Mary’s Funeral

lowly and carefully Mary struggled

up the stairs. In my second month

of a new appointment it was the

first time that I had met this eld-
erly woman with her lively humor and
sense of style. Mary was determined to
climb the flight of stairs that led to the
nave. Fach step required effort, and she
paused for a moment on the small land-
ing before finishing the flight that led
through the doors to worship.

Mary’s effort was important. Not only
was Mary determined to be part of worship
in “her” church, but she was playing that
Sunday’s offertory. Sitting at the piano,
her concern that her shaking hands
would interfere with her gift was unreal-
ized as her fingers moved precisely with
the life and rhythm of the old hymns. Her
hands were unfaltering, her spirit strong,
her giving uplifted us in vital worship.

In the months that followed, Mary
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grew frailer; she was unable to come to
worship. For the Christmas music service,
her family mobilized to bring her to
church. Unable to struggle up the stairs,
Mary rode the old chair that
slowly twists its way upstairs.
She had come, she said, to hear
“my daughter” and “... my
choir sing.” Her face during
that service was one of joy.
That was Mary’s last service.

Week after week when we
visited and prayed together I
never ceased to thank God
for her faith. Sometimes I
would begin an old hymn
and she would join her voice with mine.
And each time she shared her constant
concern, a prayer, a hope that one day she
could return to “. . .. my church.”

One bright spring Sunday morning,
Mary passed away. As I prayed with her

In the church’s
177 year
history, no
funeral had
ever been
held upstairs.

daughter, she tearfully raised up the
desire for Mary to be “buried out of the
sanctuary.” I held my breath, for I knew
that in the church’s 177 year history, no
funeral had ever been held upstairs. I felt
a call to respond to that prayer, and so,
Mary’s struggle to climb the stairs also
became mine!

When I shared plans for a church
funeral with the congregation, I felt the
folks murmur. An upstairs sanctuary—
what if the casket should fall?> How could
anyone lift a casket around the bend in
the stairs? How... how... how? And why?
Why have a church funeral when the
funeral home was local, a family business,
and did a good job? Word got around
fast. The local coffee shop clientele
speculated on the need for the church
tuneral; they shook their heads in
disbelief that I was going to make folk
carry the coffin upstairs. Yet, after a few
discussions I awoke fully to the fact that
logistical concerns were masking spiritual
ones. As the conversation
swirled, Mary’s family and I
held strongly to our belief
that a church funeral could,
and should, be done.

In my previous appoint-
ment, where families of the
faithful routinely had church
funerals for their loved ones,
I had been converted to the
importance of church funer-
als—that in life, as in death,
we are not separated from God in the
midst of our worship family. In my expe-
rience, services for the faithful held out-
side the church, divorced from the com-
munity worship, do not have the same
spirit and “feeling.”
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I believe that those who attend church
funeral services often experience a closer
understanding of God’s love and eternal
promise. For the “Christmas and Easter
Christians,” it is a way to give greater
meaning to their finite church experi-
ences, while those mourners
who are unchurched have an
opportunity to experience

I awoke fully

The first service of death and remem-
brance would indeed be celebrated where
joy, peace, hope, promise, and eternal life
were regularly lifted up through preaching
and worship! Some of the congregation
entered into a lively discussion on the
subject. The word on the
grapevine was that several of

the faithful decided that if

more closely the hearts of Mary could get up the stairs,
the faithful. to the .faf)t so could they! It was a time of

The days between Marys  thal logistical testing and anticipation while
death and her funeral concerns we all waited to see if the

became a fulfilling time of
education, and eventual cele-
bration. With a friend, I took
a careful look at the height of
the railing and the twist in
the stairs: The pallbearers had the need-
ed muscle, and T assured folk that with
God all things are possible. (Although,
each night I prayed that God would get
that casket upstairs!)

Meanwhile “the meal” was beautifully
set up in the fellowship hall. Willing
hands ran errands, made food, prepared
the worship space, produced the bulletin,
and even weeded the walk! There was a
great sense of energy and anticipation as
we worked to celebrate Mary’s life in the
midst of our church family.

were masking
spiritual ones.

