 

deacons were ordained while Reverend Moss served as pastor of the church. The first church bus 

was purchased, which allowed for many church excursions. Many weekend trips occurred during 

the summer to Florida, Lookout Mountain, and Jekyll Island for the youth.  

Music was always of great importance to the worship experience at Mount Zion. The 

congregation was taught to sing hymns and congregational songs before the establishment of 

different choral divisions. Subsequently, the Youth Choir and the Roy Moss Senior Choir were 

formed, and a choir stand was erected to accommodate them. Indoor bathrooms were built for 

the convenience of the congregation and visitors under Reverend Moss’ leadership.  

Even in his retirement, Reverend Moss continued to lead, advise, and serve Mount Zion. 

He was a passionate, devoted, diligent, dedicated leader, and was also a mentor, teacher, sexton, 

and preacher. Reverend Moss served as Pastor Emeritus after his retirement and until his death in 

1992. After his retirement, Mount Zion was without a pastor for almost two years.  

While waiting to hire a Senior Pastor, Associate Ministers continued to fulfill all 

ministerial duties. In 1977, Reverend Ulysses Buggs was selected as Senior Pastor. Under the 

leadership of Reverend Buggs, discussions were held to consider a new edifice. Upon agreement 

by the Senior Pastor, Deacons, and Building Committee, the ground was broken to build a new 

church home located at 2677 Pharr Road, Atlanta, Georgia. Building Fund drives led to the 
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construction of the new and current church location. While the church was under construction, 

services were held at the Trinity-Beacon Gymnasium for about two years.  

Reverend Buggs was a supporter of Women in Ministry. Evangelist Mother Ruth 

Lindsey, the daughter of former pastor, Reverend Will D. Maxon, was the first female minister 

to receive a ministerial license and ordination at Mount Zion. Evangelist Lindsey was also 

instrumental in organizing the Prayer Band Ministry at Mount Zion. Unfortunately, due to health 

concerns, Reverend Buggs resigned in 1977. As the Church continued to search for a Senior 

Pastor, Reverend Jerry D. Surry, who was a member of the Prayer Band Ministry, became the 

Interim Pastor and maintained that position from 1983-1984.  

In 1984, Reverend Macon Gwinn was called to become Mount Zion’s fourth Senior 

Pastor. While Reverend Gwinn was Senior Pastor, the music department began to grow with the 

addition of a drummer. Many events were established like family nights, fashion shows, teas, 

Mother’s Day, and Father’s Day dinners. The Pastor’s Aide Ministry, a third addition to the 

Ushers Ministry, Usher Board III (spearheaded by Deaconess Mildred Starks), and the Spring 

Extravaganza Choir (spearheaded by Bro. Frank Swift) were all formed under Reverend Gwinn’s 

pastorate. Reverend Gwinn remained Senior Pastor from 1984-1989.  

The Church utilized the Associate Ministers to carry on the ministerial duties of the 

Church, to include Sunday Worship Services, but eventually selected Reverend James Seabron 

as Interim Pastor from 1980-1990. After a year without a Senior Pastor, Reverend Porter Denson 

was chosen to be Mount Zion’s next Senior Pastor. Reverend Denson continued to carry on the 

work of the Church and was most noted for creating varied divisions for Wednesday’s Bible 
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Study and Sunday School. After only a year as Senior Pastor from 1990-1991, Reverend Denson 

resigned.  

Again, Mount Zion was without a Senior Pastor but re-appointed Rev. James Seabron as 

Interim Pastor, and he would remain in that position from 1991-1992. In 1992, Reverend Kerwin 

B. Lee was selected as Mount Zion’s sixth Senior Pastor. During Reverend Lee’s tenure, the 

church’s mortgage was paid in full. Reverend Lee initiated two morning Sunday worship 

services. Camp Mt., a camp for the youth, was the start of many youth activities. Lock-ins and 

church basketball tournaments were held for the youth. Under Reverend Lee’s leadership, a 

newsletter committee was formed to create, “Commissioned from the Mount.” The name was 

created by Mia and Sheryl Buggs, daughters of former Senior Pastor, Ulysses Buggs.  

Many other ministries, programs, and initiatives were also established, including the 

Women’s Discipleship Ministry, Men’s Discipleship Ministry, Early Morning Choir, Prison 

Ministry, Hallelujah Fun Night, Adoption for Local Area Community Schools, Senior Ministry 

Mayor Walk, Finance Committee, Career Development & Mentoring Program, and retreats for 

women and the youth. Reverend Lee remained Senior Pastor from 1992-1995 and resigned from 

his position.  

Mt. Zion was without a pastor, but that did not stop the church from continuing the work 

of the Lord. During this time, The Bylaws Committee was formed. The congregation agreed that 

while they were in dire need of leadership, the selection of a new pastor would be done at the 

will and direction of God. The church family prayed, and God sent a humble, kind, patient, 

strong, committed, and caring servant of God, Reverend Gregory Sherman to be Mount Zion’s 

next Senior Pastor. Under Reverend Sherman’s leadership, new bible study divisions were 
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created along with new times to accommodate the growing membership. A Rites of Passage 

program was organized for the youth and a Vow of Purity program for the teens. The church 

hosted community parades and fellowships on the Saturday before Resurrection Sunday. The 

Drug/Addiction & Recovery Ministry was established and led by Deaconess Dorothy Williams. 

Pastor Sherman presented a New Year theme and vision every year. The Couple’s Ministry 

Retreat and the Men’s Usher Board were also established. The church bylaws were completed, 

and several renovations were made throughout the church, to include the pastor’s study. Rev. 

Gregory Sherman preached, ministered, taught, counseled, captivated, and impressed the 

congregation of the Mount Zion family with messages truly ordained by God. In September 

2002, he resigned from the church as Senior Pastor.  

As Mount Zion began its search for the next Senior Pastor, the Associate Ministers 

carried on the ministerial duties of the Church. After a year’s wait, Reverend Argaine Morgan 

was called as Senior Pastor in 2003. Reverend Morgan maintained the operation and ministries 

of the Church already established upon his arrival; however, a new marquee was erected on the 

Church’s front lawn. Reverend Morgan remained Senior Pastor from 2003-2007 until his 

resignation.  

Again, the Associate Ministers resumed their duties while the Senior Pastor’s position 

was vacant. The Church’s leadership decided to hire an Interim Pastor while waiting on the next 

Senior Pastor selection. Reverend J. E. Howard was chosen for that role from 2008-2009. While 

in that position, Reverend Howard faithfully ministered God’s Word through noon bible study 

and Sunday morning worship. During his time as Interim Pastor, the sanctuary was totally 

renovated with new pew coverings and replacement of the carpet.  
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Upon a brief vacancy, Reverend D. M. McGuire became Senior Pastor. Reverend 

McGuire was focused on love and saving souls. Under his leadership, the Church’s air 

conditioning unit was replaced, the restrooms were renovated, and the Church’s website was 

established. His tenure would continue from 2009-2011. Again, Mount Zion solicited the aid of 

Reverend J. E. Howard to act as Interim Pastor, of which he did so from 2012-2013 until my 

arrival.  

On September 7, 2013, I, Reverend Eddie Lee Bright, became the tenth pastor of Mount 

Zion. I recognized how God had strategically positioned Mt. Zion in a residential area for 

outreach within the neighborhood. Ministers, deacons, and members from the congregation 

joined me as new Pastor of Mount Zion, to personally inform the community of the church’s 

availability and its open doors to witness our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. On behalf of Mount 

Zion, I joined the East Lake Neighborhood Community Association (ELCNA) to support their 

mission to “create a safe and friendly community.” Mt. Zion had removed its membership from 

the local (5th District of the General Missionary Baptist Convention), state (General Missionary 

Baptist Convention), and national (National Baptist Convention, USA, Inc.) Baptist conventions, 

but all have been reinstated under my pastorate. Also, Mount Zion’s membership in the Congress 

of Christian Education in those three Baptist entities was also reinstated. The church’s active 

involvement in the conventions has welcomed support, created beneficial connections, and has 

allowed the church to impact the community at a greater capacity. 

In my first year, I began the revitalization process for many components of the church. 

The usher’s leadership structure and responsibilities were established, and they became active 

within the local and state conventions. To ensure the church body was equipped with knowledge 
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in the health arena, he established the Health and Wellness Ministry, which operates under the 

umbrella of the Usher’s Ministry. They too have become active within the local and state 

conventions. Many of the existing ministries were revamped. I continued to lift the morale of the 

church and supported several of the annual events within the congregation.  

Many events and ministries were restructured, revitalized, and reinvigorated. Some 

events and ministries changed their names to represent the new season while keeping some of the 

history of our church intact. The Women’s Ministry was renamed, “Women of Zion,” the Dance 

Ministry is now called, “Moving Vessels of Zion,” and the Men’s Ministry's new name became 

“Men of Zion.” 

My passion for our Seniors, those I hold in high esteem of ones with wisdom, has been 

one of my top priorities. I continually support our Annual Senior’s luncheon, an event 

encouraging fellowship with Seniors of approximately twenty churches in the Metropolitan 

Atlanta area. This event ensures fellowship among their fellow seniors at Mount Zion and within 

the community and city. A greater concern for me is to encourage our seniors to remain active 

within and outside of the walls of the Church.  

I believe one of my highest pastoral assignments is to make certain the sick are visited. I 

am known by the membership to have visited every sick member of Mount Zion, as well as their 

family, and friends, if I am made aware of their sickness and/or hospitalization. Since my 

pastorate, we have continued to visit the residents of two nursing homes that Mount Zion has 

adopted over the years, Traditions and East Lake Arbor Nursing Homes. Shortly after my 

pastorate, I established Mount Zion’s first-ever Feed the Homeless Ministry. The ministry allows 
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members to quarterly feed approximately 300 men, women, and children in the Metropolitan 

Atlanta area and provide them with food, clothes, and toiletries.  

In addition to my passion for Mount Zion seniors, I also have a passion for our youth. I 

desire for all our youth to become what Christ destined for them and understand they, too, 

require the church’s assistance to do so. Therefore, I continued to support events like Hallelujah 

Night, a fun-filled safe, and Christian environment afforded to the youth of Mt. Zion and the 

children in our community on Halloween. Mentorship programs are currently being re-vamped 

for the youth. The Men of Zion Ministry and the Mother’s Ministry has been sanctioned by me to 

be mentors for our males and females of our Youth Ministry. I strongly believe that the Youth 

Mentoring Ministry begins with these two ministries. Under my leadership, Mount Zion's first 

Scholarship Ministry was established. Tuition scholarships are awarded to first-year college 

students and book scholarships to returning college students. It is my prayer to one day be able to 

offer full-tuition scholarships to our college-bound members. Several students have earned their 

bachelor’s degree with aid from scholarships awarded to them by Mount Zion.  

