Bereavement Conference


 ‘Is there anything which I miss about parish ministry?’  My answer is always the same.  ‘I miss funerals.’  Baptisms a bit.  Certainly not weddings.  Funerals
Because?  Because of all sorts of reasons.  It brings together care for people.  And compassionate truth telling.  And the support of a community.  And the search for meaning in difficult times.

I don’t think churches should be in the lead in bereavement care.  But we represent more than a marginalised holy bit around the edge for those who are into religion, as it were.  We should be there in partnership with healthcare professionals, with the funeral directors and with voluntary organisations.  Why?  Because in a world of focused professionalism, we are generalists – no I didn’t say amateurs.  We, uniquely, I think, bring together care for the person, support of the community and the search for meaning which is key to the bereavement journey.
As a parish priest in Northern Ireland, I would – in a terminal care situation – work with the local GP’s, the Marie Curie nurses and others.  I would be in the hospital working with staff around the time of death.  I would often leave the hospital with the family, carrying that dreadful white plastic bag of patient property.  I would be there for the wake, looking into the open coffin and saying inane things like, ‘He looks very like himself’.  I would work with the family to arrange the funeral.  Diana’s funeral changed things, empowered people and made liturgists of everybody.  Like most clergy, even if people’s integrity needed an almost secular funeral, I would provide that – because providing dignified and appropriate ritual that met the needs of bereaved people was my job.  Afterwards we would travel the bereavement journey with the family – sometimes for years.  
Bereavement is not an illness – just as pregnancy is not an illness.  It’s a journey – a journey without the help of satnav. When you get lost on a journey, you need specific help.  But mostly you just need company, friendship, support, encouragement, understanding.  And that’s why in general I think that dealing with bereavement should be a general and holistic thing which makes space for community, friendship, support, encouragement.  And churches should be there.