“impossible” could happen.

The struggle to take Mary
to church continued to the
hour of the service. The
funeral home in our town is
wonderful and caring, but some worried
about the potental for a precedent. One
of the funeral directors remarked,
“Whew, you need to be careful about
promising a church funeral to folk,” and
went on to say that the casket would likely
have to sit downstairs during the service.
The other director informed me that we
should never have even been told “we
could try.”

Early on the day of the funeral the casket
arrived at the church and went relatively
smoothly up the stairs. Despite the sharp

turn, it did not tip or
slide, and there were
none of the direly
predicted injuries. The
service proved a power-
ful celebration. Voices
lifted up Mary’s favorite
hymns, prayers and scripture. The witness
to her gift of music was able to be lifted
up near the piano she loved to play. The
nave was filled with the faces of our
family and the past and present memories
of Word and Sacrament, affirmation that
we were bound together, and would be
forever, through our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ. O
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Honor the Memory of Your Loved Ones
With Resources from Cokesbury

For All Abide I Am the
the Saints with Me Resurrection
CI2-045304 CI2-067030 CI2-042658
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IN REMEMBRANCE—SERVICE OF LIGHTS. This resource is designed to help
congregations celebrate Jesus as the light of the world through prayer
and devotion. The set includes: 1 rack (holds 80 votives); 144 votives,
100 offering envelopes; two interchangeable brass plates engraved

with “In Remembrance” and “Service of Lights”; and a booklet that

Regulgr Size contains several ideas on how to incorporate Services of Light into
Bulletins. t , hi . Size: 11" x 29" x 15"
814" x 11" your congregations’s worship experience. Size: X x 15".
(letter size). CI2-755273. In Remembrance white candles. $99.50
Shrinkwrapped B
in 50’s. 2
50 for $4.50; Cokesbu
100 for $8.00; Y Retail Division of the United Methodist Publishing House G
oo ]fo:igi'gg; CALL OR VISIT YOUR COKESBURY STORE
or $54. In God’s Wipe Every ORDER TOLL FREE: 1-800-672-1789
Likeness Tear TO ORDER VIA THE INTERNET, VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT cokesbury.com
CI2-066832 CI2-076099 Satisfaction Guaranteed.’ Prices subject to change without notice. Shipping and handling extra.
MARCH_/APRIL 2001 25



http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=755273
http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=045304&series=&type=&agelevel=
http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=067030
http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=042658
http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=066832
http://www.cokesbury.com/Supplies/product.asp?product%5Fid=076099
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“One year in this kind of
accelerated environment can
multiply the effectiveness of
your ministry for years to
come.”
Dr. Dale Galloway, Dean
The Beeson Center

Call today for a FREE
brief video overview

Select “Site Index” then “Beeson Pastor Program” Dale Ga llo'w;.zy

THE BEESON PASTOR FELLOWSHIP

(A one-year study program toward a full-scholarship D.Min. degree)
The Best in Biblical Preaching and Church Leadership

througk

To stronger biblical preaching
To greater effectiveness as a leader
To new levels of culturally relevant ministry

Imagine being able to experience a year designed:

* To improve your preaching under the tutelage of world-class preachers.

* To visit and learn from more than a dozen breakthrough churches such as
Willow Creek, Saddleback, Ginghamsburg, Crystal Cathedral, and Frazer
Memorial.

To be mentored and coached by people like Dale Galloway, founder of the
6400-member New Hope Community Church and a pioneer in developing
need-meeting ministries led by laypeople.

This prestigious, full-scholarship opportunity is avail-

able annually to a select group of pastors. If you (or

someone you know) has demonstrated leadership

and preaching ability, with an eagerness to gain

greater skills and vision toward building an

outreach-focused, growing congregation,

prayerfully request an information package.

Be prepared to break through the status quo
to new paradigms of ministry effectiveness!
ASBURY

THEOLOGICAL
B SEMINARY

204 N. Lexington Avenue * Wilmore, KY 40390-1199

1-800-2-ASBURY

www.asburyseminary.edu
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