I realize that a growing church is readily identified when babies are born. Therefore, I 

established the Baby Dedication Ministry, which focuses on parents understanding their child is 

a blessing from God and allows them to dedicate themselves and their child to God. I truly live 

by the scripture, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” Thus, I have compelled the church 

to continue giving by providing Thanksgiving food boxes and Christmas food baskets to needy 

families and to our two adopted nursing homes. I personally deliver boxes to needy persons 

during these holidays. Since my tenure as pastor, two necessary and costly financial initiatives 
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were pursued, negotiated: a brand-new air-conditioning system was installed for the entire 

church and the whole parking lot has been repaved. Both initiatives have since been paid in full.  

In 1979, Mount Zion relocated from its previous address in downtown Decatur, Georgia 

to its present address, in the historic East Lake community in northeast Atlanta. Due to 

gentrification, the East Lake community has experienced drastic demographic changes over the 

past ten years, which has directly impacted Mount Zion and its membership, especially its 

widows. British Sociologist, Ruth Glass, identified changes that were occurring in the city of 

London and is credited for coining the term, gentrification, from the root word ‘gentry.’ Glass 

writes in her book, London: Aspects of Change, “One by one, many of the working-class quarters 

have been invaded by the middle class- upper and lower. Once the process of ‘gentrification’ 

starts in a district it goes on rapidly until most of the working class occupied are displaced and 

the whole social character of the district is changed.”2   

The East Lake community, where Mt. Zion now stands, was once predominately Black or 

African American, but is now predominately White or Caucasian. This transformation began to 

occur several years prior to my pastorate. The area has become very affluent and has become a 

sought-after neighborhood in which to live and raise a family. It is the home of the infamous 

worldwide-known East Lake (Charlie Yates) Golf course, where some of the most noted and 

famous golfers from around the world have played including Phil Mickelson and Tiger Woods. 

Charlie Yates Golf Course is located less than a mile from our Church. The average value of the 

homes in the East Lake area is now approximately $392,000. In the Church’s immediate 

 
2 Glass, Ruth. London: Aspects of Change. London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1964, 31. 
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surroundings, some homes are being bought and sold for $300,000.000 to 1,000,000.000 or 

more.3  

Several widows of the church are or were homeowners in the surrounding area of 

Eastlake and, gentrification has posed an ongoing problem of concern. One of the widows from 

the church was forced out of her home due to the escalating property taxes that had more than 

tripled due to gentrification. Her modest single-family one-story dwelling, with three bedrooms 

and two bathrooms, was bought and remodeled to a two-story home with added bedrooms and 

bathrooms and a garage, now worth over $800,000.00. Another widow, whose home became a 

prime piece of property because of it being adjacent to Decatur’s transit system in the city had to 

move for the same reasons.  

This kind of upheaval becomes a greater concern for our widows because these are 

homes, they shared with their husbands, raised their children and in some cases grandchildren, 

held many family holiday gatherings, and shared countless Sunday family meals. In the case of a 

few widows, memories shared with their husbands in the family home for many years are gone 

because the family gatherings are not the same since their husband’s death. For those who 

presently remain in their homes, they grieve what seems to be inevitable. Due to their old age, 

the ones who had to give up their homes moved into assisted living facilities or reside with their 

children or other family members. Other widows are remaining in their homes because of 

financial assistance from children, family, or both. They have been able to pay the consistently 

 
3 DeKalb County, GA https://dekalbtax.org/property-information (accessed January 15, 

2021). 
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rising property taxes to maintain their homes but bear the grief and uncertainty about how long 

they will be able to do so. Unfortunately, their age alone or being a widow does not 

automatically make them eligible to have tax-exemption for their property, although some 

widows have attempted to do so every year.  

During my tenure as pastor, there have been constant illnesses, hospitalizations, and 

numerous deaths due to the aging membership. On average, a church member or an immediate 

family member of a church member is hospitalized and/or dies three weeks per month. As their 

pastor, this means I am regularly making a hospital visit to a member or a family member or 

close friend of one of my Church members, planning a funeral of a member, or attending a 

funeral. During some months, one or more church members are hospitalized every week. During 

my pastorate, there has been an annual average of four to five deaths of members during the 

year. The continual deaths of church members eventually impact the emotional, spiritual, and 

physical state of the membership. The aging congregation has also experienced illnesses that 

have removed many members from coming to church due to the incapacitating nature of their 

illness. This too becomes a loss for the Church and generates grief among the congregants. 

Mt. Zion does not have a ministry devoted to aiding members contending with death and 

grief. The Church has not provided any means, whether offered through educational forums, 

help-groups, or death and grief-related classes, for members, yet it is an obvious need. Howard 

Clinebell writes in his book, Basic Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling: Resources for the 

Ministry of Healing and Growth: 

The difficult grief task of rebuilding one’s life without the lost person involves 

unlearning countless habitual responses, learning new behavior to meet needs formerly 

met by the deceased, and making countless decisions about how to cope with the new 
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problems the loss brings. Church members in general and the lay caring team in 

particular should be guided in functioning as a substitute extended family for those who 

lack a support system, offering whatever practical help and emotional support is needed.4  

There have been no opportunities for widows to share their stories regarding their 

husband’s death. There have been many one-on-one meetings with members and widows on an 

as-needed basis by the pastor, but no formalized or scheduled recurring meetings on death and 

grief at the Church.  

The preferred widows for this project were ones who were at least seventy years of age or 

older. Once I began to list possible participants, however, it became evident that the most 

feasible widows for this project were over the age of eighty. Three volunteers were chosen and 

deemed sufficient to satisfy this project and to attain the data necessary to organize the Death and 

Grief Ministry.  

Two distinctive criteria existed among the chosen participants: (1) Widows had to have 

been married more than half their years of age when their husbands died. For example, if the 

widow is eighty years old, she must have been married at least forty years or more to the same 

husband. This criterion enabled the project to specifically examine the effect a loss of a husband 

has on a widow in a relationship that lasted more than half of the existence of her life.  (2) 

Widows must have had the same husband the entire length of their marriage, without separation 

and/or divorce, regardless of whether the remarriage was to the former husband. Due to the age 

of the participants, some identifiable health challenges were known and understood that may 

have caused modifications in the interview schedules. Adjustments were made for each of the 

 
4 Howard Clinebell, Basic Types of Pastoral Care & Counseling: Resources for the Ministry 

of Healing and Growth (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 225. 
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participants, which allowed for the necessary time needed to listen to their stories at times that 

were most convenient to each of them.  

One-on-one sessions with the participating widows were initially intended to be held 

within the homes of the volunteers. Due to the Coronavirus/Covid-19 pandemic, however, those 

sessions were changed to phone conversations/conference calls but still took place within the 

confinement of their homes. The familiar setting gave the widows a feeling of relaxation and 

contentment while sharing their stories. These one-on-one phone sessions also allowed the 

widows the privacy necessary to candidly share their feelings. The sessions created a platform 

for transparency in their narration of the effects the death of their husband created in their lives. 

Although Zoom by computers or cellular devices, Facetime by cellular phones, or any 

other video mechanism would have been preferred by me, so I could witness my participants' 

facial expressions, hand gestures, and body language as they told their stories, I recognized those 

mediums would not have allowed the participants the comfort they needed to tell their stories 

with ease. Each of the participants expressed they were not owners or users of computers and 

had no knowledge or experience of the current technology used via those devices for 

communication. Although they were familiar with cellular phones, none of the three participants 

used one as their means for daily communication and only one of the three actually owned one.   

This opportunity for widows to share their stories encouraged them to continue to do so 

beyond the completion of their participation in this project. The story of the widow whose loss 

occurred more than thirty years ago varied from the widow whose husband died over seven years 

ago. The story of the widow who lost her husband over seven years ago varied from the widow 

whose husband died two years ago. Beyond the hour designated for each session, extra time was 
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allotted by the listener to afford every widow the privilege to share her story at a pace and in the 

manner most suitable for her personality and ability. To counter any unforeseen circumstances, 

additional dates, and times, as well as flexibility upon the agreed dates and times, were 

incorporated into the schedule for this project.  

Methodology 

Description of the Ministry Project 

The purpose of this project was to listen to the unheard voices of the widows in my 

church. The interviews allowed them to share their stories about the death and grief of their 

husbands. Allowing these widows to share their stories and ultimately reveal their feelings about 

the death of their husbands allowed them to assess the impact of the loss and how it has changed 

their lives. This platform allowed me to hear what they identify as their needs, wants, and desires 

by listening to their stories.  

Tim Sensing provides in his book, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to 

Projects for Doctor of Ministry Theses, a Theological Reflection Model for participants to 

engage in a process that permits them to review their traditions, history, scriptures of belief, 

context, beliefs, practices, and habits that stimulates their actions and ultimately determines their 

new lived out experience.5 Sensing offers the reader that many factors contribute to how we 

understand God’s presence in our lives. 

This project consisted of four interviews with each of the three widows. All interviews 

were one-on-one phone conversations/ conference call sessions. The widows were in their 

 
5Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research: A Multi-Methods Approach to Projects for Doctor of 

Ministry Theses (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2011), 230. 
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homes, while I conducted the interviews from my residence. All widows agreed to participate in 

this project knowing that my sole purpose was to listen to them share their experiences as I 

recorded their stories. To commence a setting customary to the participants, I took the lead at the 

beginning of the conversation. For some interviews, I opened the session with prayer. The time 

of sharing was designed to be intentionally conversational in delivery, but from the widow’s 

view only. The sessions were initially intended to simulate a pastoral visit to create, as much as 

possible, a more familiar and comfortable setting for storytelling.  

Due to the change of the interview process, the conversation was strategically driven as if 

it was a pastoral visit. A typical pastoral visit consisted of my traveling to their homes, sitting 

and chatting for a few minutes to demonstrate my interest in their care and well-being. I mirrored 

the same conversation style with the familiar dialogue during a pastoral visit and then proceeded 

to conduct the interview over the phone. Although face-to-face interviews could not be held, this 

intentional and familiar format for conversation allowed more open and candid sharing, while 

reducing most barriers, as they conveyed their narratives.   

To avoid potential random conversations non-beneficial to the project and to ensure the 

purpose to retrieve project data was attained, two methods were combined for these interviews: 

A semi-structured approach while asking open-ended questions. Alison Doyle writes in her 

article, What Is A Semi-Structured Interview, “A semi-structured interview is a meeting in which 

the interviewer does not strictly follow a formalized list of questions. Instead, they will ask more 

open-ended questions, allowing for a discussion with the interviewee rather than a 
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straightforward question and answer format.”6 Your Dictionary defines the difference between 

closed-ended and open-ended questions:  

In a conversation, when completing a research survey, being interviewed for a job, or 

working on a homework assignment, you might find yourself presented with a series 

of closed-ended or open-ended questions. Closed-ended questions are those which can be 

answered by a simple "yes" or "no," while open-ended questions are those which require 

more thought and more than a simple one-word answer.7  

A list of semi-structured questions can be found in Appendix C in this thesis.8  

An example of a “semi-structured” approach was, “Share your story about you and your 

husband at Mt. Zion.” This approach allowed the participants the flexibility to not only answer 

the questions asked but afforded the acquirement of answers for many proposed questions, not 

asked. Additional time was allotted to be sensitive to the participants who may have begun to 

discuss other persons or things in their lives that were of importance to them. The latter was 

given priority because these participants needed time to share, time to become comfortable and 

open, and not feel rushed in conversation. Also, it made room for any unexpected diversion 

during the story-telling process that may have led to measurable data acquired by allowing 

detours in their individual sharing process. Upon completion of this project, it allowed me to 

identify factors that shaped their stories such as traditions, scriptural beliefs, family history, 

context, beliefs, practices, and habits.  

 
6 What is a semi-structured interview? https://www.thebalancecareers.com/what-is-a-semi-

structured-interview-2061632 (accessed January 15, 2021). 

7 Your Dictionary.com, https://examples.yourdictionary.com/examples-of-open-ended-and-

closed-ended-questions.html (accessed January 15, 2021). 

 
8 The list of semi-structured questions can be found in Appendix C. 
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Four phone conversations/conference calls were held to listen to their stories and per 

agreement from each participant, recordings were permitted to ensure all necessary data was 

retrieved and recorded for this project. Participants were assured that the conversations would 

only be heard and transcribed by me, their pastor. Because the widows who participated in the 

project are active readers and participants in Sunday School and Bible Study, they were 

encouraged to journal their thoughts and feelings. The one who followed this suggestion found it 

to be easier to begin sharing her story at the next session. The journals were not collected by me 

but were only used for her preparation for discussion during our meetings.  

Plan for Evaluation 

I used the qualitative method by ensuring consistency with lead-in questions to initiate 

the session. The inquiries were basic questions relating to family, but specifically to their 

marriage. The initial session served as a means for the widow to become comfortable with this 

process and alleviate any preconceived apprehensions. Additionally, there were four to five 

questions relative to her husband’s death that focused on the length of the marriage at the time of 

death, where and how it occurred, her reaction and/or response, and the immediate change 

identified following the death.  

This provided a means of my capturing the similarities, as well as the differences in the 

three widows’ stories. It also afforded me the ethnographic insight that dictated how they felt and 

why they felt that way, after experiencing such a loss of someone who had been an integral 

participant in their life for more than half of their lives. Widows were encouraged but not 

required to maintain a journal, noting preferred topics for discussion, as well as evaluating the 
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impact they felt the sessions had on their lives. Most importantly, I recorded the healing and/or 

growth achieved and shared from the sessions.  

Plan for Assessment 

The long-term intention of this project is to institute a Death and Grief Ministry at Mt. 

Zion. The data collected are personal accounts of the widows and in some cases sensitive in 

nature; therefore, I will refrain from sharing some of the specific data with members of Mt. Zion. 

Sharing experiences and testimonies are effective tools for educating the population. Hence, 

participants will be asked to attend the initial roll-out of the Death and Grief Ministry. The 

widows will not be required to share their stories at this meeting but will be encouraged to do so 

as it may be an inspiration for other parishioners and community attendees to share their stories. 

This platform will allow all participants in the session to benefit from each other’s stories.  

Per permission from the participants, specified collected data will be shared, in general, 

with the Mt. Zion membership and those who may be attendees at future workshops, lectures, 

focus groups, or classes offered at Mt. Zion, and elsewhere. Being a facilitator in my local and 

state Baptist conventions and congresses, the information will be more readily and specifically 

shared to educate the masses. 

This project empowers widows to share their stories, including their thoughts and 

feelings concerning how their spouses’ death has affected them. Because the narration comes 

directly from the widows, the uniqueness of each woman’s plight has been demonstrated. Since 

my project, I now intend to share my findings with the Church membership, initially, and later to 

the rest of the community. These widows’ stories will also be used to educate the congregation 
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and community on how to cope with death and grief based on their shared experiences and 

stories. 
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CHAPTER 4 

NARRATIVE DATA GATHERING AND ANALYSIS 

This chapter includes stories shared by the three widows selected from Mount Zion 

Baptist Church to participate in my thesis project on Death and Grief. Each widow’s story is 

told; however, they remain nameless to protect their identity. These women are anonymously 

referred to as Widow 1, Widow 2, and Widow 3. Their stories are individually told respectively 

as they shared during their interview sessions. Although a semi-structured format was used and 

open-ended questions were asked, their stories are conveyed in this writing through a narrative as 

opposed to a verbatim style. 

Widow 1 

There are a few distinct differences I would like to disclose about Widow 1. She is the 

youngest of the widows selected for this thesis project and eighty-two years old. She is the most 

recently widowed, with her husband’s death occurring two years ago. Also, she is the only one of 

the three widows whose husband had a prior marriage. Unlike the other two widows whose 

husbands were deceased prior to my becoming pastor of Mount Zion, I had the privilege of 

knowing Widow 1’s husband for more than five years prior to his death.  

Widow 1 and her husband were married fifty-two years, which makes her the second of 

the three women with the longest marital duration. She recalls when they were introduced to one 

another and went on their first date. Unbeknownst to either one of them, there was an immediate 

commonality. Both were reared in rural towns in South Georgia and were familiar with each 

other’s hometown. After having a short engagement, they married in the summer of 1966. For 

her, like the many women she knew and/or had read about, she too wanted to be the June bride 
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and have the wedding of her dreams. Unlike women she knew of similar age who got married in 

their latter teens or early twenties, to include her siblings, those in the community, she married in 

her latter twenties. Being from a very close and supportive family, she states her father’s cousins 

helped her dad pay for her desire for a formal church wedding and large reception.  

The couple came from rural parts of South Georgia and traveling to and from one 

another’s hometown took approximately two hours. As she describes their religious upbringing, 

her father was a Baptist Preacher; consequently, she and her siblings were brought up in the 

church and attended every Sunday. As a youth, she recounts her pastor who baptized her, and as 

an adult, her pastor who married them. She recalls her husband telling her of his church 

background as a child, which was just the opposite of her church experience.  

Her husband’s parents were not devoted churchgoers. He attended church because his 

grandmother took him with her. He did join the church at an early age, but eventually stopped 

going to church in his youthful years with his grandmother. Their age difference was only by a 

year. During high school, he played football. After he graduated from high school, he moved to 

Atlanta to attend one of the Historically Black Colleges and Universities where he also played 

football during his freshman year. Once she graduated from high school, she moved to Atlanta as 

well to attend a trade school. Although neither fulfilled their intended pursuit, they both became 

gainfully employed in Metropolitan Atlanta.  

Ironically, after many years of service, he retired from one of the top automobile 

manufacturers in the country and she later retired from the Department of Transportation for the 

State of Georgia. Still rooted in her Baptist upbringing and a love for the church, she maintained 

her membership in the Baptist church. She continued to attend church regularly on Sundays and 
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he would periodically accompany her. Upon marriage, their first residence was an apartment in 

Atlanta. They lived there for approximately four years before moving into their current home, 

where they raised their daughter and resided there together for forty-eight years. She remains in 

the home alone. Again, her husband had not attended church on a regular basis since his youth. 

When they married, however, it was important to her for them to establish a spiritual foundation 

in their marriage by regularly attending the same church.  

Later, she accepted an invitation to attend Mount Zion. After several visits, she 

eventually joined Mount Zion under one of their Senior Pastors. It should be noted that Widow 

1’s husband had a great sense of humor. Hilariously, she remembers one of their first 

experiences at Mount Zion. It was Communion Sunday and from her traditional Baptist 

upbringing and doctrine, a non-saved person who had not proclaimed Jesus Christ as their 

Savior, should not take Communion. Being that her husband had never joined a church since his 

youth and had not attended regularly since his youth, there was a need for him to recommit 

himself to Jesus Christ. A recommitment would mean joining a church; thereby, confessing as an 

adult that Jesus was his Savior.  

During that worship service, they did not sit together. She sat and watched as the 

Communion tray, seemingly in slow motion, pass by her husband to see if he would take a cup, 

but he did not. Once they arrived home, she questioned him knowing it would not have been 

appropriate for him to take Communion based on his non-church membership. He told her he 

had taken a cup when she knew he had not done so. After a year, he joined Mt. Zion under an 

Interim Pastor, for the Senior Pastor had since resigned from his position. Their membership at 
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Mount Zion together spanned for more than twenty years. They became quite active in the 

church and served on several ministries.  

On Sundays, their routines were different, so they rarely rode to Mount Zion in the same 

car. She appreciated learning and arrived early on Sunday mornings to regularly attend Sunday 

School. On the other hand, he did not attend Sunday School and came on time to prepare for his 

Sunday duties before the worship service. Although they were both friendly and enjoyed 

conversations with the members, he said his hellos and goodbyes and left immediately after the 

benediction. She remained at the church and fellowshipped with other members and usually was 

one of the last members to leave the church on Sundays. She stated she did not object to riding 

alone to church on Sundays, because her husband’s objective was to go to one of the local 

restaurants and purchase Sunday dinner and have it there by the time she arrived at home. When 

asked did her husband cook? Her response amusingly, “He couldn’t boil water.” Needless to say, 

she did all the cooking and he delightfully did all the eating.  

Yet, she mentioned her husband enjoyed going to the grocery store and shopping for 

food. His purpose was to purchase all the foods he liked, including junk food, that was not the 

best for him. They decided earlier in their marriage that grocery shopping together was not a 

good idea. As she says, his shopping habit was to go down every aisle in the grocery store; 

wherein, she preferred to have a list or knew what items she needed to purchase. She regularly 

attended Bible Study on Wednesday afternoon, but he did not accompany her.  

Once I arrived at Mount Zion as Senior Pastor, they were both in retirement. One of the 

things they enjoyed doing together was attending the Braves baseball games. She is an avid 

baseball fan and a lover of the Atlanta Braves. As a young girl, she followed the Braves and 
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remembered listening to their games on the radio, before a television set was in their home. Her 

husband also liked baseball and the Atlanta Braves, but in no comparison to her love for the 

game or the Braves. Over the years, they attended many Atlanta Braves baseball games together, 

but never got an opportunity to watch a game from the newly built stadium in Cobb County, 

Georgia. Humorously, she stated if any conversation evolved regarding baseball in their 

presence, he would tell the listeners to ask his wife, for she knows everything about baseball. 

They both loved their families and many of their family members, including siblings, 

remained in their hometowns. They would return to their hometowns during the year on special 

occasions or attend church-held events. As mentioned, she had strong ties to her childhood 

church and would often return, sometimes without her husband, to support a family event or 

church service. Both families held annual family reunions which were large and well-attended 

gatherings.  

They mutually enjoyed traveling to each other’s family reunions, especially when their 

daughter was born. The addition of their baby girl brought unspeakable joy to both of their lives. 

Although her husband had two daughters and a son from a previous marriage, this was her first 

and only child. They both enjoyed the Christmas season and having a child escalated their love 

for the holiday. As she so vividly recounts Christmastime, because of their daughter’s 

expectation for Santa Claus, they too became childlike along with her in anticipation for the day.  

Shortly after purchasing their new home, her husband garnered a love for decorating at 

Christmas. What began as a few lights hung up around the home, a manger on their front lawn 

and a Christmas tree, became a community awaited event. He would begin to decorate for 

Christmas in the month of October. The Christmas lighting event would take place on 
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Thanksgiving Day. Once completed, the house was decorated with lights front, back, and sides. 

The lawn was adorned with several nativity mangers and every Christmas figure imaginable. 

Each area of the lawn had a theme and there was no space on the lawn that was not occupied by 

a Christmas decoration. People from all over the community and the city heard of the spectacular 

exhibit and many cars would line up nightly to view the Christmas display.  

As energetic and vibrant as Widow 1 and her husband were, they had endured several 

illnesses, which required major surgery, particularly to their hearts. Because they moderately 

followed doctor’s orders, kept scheduled doctor’s appointments, and religiously took their 

prescribed medications, they maintained a relatively healthy lifestyle. Her husband had a 

scheduled doctor’s appointment that required a minor procedure to be done for his heart in the 

Spring of 2018. He was told that there was a possibility he would have to stay overnight, which 

he did. An intended one day of observation and tests changed to several days of hospitalization. 

It was determined he had some major health issues, but with proper medication, he 

should be fine and was going to be sent home. Without any specific knowledge provided to him 

or his wife of the acute nature of his sickness, however, upon further tests, it was determined that 

he had a terminal illness. So, a one-day procedure evolved to a terminal illness of only a few 

months at most to live. Her husband wanted the family to be told by the doctor about the severity 

of his illness, so they could ask questions and receive answers from the medical expert. I was 

called Sunday after worship service that I needed to come to the hospital for that meeting. His 

children, grandchildren, family, and friends were all around his bedside when they were told the 

shocking news and his options in preparation for his last days.  
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He decided that he did not want to go to a facility for hospice treatment or remain in the 

hospital’s Palliative Care Unit, but instead desired to have in-home hospice care. I observed 

Widow 1 go through this experience for those few weeks, with few tears and silent grief. It 

seems as if her husband immediately accepted the news without despair and readily accepted his 

demise. Upon one visit at the home, however, he burst out in tears and expressed his feelings 

were more of concern for his wife and daughters. Unfortunately, at approximately 3 A.M. on a 

Monday morning, I was called and advised of his death.  

Their daughter had come to be with him upon his hospitalization and remained with them 

during his hospice care and until his death. I had the privilege of preaching the eulogy for her 

husband. Because I knew him over the past five years, it was less difficult to share words of 

comfort with the family. In fact, his humorous ways allowed me to lighten the grief not only for 

family and friends, but myself.  

There are some specifics about her husband which are constant reminders of his death. 

She admits that one of the greatest blessings shared between her and her husband was their 

daughter. There are some things that she did not have to contend with because they were solely 

handled by her husband. He paid all the bills. Although she recalls, jokingly, the power company 

had informed her of a delinquent bill and the power would be turned off in a few days. She 

remembered her husband saying on many occasions he was going to get a generator for the home 

and never did. Now, her daughter has taken on the responsibility of paying the bills.  

The Christmas holiday is not the same without their annual “Christmas Lighting.” Every 

trimming of the home, roof, and windows were lit. There were lighting and Christmas ornaments 

and statuettes atop the house. The hedges and trees were all decorated with lights. Literally, 
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every area of their grounds which included the front and back yards was adorned with a 

Christmas figurine and/or light. The community had become accustomed to the only house with 

the “you must see,” lights and it became a much-awaited event for them. As years passed, 

residents of the community informed others, and cars would line up in droves and drive by to 

view the home into the late hours of the night.  

When October arrives, she misses the hustle and bustle of him trying to meet his annual 

lighting debut for the community. She has not discontinued all lighting, but only has a manger 

scene on the lawn accompanied by an angel, a few lights on the outside, a wreath on the door, 

and a Christmas tree inside the home.  

Most recently, his great-granddaughter died, and it conjured up a lot of emotions and 

grief for her husband. So much in her life has changed since his death. She remembered his 

concern for his great-granddaughter when she was diagnosed with her illness that required an 

organ transplant for her survival. While he would readily offer himself to be a donor, he knew 

because of his physical health, he was not a viable candidate. His sincere love for his family 

reminded her how he intentionally prepared for her well-being knowing that death for him was 

imminent.  

At eighty-two years of age, some health challenges continue to persist. For her best 

interest and well-being, and peace for her daughter, she is leaving her home to relocate to be with 

her daughter in another state. Her home she shared with her husband of almost fifty years will 

soon be a memory and it is these memories that she does not want to abandon. The home will not 

be sold, for they will return periodically to Atlanta to check on the home and visits of family and 

friends. As she states, “I don’t like change and I hate to leave my home.”  
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Several factors allowed her to get to a place of acceptance of her husband’s death. Her 

husband had undergone major heart surgery and he was informed in his later years that there 

were serious concerns with his heart. There was a time when he went into cardiac arrest and had 

to be revived, which placed her in great concern for her husband and knew his heart could not 

encounter additional trauma and survive. It is not that his death was not sudden and shocking, but 

they were both aware he had some severe health concerns.  

From the influence of her daughter and others who were close to her, she was encouraged 

to maintain her daily routine(s). Therefore, she kept doing the same things she was doing before 

her husband’s death such as Sunday Worship Service, Sunday School, and Bible Study. She 

continued to attend the ministry meetings and remained available to assist with church activities 

and events when called upon.    

Her life did not encompass many personal friends. The persons considered her friends 

were relationships that had developed over many years and those persons were more like family 

than friends. Nonetheless, family and friends were instrumental supports for her after her 

husband’s death. First, her daughter remained with her for several weeks after the death of her 

father, so she was not alone. Her godchildren’s parents were mutual friends and became like an 

adopted son and daughter, who have been with them over the years, during his illness and death, 

and made themselves more available after his death. The church became a refuge of strength and 

church members, including myself, her Pastor, always checked on her constantly and 

demonstrated sincere concern for her well-being and care. Her neighbors diligently made routine 

visits and offered their assistance to meet her needs.  
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One of her absolutes about the death experience of her husband is that God was with her. 

She could not have gone through this experience if it were not for her faith and belief in God’s 

promise of comfort during death. The prayers that others continue to pray on her behalf have 

been a great source of strength. But it is her prayers that she has found have had the most 

profound effect on her life after the death of her husband. Her prayer life has changed, and she 

better understands the need for prayer to God for herself.  

As a mother, although her daughter is a married adult, her prayer is often not for her 

comfort, but more for the comfort of her daughter in the loss of her father. She identified that she 

has become spiritually strengthened since the loss of her husband. When she thinks about the end 

of fifty-two years of marriage, she realizes that she is still working her way through his death and 

it is not easy losing a husband after all those years together. She realizes she will never 

completely get over his death, but, with her faith and belief in God, she can endure her life now 

without him. 

Grief Before Thesis Ministry Project 

Widow 1 had most recently lost her husband only two years ago. She was still trying to 

cope with living without him. She is considered a private person and the sharing of her story 

would be a lot to ask of her. From the onset, she was willing to help me in any way she could to 

aid me in attaining my Doctor of Ministry degree. She understood the importance of this Thesis 

Project and expressed honor for being asked to be one of the participants. Her goal was to fulfill 

the request asked of her by her Pastor. She readily accepted the responsibility and voiced no 

apprehensions of obligating herself to share her story. 
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Grief During Thesis Ministry Project 

Throughout the sessions, Widow 1 demonstrated it was easier to tell her story with 

humor. She began her story with a hilarious Church experience. Then she shared about their 

individual Church experience as youths. Subsequently, her story went immediately to the 

medical issues that led to his death. Because her husband was one who loved humor, she found 

laughter to be the key element that aided her during all the sessions to tell her story.  

Grief After Thesis Ministry Project 

During our last session, Widow 1 expressed that she was still working her way through 

living her life without her husband. She stated this project allowed her to reminisce about their 

fifty-two years of marriage together. It gave her an opportunity to share a story that would not 

otherwise be heard, and her prayer is that it will help others.   

Widow 2 

My second participant, is referred to as Widow 2, is eighty-six years old. She is the 

second oldest of the three widows. Her husband died over seven years ago in 2013, the year I 

became pastor of Mount Zion. Although I did not get a chance to have a relationship with him, I 

met and interacted with him on several occasions upon my visits to Mount Zion when I was a 

prospective candidate for the position of pastor.  

Widow 2 and her husband were married in 1953. Their marriage existed for more than 

fifty-nine years and represents the longest marital duration of the three widows. Both were from 

South Georgia, lived only a town away from one another, and knew each other’s families and 

each other. They attended schools in the same school district and their relationship began to bud 

when they would periodically see one another at each other’s church. Being that his father was a 
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preacher, and her father a deacon, both families had strong spiritual roots and were avid 

churchgoers and worshippers of God.  

The uniqueness of this couple is they shared the same pastor during their youth until High 

School graduation but were members of different churches. Being from the rural in many states 

and the shortage of preachers in those locations, it was not uncommon for a minister to pastor 

from one to four churches. In the scenario wherein a pastor had four churches, those churches 

only had worship service once a month; thus, the pastor could meet that one Sunday obligation 

for each church. More common was a pastor who had two churches that typically met twice a 

month, such as the case of Widow 1 and her husband. Therefore, a pastor could meet those dual 

obligations.  

Although there may have been a slight affection for one another, they never dated in 

school because he was four years her senior. When she entered high school, he had just become a 

high school graduate and left his hometown and enlisted in the Armed Forces to pursue a 

military career. Affection for one another throughout the years was nurtured and blossomed 

while he was in the military. Upon his visits back to his hometown on military leave, the 

courtship began and their liking for one another was nurtured and blossomed into an inevitable 

love.  

After she graduated from high school, she enrolled in one of the Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities in the state of Georgia but attended only a year. Like other young 

women who dreamt of their wedding day, she too desired to have a formal church wedding and 

reception. Because of limited funds by her parents, however, she and her husband were married 

on her parent’s front porch. He held many jobs but would eventually retire employed as a 
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civilian on a military base as well as an employee at one of Atlanta’s paper companies. She 

worked as a nutritionist for several schools in Atlanta. Her children often attended the schools of 

which she was employed during her tenure. Eventually, she retired as a nutritionist from the 

Atlanta School System.  

She tells of the many memories of their lives together for almost sixty years and the 

rearing of their four children. When they were first married, they lived in her sister-in-law’s 

house for approximately two years. It was without discussion that their marriage was to continue 

upon the spiritual foundation they experienced in their youth until they left home for their 

respective pursuits. They decided to make Atlanta, Georgia their home and lived in several 

renowned neighborhoods in the Metropolitan Atlanta area. Although they lived in Atlanta, they 

had not found a church home for their family. Therefore, they traveled back and forth on 

Sundays to attend their individual childhood churches and did this for several years.  

Neither one of them joined one another church but attended the other’s Sunday worship 

service when their church was not in session. She details their four children’s church experience, 

including membership and baptism. The oldest child and the two youngest children joined her 

church, and the oldest boy joined the father’s church. The three children who worshipped with 

her were all baptized in the same river as Widow 2. The oldest son was baptized in a different 

creek/pond utilized by her husband’s church for baptism.  

All of them, including her and her husband and their four children, were all baptized by 

the same pastor. After several years, they found the place they would call home in the East Lake 

area of Atlanta. Eventually, the entire family joined a church in Atlanta, which discontinued their 

need to travel weekly to rural Georgia to attend Sunday Worship Service at their home churches. 
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They routinely returned to their hometown churches, however, for special occasions and/or 

events.  

Family members remained in both of their hometowns, so that was also a reason to make 

an occasional visit. They worshipped at their new family church until the children went to 

college, became adults, and moved out of their home. It was now time for them to consider 

transferring their church membership elsewhere. Based on each of their upbringings, they desired 

that they too would be able to worship as a family with all their children. One of their adult sons 

and his family had already joined Mount Zion.  

Their home was less than two blocks away from the church. Upon invitation, they visited 

Mount Zion and began attending regularly. Mount Zion was without a Senior Pastor, which 

created a slight concern. Ultimately, Mount Zion called a preacher to become their Senior Pastor 

and Widow 2 and her husband finally joined the church in 1995. They experienced a great tenure 

at Mount Zion together for eighteen years, while she now has more than twenty-five years as a 

member. He maintained his position as Deacon when he transferred his membership from their 

previous church. Additionally, he served on the Finance Ministry and worked in the finance 

room every Sunday. She later became an active participant in the Mother’s Ministry, of which 

she remains a member. They both enjoyed attending Bible Study on Wednesdays; however, she 

attended the noon session while he the evening session.  

On Sundays, they rode in separate cars. Her routine was to get up on Sunday mornings, 

cook breakfast, and prepare most of the Sunday dinner meal after church. The cooking of all 

meals became her responsibility because her husband did not cook. Upon completion of those 

two Sunday chores, she left for Sunday School, while he remained to clean up the kitchen. 
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Because they were both from large families, the continuation of family gatherings meant a lot to 

them and Sunday dinner became an established tradition for Widow 2 and her family.  

All their children and grandchildren came over to partake of Sunday dinner. Sundays 

were family time and Sunday dinner was held at their home every week. As the family grew and 

not necessarily conducive to accommodate all the family members, Sunday dinner continued to 

be held at their home. As the family got even larger, she continued to cook most of the Sunday 

dinner, but the children began to contribute by bringing a dish or two. Family dinners were also 

held on Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. On their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, they 

celebrated with a big reception and invited all their family and friends to join them. A large 

reception hall was rented for this affair.  

On their fiftieth wedding anniversary, they decided to have the wedding of her dreams. 

She recalls that on their wedding day in 1953, she wore a regular dress and he a regular suit. On 

their fiftieth wedding anniversary, however, they had a formal wedding at Mount Zion Baptist 

Church. Many special and unique factors contributed to this being the wedding of a lifetime. 

First, their youth Pastor, the same one who performed their first wedding, also performed their 

fifties “renewing of vows” wedding. Her brother escorted her in and gave her away, while the 

daughter acted as a maid-of-honor and the sons stood with their father. Her original maid-of-

honor and his original best man acted in those same roles on their fiftieth wedding ceremony.  

As she describes their routine during their years of marriage, they had a bond that made 

him as she says, “her closest friend.” There were many things they enjoyed doing together. They 

were not avid television watchers but liked watching televangelists together. She describes her 

husband as one who was astute in the Bible. He began to teach her over the years and 
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encouraged her to read and study it more. They had their individual chores on the outside of the 

home. She attended to the flowers while he was responsible for landscaping the grounds and 

trimming the hedges. At the onset of their marriage, they did not grocery shop together, but later 

they did on occasions.  

She details her husband’s unexpected death which occurred in 2013, the year I became 

pastor of Mount Zion. Likewise, in October of 2019, her oldest son died unexpectedly with an 

incurable illness. Grief had once again struck this family, but they rallied together to support one 

another during her son’s death.  

Her son’s death reminded her of the many things her husband took care of in their home. 

He was responsible for the financial matters of the home and paid all bills. Her children have 

taken on various roles that were once their father’s roles to assist their mother. One child is 

responsible for her finances, another handles the home and the yard, and the daughter oversees 

her, including her daily and medical needs. The sudden death of her husband was a shock to her, 

and it was her family who was partially responsible for getting her to a healthy place of 

acceptance of this loss.  

She has lived in her home for now over fifty-five years. The place she and her husband 

spent for over five-and-one-half decades does invoke many memories of him, but it is also her 

place of solace. There is a loneliness of her husband not being in the home. Although they had 

different interests, they were intentional about spending time together. She contends she never 

had many close friends, nor has she developed any new friendships since her husband’s death.  

Without hesitation, she declares her husband was her best friend. Her biological sisters 

did become a source of strength and comfort after his death as well as several paternal cousins 
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who resided in Atlanta. Her immediate neighbors continue to look after her. She contends with 

being a widow in that area of Atlanta where gentrification is prominent. She along with her 

children, however, are determined to maintain their family home.  She also attributes a great deal 

of support from the church. Many members called constantly and demonstrated great concern 

after the death of her husband.  

She determined there was a need for her to continue her normal routine as much as 

possible. Shortly after her husband’s death, a child or grandchild would occasionally spend the 

night, but this was rare. She never was afraid to live alone and always felt that the Lord was with 

her. Hence, she continued to come to Bible Study on Wednesdays, Sunday School, and Worship 

Service on Sundays, which she vehemently expresses have become her sources of strength. Her 

home remains the place for Sunday dinner.  

Unfortunately, due to the Pandemic, they have postponed Sunday dinner and limited 

visitation to the children, and only to others, when necessary. She never visited a lot and mostly 

remained homebound before her husband’s death and continues that practice today. In retrospect, 

she does admit that she tends to watch TV more frequently than she did when he was alive. 

Her faith has a lot to do with her strength and coping with the death of her husband. She 

felt God was still God and had been good to her and her husband for over fifty-nine years. When 

she met her husband, she never thought about dating anyone else, so she deeply misses him. To 

have conversations about him, she states, continues to help her get through the loss even after 

seven years since his death. Verbatim she states, “I pray harder and more and I had to hold onto 

the Lord more.” If anything, it was her prayers and the prayers of others that brought her through 

this difficult period of grief and loss. 
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Grief Before Thesis Ministry Project 

Widow 2 had been married the longest with fifty-nine years of marriage and was elated 

that she was being asked to participate in my Thesis Project. She has always been a supporter of 

me, and this provided her another opportunity to aid me in my quest to attain my Doctor of 

Ministry degree. As I gave her more specifics as to what would be expected of her, she viewed 

this as an opportunity to tell her “love story” of the man she called her “best friend.” 

Grief During Thesis Ministry Project 

For Widow 2, it was easier for her to tell her story from the beginning as a child. Because 

she knew her husband as a child, the telling of her story from this vantage point until his death, 

made it easier as we proceeded with the sessions. Widow 2 expressed that the telling of her story 

allowed her to the recall the wonderful marriage they built together for almost six decades. As 

much as she still misses him, the telling of her story with him somehow made her feel better. 

Grief After Thesis Ministry Project 

As we were having our last session, Widow 2 thanked me for allowing her to be a part of 

my Doctor of Ministry Thesis Project. She stated her hope that her story will be a help to widows 

and others coping with death and grief of a loved one. This opportunity helped her to recognize 

that the more you talk about how you feel about the death of a loved one, the better you feel. But 

most importantly, it allowed her to recognize that God will be with her during her time of need. 

Widow 3 

The third participant is denoted as Widow 3. She also comes with a few distinct 

differences. She is the oldest of the three widows and most recently celebrated her ninetieth 

birthday, October 2020. Widow 3 has had the shortest marital duration with thirty-five years of 
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marriage. Her husband died in 1988 and she never remarried. She had the most children of the 

three widows, with a total of eight. Their oldest daughter and oldest son died after her husband’s 

death. Widow 3’s husband is the only one I did not get the opportunity to meet. 

She was from South Georgia but moved to Atlanta with her family in 1948. She met her 

husband and after a short courtship, they married in the same year, 1953. They got married at the 

home of one of her aunts in Atlanta. The only ones present at their ceremony were family 

members. Her husband was a native of Atlanta. He was humorous and constantly told jokes.   

She and her husband spent as much time together as they possibly could during their 

marriage. They formed a Christmas club of six couples, which allowed them to pay dues, raise 

money by selling sandwiches and dinners, and save money during the year. Through the years, 

the six couples, along with their children, took many trips together. The club remained active for 

ten years from 1980 to 1990. When her husband died, she remained in the club for two more 

years and continued to participate in their annual family trips and some of her children did 

accompany her.  

Because her husband was from Atlanta, they joined his hometown and family church, not 

Mount Zion. At his church, where most of his family still were members, he served faithfully on 

the male chorus until he passed away. They raised their children in one of the most notable 

Housing Projects in Atlanta. Her husband’s church was known to have some of the most 

influential and wealthy African Americans in the Metropolitan Atlanta area. She noted that the 

attendees were highly sophisticated and not as friendly as she was accustomed to in the church. 

His church was more traditional and stoic and was not exciting for their young children. They 

remained there, however, and were members of his church for their entire marriage.  
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In the year of his death, they had just purchased their home. She still resides in that home 

today, now for more than thirty-two years. She remembers how her husband was such a great 

father and always desired to help her with whatever she was doing inside or outside of the home. 

They often enjoyed spending time in their yard. She is a lover of flowers and was constantly 

planting them in her front and back yards. He also liked working in the yard and always kept it 

neat and trimmed.  

She details her husband’s sudden death as if it were yesterday. Her husband’s profession 

was that of a painter. He did interior and exterior painting of homes and most of his work was 

done in the Atlanta Housing Projects around Metropolitan Atlanta. This was a time when 

mandatory masks were not required while painting and the inhalation of the paint's fumes 

eventually affected his health. He developed what was thought to be a cold, with flu-like 

symptoms, and was admitted into the hospital. To complicate matters, he was also a smoker 

which negatively impacted his health.  

Later, the complications led to a fatal illness that suddenly caused his death. When her 

husband died, all their children were grown, and the youngest daughter had just begun her 

freshman year at one of Atlanta’s largest universities. Upon his death and after his services at his 

family church, she found it difficult to remain there for several reasons. Specifically, their new 

home was not close to his family church and her husband drove her to church every Sunday. 

Because she did not drive, the children took on that responsibility, but the extended distance 

created too much of an inconvenience for them.  

Because she was spiritually rooted, she knew that she needed to find a church closer to 

her home. Her oldest daughter and her husband were already members of Mount Zion. They took 
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on the responsibility of picking her up each Sunday and bringing her to church. In the year of her 

husband’s death, she was invited to attend with them. After a few months of attendance, she 

joined Mount Zion in 1989. She felt comfortable there and readily admits that there was a 

friendlier atmosphere than in her husband’s church. Immediately after joining the church, she did 

not develop any close friendships with anyone at Mount Zion, but she did kindle a liking to the 

president of the Senior Usher Ministry. She joined the Usher Ministry and would remain in that 

position for over seventeen years.  

As she tells her story, she expresses when her husband died, it seemed as if there was a 

weight on her heart. Nevertheless, she attempted to be strong for her children. But she became 

sick for two months and was admitted to the hospital to stabilize her vital signs. Her body weight 

decreased, and she lost her appetite. She remained away from work for two weeks and once she 

returned, she only worked three days a week. When her husband died, she knew she needed to 

leave the church they had attended together for thirty-five years. Her presence there sequestered 

too many memories of him. She still remembers him getting dressed every Sunday morning in 

preparation for Worship Service. In fact, after she joined Mount Zion, she never re-entered his 

church for a regular Sunday Morning Worship Service.  

For a brief time, she did not attend church. She remembered feeling if he died, she did not 

know what she would do without him. It was difficult for her to go to sleep at night. Her doctor 

prescribed sleeping pills for her to rest and relax at night, but the darkness of the house was 

troubling for her.  

She states the hardest time for her was at night. The difficulty was the act of lying beside 

her husband for more than thirty-five years in the same bed and now he no longer lies beside her. 
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But, being at home all day alone when her daughter was at college or visiting her friends, was 

also very difficult for her. Her words, “There’s a part of you missing and you feel lonely.” The 

immediate action she wanted to take after his death was to sell their newly bought home and go 

and live in one of the high-rise buildings designed for seniors. She remembered her husband 

telling her if something happened to him, he had made sufficient preparations so she would be 

financially cared for. As per his words, there were no bills unpaid upon his death.  

She states that you never get over death and that is how she feels about her husband’s 

death. Acceptance of her husband’s death came through a dream wherein she remembered being 

questioned as to why she would want to leave her newly purchased home and was she headed to 

a dark place, meaning a place of depression. Many times, she was asked by her children and 

family members to join them to get out of the house, but she refused to do so. It was challenging 

for her to consider doing anything without her husband. Her children, grandchildren, and family 

were very instrumental in helping her get to a place of acceptance.  

Although none of her children or grandchildren stayed with her at night, they remained 

there with her until late at night. Many nieces and nephews would come periodically to visit her 

and for a long period after his death, the house was consistently full of family and friends. She 

states she kept quite busy as to not dwell on her husband’s death. A lot of time was spent outside 

in her yard planting flowers. Her husband’s family was also very helpful and checked on her 

periodically throughout her time of bereavement.  

She had two dear and close friends who were with her during his illness, his passing, and 

after his death. Her youngest daughter was still in college in Atlanta and was able to help 

transport their mother wherever she needed to go. The children and grandchildren alternated 
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taking her to the grocery store and other retail establishments. Home Depot became her place to 

shop for soil and fertilizer to work in her yard.  

Because she joined Mount Zion a few months after her husband’s death, no one knew she 

was recently widowed, except for those who were close to her daughter and son-in-law. 

Therefore, she did not benefit from having Mount Zion rally around her and be there for her 

during her husband’s death. Because she was not active in her husband’s church and not known 

by many members there, neither did she receive an influx of support from his church. 

In her view of God and how she feels about God taking her husband, she states, “I view 

life as a flower bed and God picks who God wants.” She readily states that her go-to scriptures 

during her husband’s death were Psalm 23 and Psalm 27. Her belief in God’s Word reminded her 

during his death that God would never leave her or forsake her.  

She allowed the written Word to speak to her and give her comfort such as, “Weeping 

may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.” She admits her faith was what kept her 

through a very dark and difficult place in her life. Through her grief, it was her faith that allowed 

her to endure such a challenging time and although saddened by her husband’s death, her faith 

never wavered. She states unequivocally, her faith got stronger. 

When asked about prayer, she said she needed to be in constant prayer to God. She 

acknowledges that she called on God continuously and felt God never got tired of hearing from 

her. Of course, she admits that one can feel God is tired of hearing from them and God does not 

hear you, but her experience is God does hear and answer prayers, especially during your time of 

grief and sorrow.  
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Death makes you more vulnerable and emotional, but prayer changes how you think 

about God and your situation. Spiritually, she has learned how to trust in God to help you get 

through the toughest times in your life, especially death. This loss has drawn her closer to God 

and had created more trust in God. Her most infamous saying, “If God brings you to it, God will 

bring you through it.” 

Grief of Sharing Before Thesis Ministry Project 

Widow 3 is the oldest of the three participants but had been married the shortest length of 

time due to the early unexpected death of her husband.  She has been widowed over thirty-two 

years. Upon my asking her to participate in this project, her immediate response was, “Thanks 

for asking me and I will do whatever I can do to help you.” From her perspective, this project 

was one wherein she was willing to be a participant but knew it would generate an emergence of 

feelings as she detailed the life shared with her husband.   

Grief During Thesis Ministry Project 

As she began the first session, Widow 3 recalled her life with her husband as if it were 

yesterday. Widow 3 is a woman of humor and loves to laugh. The telling of her story including 

humorous experiences shared with her husband reminded her of the good times they had together 

for thirty-five years. She expressed a sense of joy talking about her husband and their life 

together and I sensed this during all sessions.  

Grief After Thesis Ministry Project 

When Widow 3 agreed to participate in this project, she admits she was willing to do 

what I requested of her and that was to tell her story. She voiced that she did not realize that as 

much as her intent was to help me, it greatly helped her. The recounting of her story about her 
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husband allowed her to realize that there are feelings that emerged during the sessions, but she 

could continue to have conversations about him and remain at a place of acceptance and peace. 

These are the stories of three widows of Mount Zion who shared their innermost, sincere, 

and heartfelt feelings about their husbands. Their personal understandings of how they have 

managed to endure the grief and coped with the loss of their husbands are ones of enlightenment 

and encouragement.  

Analysis of Widows’ Stories 

In analyzing the data acquired from the stories of the widows, I compare their 

commonalities and differences. I provide various aspects of their lives which allow us to 

conclude how they managed the grief associated with the death of their husbands. The specific 

areas chosen were childhood, church, role of husband, children, family, friends, God, faith, and, 

prayer. A chart depicting the commonalities is located in Appendix D. 

Lifestyle Commonalities 

The widows selected for this project mirror some remarkable similarities of the childhood 

and upbringing. Each of the three widows was born in rural Georgia where they received their 

primary and secondary education. All were reared in homes by both a loving mother and father. 

The widows communicated how they were constantly being encouraged to remain active and 

followed the advice as much as possible. They all mentioned that the one aspect of their life that 

aided in their grief was maintaining some of their usual routines. Because they all loved flowers, 

their therapy for coping with the grief was being in their yard planting flowers, which they 

continue to do today.  
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Church Commonalities 

Each of the three widows was raised at an early age in the Baptist church. At an early 

age, but an appropriate one determined by their parents, they were baptized in the nearby creek 

or an outdoor man-made baptismal pool. They married husbands also of the Baptist 

denomination. They were all avid attendees of church growing up and maintained their regular 

attendance after marriage. After their husbands’ deaths, Widows 1 and 2 continued to be active 

at Mount Zion. Widow 3 on the other hand was not a member of Mount Zion when her husband 

died, but a member of his childhood church, where they remained as a married couple for thirty-

five years until his death. Upon his death, the grief was too much for her to bear and she never 

returned, ended her membership at his church, and joined Mount Zion a year later. 

Unfortunately, she did not benefit from having church support upon her husband’s death, for she 

left his church and she had just recently become a widow when she began to visit Mount Zion. 

Widows 1 and 2 stated that the Church was greatly supportive of them and continued to show 

that support even today. All express that their continual attendance of Sunday School, Bible 

Study, and Sunday Worship Service allowed them to better cope with the passing of their 

husbands. They all agree that the church became their refuge and source of strength.  

Husband Commonalities 

All widows experienced the sudden deaths of their husbands. Upon knowledge from the 

doctors, each of their husband’s illness had progressed to a terminal state and they lived only 

weeks thereafter. They all expressed they had strong blue-collar, hardworking husbands who 

ensured that their wives and children were well taken care of. Their husbands were of the era 

wherein men did “men” work, such as maintaining the physical upkeep of the home, outdoors 
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and indoors, as well as the yard. The yard work was solely cared for by each husband, while each 

of the widows expressed their love for planting and beautifying the yard with flowers. Although 

“men’s work” was solely that of their husbands, “women’s work” was done solely by the 

widows. Therefore, each mentioned that neither of their husbands did any cooking because that 

was understood to be “women’s work.” The widows were responsible for going to the grocery 

stores, purchasing the food, and preparing the meals. These widows voiced no issues with their 

roles and maintained long, healthy, marriages until their husbands’ deaths. Each widow stated 

their husbands handled the financial matters of the home and family. This role was not co-

shared, so when their husbands died, they had to assume the assignment with help from their 

children. All three widows stated a closeness to their husbands and called them their best friend.  

Children Commonalities 

Widow 1 was the only one of the three with a single child, while the others had multiple 

children. All children of each widow were grown upon their husband’s death, except Widow 3 

whose youngest child was a college freshman. All conveyed that their children were the primary 

source of their support at the death of their husbands. Upon their husbands’ death, the children 

visited and called regularly, if not every day. Widows 2 and 3 had grown grandchildren who 

became an instrumental part of the family support upon their grandfather’s death. Due to their 

most recent health issues, all widows are aided by their children for different aspects of their 

lives. Until most recently, all widows remained in their homes by themselves. Widow 3, 

however, now resides with her daughter. 
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Family Commonalities  

Although each widow spoke of their full support from each of their children, they also 

spoke of the support which came from other family members, such as nieces, nephews, and 

cousins. All widows expressed that their biological siblings played a pivotal role in their support 

and made frequent visits and calls. 

Friends Commonalities 

Widows 1 and 3 speak of long-time close friends who demonstrated deep care and 

concern for them upon their husbands’ deaths and were with them throughout the whole ordeal. 

They too were intentional about coming over to see about them and calling them frequently. 

Widow 2 admits that she did not have too many close friends and her friend and best friend was 

her husband. Therefore, she did not have that support group when her husband died. Widows 1 

and 2 commended their neighbors for their stellar support during the death and thereafter of their 

husbands. They contend that their neighbors still check on them regularly. Widow 3 had just 

recently bought her home and moved into the neighborhood when her husband died and had not 

garnered any relationships with her neighbors.  

God Commonalities 

All widows unequivocally convey that God was and is with them. They believe that God 

had comforted them through the Holy Spirit and allowed them to endure the sudden deaths of 

their husbands. They believe that God is still as good to them as God was when their husbands 

were alive and well. God’s Word is their source of strength and they all quoted their favorite 

scriptures that became their help for their spirit during their time of grief.  
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Faith Commonalities 

They all equate their being able to get through the death of their husbands as due to their 

faith in God and God’s promises. The widows' voices grieved severely, but their faith did not 

waver. Because of their faith, they were able to cope with the death of their husbands and their 

faith became stronger. 

Prayer Commonalities 

After the deaths of their husbands, the widows conclude that they began to pray more and 

understand prayer more. They state that their husbands’ deaths changed their prayer life. All of 

them admit that they prayed more because they needed God more during this time in their lives. 

Although many prayed for them during and after the death, and it got them through a very 

difficult time, they realized the need to pray for themselves. Their prayer life has increased and 

now they feel closer to God. They knew God answered prayers, but they learned that prayer 

changed how they thought about God and the death of their husbands.  

Summary of Widows’ Stories 

As mentioned, these widows were all different, yet they shared many similarities. With 

all widows being in their eighties, I learned there is a growth that is acquired with age that allows 

a person to handle grief differently. They attribute this growth to their faith in God. These 

widows demonstrated a strength that enabled them to endure the death of their husbands and yet 

continue with their lives as productive members of the Church and their community.1 In the next 

 
1 See Appendix D for Data Table depicting commonalities with the widow’s stories. 
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chapter, I provide insights into how the usage of this information obtained from these widows 

will be vitally instrumental in developing the Mount Zion Death and Grief Ministry. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS FROM NARRATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, I give conclusions of the data found from my thesis project. To provide an 

overall review of my findings, I include information learned from my research and ministry 

project. Grief is an emotion that is difficult to evaluate because each person experiences it 

differently. There is a story that lies within all people who have endured any extent of loss which 

created for them a degree of grief. The story of one’s grief is often not told and goes unheard. 

Because people are unique and no one is identical to another with regards to how we handle loss, 

it can be a challenge to explore how a person feels, unless they are willing to share their feelings. 

Although one can have good intentions of concern for an individual experiencing grief or loss, it 

can be intrusive and invasive to probe into this sensitive and personal space of a person’s life. 

This was found to be true for the widows who participated in this thesis project. Therefore, 

persons must impart good counseling skills to grieving individuals.  

Pastoral Care Analysis- Empathy and Presence 

My interview with the widows in my project taught me the importance of empathy and 

presence. I categorize myself as a “fixer.” While I have limited proficiencies in repairing varied 

physical things such as cars and small appliances, I acknowledge my belief that God has given 

me the gifts, talents, and humility to help people during times of crisis and despair. As a pastor, I 

often approached these situations in the past with a “fix it” attitude. When I arrived, I was 

expected to have the right words to say and the most soothing and comforting touches to ease the 

pain and remove the sorrow.  
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After reading Rochelle Melander’s book, A Generous Presence, I found it was not 

necessary to burden myself with that responsibility. There was no need for me to fix anything but 

just be present, listen, and allow them to grieve in their own way. Being present was greater than 

the cliché statements I may occasionally make, the familiar scriptures I would generally quote, or 

even the heartfelt prayer I would surely pray upon my arrival and before my departure. I learned 

that my being there with them was more meaningful than my need to be the pastor with all 

answers, during what could have been one of the most or possibly the most difficult period of 

their lives.  

Pastoral Care Analysis- Listening Well by Telephone 

Because of the pandemic, my pastoral conversations and interviews were conducted by 

telephone. My project taught me the importance of listening well by telephone. To achieve the 

ability to listen well, I learned there was an absolute need to increase my level of patience and 

hone those skills. Every congregant articulates their story differently, at their own pace, and 

individual comfort level.  

A time limit cannot be placed on persons when they are grieving. I understood that my 

phone call, as opposed to my home visit, both equated to letting them know that I cared for and 

loved them, although consolation from the pastor must be done differently due to the pandemic. 

This project taught me how to not just simply listen or strive to be a “good” listener but to learn 

how to listen well. In doing so, I am not urged to interrupt and make what I felt were much-

needed comments, statements, or offer pastoral advice on how to handle death and grief.  
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Pastoral Care Analysis- Patience 

I found that it was more challenging to leave a phone conversation than it would have 

been to leave during an in-person visit. There was an urge to spend more time with the 

congregants on the phone than I would have in-person to ensure they sensed my deep and sincere 

concern. Because I could not be in their presence, I also recognized that I felt a need to speak 

with them longer on the phone to avoid a short, seemingly abrupt ending of the conversation.  

Over the years, I have been conscious of my phone etiquette and as the caller took the 

privilege of discontinuing the call when I was ready to end our conversation. I became more 

conscientious, however, and keenly aware of the need to be patient and allow my congregants to 

end the call at their will to give them the time needed to share their feelings and story.  

Pastoral Care Analysis- God as Refuge 

Throughout research for this thesis project, it became evident persons enduring grief and 

loss become cognizant of their belief in God. I agree with John Dominic Crossan writing in the 

“Opening Statement: The Resurrection of Jesus” that all people function and respond to life, 

particularly in a grief or loss situation from a theological viewpoint. They may not attribute their 

actions and thoughts to how they view God, but God is still a vital part of how they handle their 

grief.68 Among my parishioners, I continued to experience that their love and relationship with 

God enabled them to bear the hurt from the death of a loved one.  

 
68 John Dominic Crossan, “Opening Statement: The Resurrection of Jesus,” John Dominic  

Crossan and N.T. Wright in Dialogue, ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 28-29. 
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It was clear throughout my interviews that the Word of God was viewed as the “life-line” 

that helps people when they are dealing with death and grief. I found that before I provide a 

scripture of consolation, the parishioner often quoted a scripture(s) that has been their source of 

encouragement, hope, and comfort.  

When sharing their feelings, I found it common for people to compare their suffering to 

that of Jesus Christ. Each of the widows expressed in their own way they were better able to 

undergo the loss because they likened themselves to our Savior, who had to contend with the 

death of his friend, Lazarus. Jesus not only struggled with Lazarus’ death, but he also displayed 

emotions when his friend died. Parishioners know the text and the infamous and shortest 

scripture in the King James Version of the Bible, “Jesus began to weep.”69 It is not an 

uncommon belief in my Church that if Jesus did it, we can do it.  

If Jesus experienced grief and loss and endured it, we can. The same theory and practice 

applied to death. As difficult as losing someone you love can be, we can get through our period 

of bereavement, because Jesus did it. 

Pastoral Care Analysis- The Healing of Grief 

Another theme for pastoral care discovered through my project is that of healing; an 

essential for people who are experiencing grief. A present grieved experience can associate with 

a prior one, which still needs healing. One of my yearnings in life has always been to make 

everything better right away for people and a deeper desire has grown of this truth for my 

parishioners. If I were given the power to heal the ills of the world, it would be instantly done. I 

 
69 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha,  

(Oxford University Press, 1991), 168NT. 
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do not like to see people hurt, pain, and suffer. In the Journal of Family Ministry, “The 

Carpenter’s Wife,” written by Cathy J. Mason, she compares a likeness of grief to that as a 

wound that has been left open in hopes that it will eventually heal.70 Throughout this study, I 

unveiled a lot of open wounds. The research enabled me to determine that some of these open 

wounds had not been attended to until another wound was opened and typically one that 

involved loss.  

In all actuality, I discovered that many persons in my church who underwent loss never 

fully spoke about or dealt with their previous loss until the current one occurred. Those persons 

had “bandaged” their wounds enough to not constantly feel it by tucking it away in their minds. 

This approach enabled them to function without an obvious state of pain and hurt for their loss 

and prevented them from drifting into a state of despair.  

The ultimate hope was the deep suffering they felt would eventually go away. They live 

by the premise that “time heals all wounds.” As defined by Webster, this term means, “Used to 

say that feelings of sadness, disappointment, etc., gradually go away as time passes.” 71 This 

strategy and/or belief becomes the temporary remedy without seeking a permanent solution. A 

consistent belief by all who I have encountered coping with death and loss is to live with 

knowing that one never completely overcomes the sorrow felt when a loved one dies.  

 
70 Cathy J. Mason. “The Carpenter’s Wife: A Young Widow’s Support Group Southeast 

Christian Church, Louisville, Kentucky.” Journal of Family Ministry 11, no. 4, Winter 1997: 73–

74. 
71 Merriam-Webster, “Time Heals All Wounds,” in Merriam-Webster.com dictionary  

https://www.meriam-webster.com/dictionary/time%20Heals%20all%20wounds (accessed 

November 6, 2020). 

 



 

87 

 

Pastoral Care Analysis- The Use of Scripture for Consolation 

During this project, another theme that emerged from this study is my use of scripture for 

people who are grieving. As a pastor who prepares for sermons, Sunday school, and Bible study 

lessons, I have always been driven to be an informed teacher of God’s Word. In my role as 

pastor, however, and while conducting my research, I have learned how to better live the 

scriptures than merely quoting them.  

As I explored the text from the Gospel of Matthew, which includes the Beatitudes, I am 

encouraged by Jesus’ promise to provide solace to those who are bereaved and undergoing a 

loss. I have been deliberate about being more conscientious and observant in identifying that it is 

easy to address those who mourn when they show outward signs of grief. I have heard the 

comments many times from other family members or friends, including my own, who surmised 

that someone was not grieving because they displayed no signs of emotions during or after the 

death of their loved one.  

A familiar scripture has been repeated many times by me and my congregants on 

numerous occasions, but I found it is also frequently mentioned during situations involving death 

and grief. It is written in Paul’s Epistle to the Church of Philippi found in Phil 4:13, “I can do all 

things through him who strengthens me.”72 All three widows had an affinity for this scripture for 

they felt their strength to endure the death of their spouse was through Jesus Christ. In 

completing this research and the death and loss situations encountered throughout this process, I 

have become more mindful of quoting scriptures. Although common verses of the Bible could 

 
72 Ibid., 333. 
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apply to the many incidents I encountered, they do not always meet the immediate need for 

consolation. 

Pastoral Care Analysis- The Emotions of Grief 

I have become more mindful that there is an unspoken expectation that people believe 

tears always accompany grief and loss by everyone. Over these months, I have found myself 

compelled to voice the dichotomy of saying, “It’s alright to cry” or “It’s alright if you don’t cry.” 

Because there is an expectation by spectators, whether they are family, friends, or strangers, 

persons can feel a degree of guilt when they do not show the grieving emotions others expect of 

them. This feeling eventually leads to additional unwanted grief. 

On one occasion, I provided pastoral care for a member whose husband died after a brief 

illness. Because she shed no tears and demonstrated no outward signs of grief, family members 

questioned her sincere love for her husband. When the death occurred, I hurried to the scene to 

provide comfort to the family. Many close family members were there, but I rushed to the next 

of kin, the wife.  

When I approached her, my immediate observance was an atypical grieving widow. As I 

knelt beside her to grasp her hand and offer words of consolation, she shared with me that her 

grief experienced at that moment was not the death of her husband, but the guilt felt from his 

family who expressed she never cried or demonstrated any outward emotions for the loss of her 

husband. She communicated with me that her lack of emotions was a learned and ingrained 

behavior. As a child, she was taught that outward expressions of wailing or crying during the 

death of a loved one demonstrated a lack of faith.  
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Once she became an adult, the deep-rooted doctrine learned in her rearing coupled with 

her understanding of faith in God, suppressed any showing of outward emotions whenever a 

death occurred in her life. This misguided belief was further fostered when she became a 

minister and had to provide spiritual care for family, friends, and strangers, in their bereaved 

situation. She felt a need to always be strong and have faith in God and exuded that example for 

others to follow. Therefore, over the years, she demonstrated strength void of emotions, to 

convey her faith.  

It was not her desire to be stern and portray an undying faith to encourage others, but it 

became a practice that governed how she displayed her own emotions to others during death 

situations. Her confiding in me afforded me an understanding that as much as there are different 

ways people express grief, there also many reasons why people do not reveal any outward 

emotions while enduring grief and loss. 

Pastoral Reflections from Scriptures 

This writing has given me a more succinct viewpoint that Jesus needs me to be his earthly 

source of providing comfort to my parishioners as much as humanly possible during death and 

loss. There is the question asked by God of Cain concerning his brother, Abel, found in Gen 4:9, 

“Then the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He said, “I do not know; am I my 

brother’s keeper?”73 I want to believe that I do care about my brothers and sisters and have a 

proven record of my devotion to their well-being.  

 
73 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha 

(Oxford University Press, 1991), 16HB. 
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I intentionally and constantly ask myself to consider whether what I am doing is enough? 

It may to some extent satisfy a responsibility I should offer as a pastor, but am I providing the 

parishioner with the compassion of a similar intensity that Jesus demonstrated to the people?  

This project impelled me to ask myself those questions and others. “Is my empathy a 

representation of what Jesus’ expects of me to give to his people as he did during his earthly 

ministry?” “Is my compassion a depiction of genuine love, care, and concern for my brother and 

sister?” “As pastor during this pandemic “Have I demonstrated a level of spiritual competency 

enough to offer the same intensity of grief counseling to my parishioners over the phone as I 

have done in person during their time of death, grief, and loss?  

I have quoted the scripture from Gal 6:2 written by the Apostle Paul too many times and 

have encouraged my congregation to abide by the word, “Bear one another’s burdens, and in this 

way, you will fulfill the law of Christ.”74 I better comprehend from this process that this scripture 

must be viewed not only from a pastoral perspective but more from a Christian standpoint. So, 

when I share the need for compassion towards one another, there is a need for my congregants to 

understand that this is also required of them. This is not a Christian option, but a Christian duty. 

Pastoral Reflections from Personal Experience   

Over the years, I have tried to be the bright light in people’s lives, particularly in death 

and grief situations. In being there for people, presence is necessary, calls are much needed, but 

whatever you propose to people in a state of bereavement, should be presented with 

encouragement and hope. I am not suggesting that we should become cheerleaders to propel 

 
74 Ibid., 319NT. 
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people to a point of happiness when they can be overwhelmingly sad due to death and grief; 

nonetheless, persons should feel better about your being with them during their loss, after your 

visitation, and after your phone conversation than they felt before your visit or call. Because I am 

branded as the optimist in any circumstance, I have learned how to balance the hope I give to 

grieving members, while avoiding an aura of insensitivity. Although my actions may be sincere 

and well-intended, this project has taught me that my optimism in a person’s grieving state, can 

be reasonably misplaced and inappropriate. 

While enrolled in Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) in the Emory Healthcare system to 

pursue certification to become a chaplain, I acquired a lot of valuable knowledge and first-hand 

experience in handling death, grief, and loss. During my internship and residency, I was 

responsible for the pastoral care of patients at Wesley Woods, Emory’s Geriatric Healthcare 

Hospital, and Assisted Living Facilities. As much as I wanted to walk into every patient’s 

hospital room, Nursing Home/Rehabilitation Center room, or apartment room in an upbeat, 

cheerful, hopeful, and, in some cases, “believing in a miracle” for their healing approach, I had 

to temper it with the reality and truth of their illness. In some cases, this realism of their ailment 

was terminal. This also meant I had to modify my outlook for family and friends who may have 

been in their room upon my entry.  

From this Doctor of Ministry project, I have gathered insights about loss as I reflect on 

my CPE experience and care given as a hospital chaplain and parallel it with the care I give as a 

pastor. Although there are obvious differences between the sick patient in the hospital and the 

grieving person at home, I learned the direct connection of the two roles is intentional awareness. 
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I must have this intentionality to give only the care asked by the receiver and not offer what I 

feel they should have as the giver. 

The Book of Ruth’s record of Naomi’s unexpected losses of husband, both sons, 

daughter-in-law, home, and resources allows me to better identify that the five stages of death 

categorized in Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler’s book, On Grief and Grieving, does 

not always follow a chronological order. This project taught me to remove any expectations of 

the state I feel someone should be in when they are experiencing grief. Although I empathize 

with people in their circumstances, I wish for them to be at peace with whatever physical state 

they are in. From this project, I have learned to accept it is not my responsibility to try to ensure 

everyone reaches the “Acceptance” stage at any expected time. It is a process that all of us go 

through at our pace.  

Implications for the Grief Ministry at Mount Zion 

The long-term intention of this project is to institute a Death and Grief Ministry at Mt. 

Zion. The data collected are personal accounts of the widows and in some cases sensitive in 

nature; therefore, I will refrain from sharing some of the specific data with members of Mt. Zion. 

Sharing experiences and testimonies are effective tools for educating the population. Hence, 

participants will be asked to attend the initial roll-out of the Death and Grief Ministry.  

The widows will not be required to share their stories at this meeting but will be 

encouraged to do so as it may be an inspiration for other parishioners and community attendees 

to share their stories. This platform will allow all participants in the session to benefit from each 

other’s stories. With permission from the participants, specified data will be collected and 

shared, in general, with the Mt. Zion membership and those who may be attendees at future 
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workshops, lectures, focus groups, or classes offered at Mt. Zion and elsewhere. Being a 

Christian Education Facilitator in my local and state Baptist conventions and congresses, the 

information will be more readily and specifically shared; therefore, allowing it to be used to 

educate the masses. 

This project empowers widows to share their stories, including their thoughts and 

feelings concerning how their spouses’ death has affected them. Because the narration comes 

directly from the widows, the uniqueness of each woman’s plight has been demonstrated. Since 

my project, I intend to share my findings with the Church membership, initially, and later to the 

rest of the community. These widows’ stories will also be used to educate the congregation and 

community on how to cope with death and grief based on their shared experiences and stories.  

To develop the Death and Grief Ministry at Mount Zion, there is a need for me as a 

pastor to have an informed understanding of the grief process academically, as well as the grief 

experienced in my personal life, and that of church members. The grief experienced by the 

congregation, as well as a concluded assessment of my own personal grief, better aids me in 

fostering a ministry that allows for transparency and a safe place to share the depth of our 

innermost feelings regarding our loss(es). The need to share and explore loss from all inclined 

members and visiting participants will better create a more viable and authentic ministry. 
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APPENDIX C 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1.  What has allowed you to get to a place of acceptance of your husband’s death? 

2.  How has your family or friends played a supporting role in the death of your husband? 

3.  How have you filled the void in your life since your husband’s death?  

4.  How do you feel God has been with you since the death of your husband? 

5.  How has your faith helped you to endure the death of your husband? 

6.  What source of support has the Church been since your husband’s death? 

7.  What have you done to develop friendships with others since the death of your husband? 

8.  How has your prayer and prayers of others strengthened you since your husband’s death? 

9. How has attending Bible Study and Sunday School strengthened you since your husband’s death? 

10. How have you found spiritual meaning in your loss? 
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APPENDIX D 

DATA ANALYSIS TABLE 

 

 Widow 1 Widow 2 Widow 3 Exceptions 

Lifestyle 

Commonalities 

    

Raised by Two 

Parents 

yes yes yes  

Gardening yes yes yes  

Lived Alone at 

initial death of 

husband 

yes yes yes  

Currently Lives 

Alone 

NO yes yes Widow 1 

Usual Routines yes yes yes  

Remain Active yes yes yes  

Sudden death of 

spouse 

yes yes yes  

Clear spousal roles 

for men and 

women 

yes yes yes  

     

Church 

Commonalities 

    

Baptist yes yes yes  

Baptized at an 

early age 

yes yes yes  

Spouses shared 

Baptist heritage 

yes yes yes  

Church support 

during death of 

spouse 

yes yes NO Widow 3 

     

Children 

commonalities 

    

Children 1 child yes yes Widow 1 

Grandchildren NO yes yes Widow 1 

Support from 

children 

yes yes yes  

Support from 

grandchildren 

N/A yes yes Widow 1 
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 Widow 1 Widow 2 Widow 3 Exceptions 

Family 

commonalities 

    

Siblings Yes yes yes  

Nieces/Nephews yes yes yes  

Cousins yes yes yes  

     

Friends 

Commonalities 

    

Support from 

Long-term close 

friends 

yes NO yes Widow 2 

Support from 

Neighbors 

yes yes NO Widow 3 

     

God/Faith/Prayer 

Commonalities 

    

God is good yes yes yes  

Holy Spirit is 

present 

yes yes yes  

God’s Word is 

comforting 

yes yes yes  

Faith increased yes yes yes  

Prayer increased yes yes yes  
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APPENDIX E 

SAMPLE WIDOW ACCEPTANCE LETTER 

 

September 11, 2020 

 

 

Mother (Widow’s Name), 

 

Thanks for agreeing to be a part of my Thesis Project.  The title of my Thesis Project is: “Mount 

Zion Baptist Church Widows' Stories”.  My thesis is focused on death and grief, which is a 

common doctoral thesis subject, but I wanted to pursue the topic from a widow’s perspective, 

more specifically, the widows at my church wherein I am the pastor.  The derivative of my thesis 

is drawn specifically from the book of Deuteronomy and the book of James, wherein God’s 

commandment to care for the widow is outlined.   

 

I know you have given me a verbal consent; however, enclosed is the written “Informed 

Consent” letter of this agreement.  At any time, if you choose not to be a part of this thesis 

project, you may simply call me and withdraw from the project.  As mentioned, to avoid missing 

any part of your story by my taking notes or simply relying on my memory, I will record our 

interviews.  

 

Thanks again for agreeing to be a part of this historical writing that will be available for others to 

read and glean wisdom, insight and knowledge from you, a widow of Mount Zion. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Eddie L. Bright 

Doctor of Ministry Candidate, McAfee School of Theology, Mercer University 
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APPENDIX F 

LETTER TO IRB FROM MT. ZION MISSIONARY BAPTIST CHURCH 
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