Servants of Consolation and Witnesses of Hope:

Ministry to the Bereaved in a Time of Change

Archbishop Dermot Farrell, Pastoral Letter, November 2023

“The life annd death of each of 0s has its influence
on others™ — so says 3t Paul i1 his Letter to the
Fomans, his pastoral letter to the small Chrstian
communities of Fome (Romans 17:7). In our
parishes — our increasingly =mall Chostian
commututies in the Archdiocesze, we see the
same reality today. One of the deepest and most
avthentic expressions of our Christian faith is the
celebration of the foneral rites of owr departed
loved ones. In doing so we both “offer worship,
praise, and thanks=giming to God for the gift of
a life which has now been returned to God, the
author of Life™ and support the bereaved in their
sorrow and loss (see Geweral Infrodsciion of dhe
Order of Chrisiian Fuwerals, 5).

Support for the bereaved iz 2 very mmportant
pastoral outreach It 1= mwuoch moge than a
competent zervice provided for the bereaved to
help them negotiate their loss in a digrufied way
It 15 3 genuine memistry to our sisters and boothers,
in their hour of pain and loss, and, at times, their
hous of membness, confusion or fear, recognising
“the spuritoal bond that stll emsts between the
Irnng and the dead™ (Gemersd Infroduciion of ihe
Order of” Chrirfran Fuwerals, Introducton, 6). “Twas
hungsry and vou gave me food, I was thersty and
vou gave me something to deinle T was a stranger
and vou welcomed me” says the Losd to those
modged to be in nght selationship with God, *T
was ill and vou took care of me. I was in prizon
and you wsited me™ (Alatthew 25:35-36). MMight
we not add, “Twas nomb with grief and you were
there with me, I did not know what to zay and
vou respected my losz, my hopes were shattered
and, somehow;, peace stll came™? Support for the
bereaved, the associsted prayerful preparation
and celebration of the funeral and our presence
at the cemetery or crematorium are an mmportant
wiattiess to our shared faith, its consolation, and
germumne hope MNor 15 the effect of this memistry

on us as munsters to be uaderestimated: to
aocompany the bereaved, to be closely mwolved
in funerals, to stand at a graveside, are an ongoing
call for us to deepen our trost in our Father
who has “parved uz on the palm of iz hand™
(Izaizh 45:6), to believe in the promize of Jesuos
our Lord — that today we “wnill truly be with him
in Paradise™ (see Luke 23:43), and to taste the
closeness of the Holy 3piritin whom the dead are
brought to hfe (see Fomansz 8:11). It is to know
the embrace of Christ db gbd Liimeb, & Chriast small
tharaimn — your too arms asound us, O Christ, as
we sing m the Irsh

The celebration of worthy, faith-filled funersl
Litorgies which give genuine expresmon to the
lozs and hopes of the beseaved is a highly valued
exprezsion of social and spiritnal solidarity In
addition, Chusch fonersls are an increasingly
mmportant point of contact with many who
may be distant from relimious practce: i a well-
celebrated Lturgy, people can not only hear the
Good News, but come to experience its heabng
effect in our lwes. It iz therefore of cobesl
importance to the pastoral mizsion of the Church
i1 Dablin that we discern how we may continue
to offer thas wital service in our rapedly changing
diocese and culture.

While it is true that the challenge of sustaining
current ways of pastoral and liturgical service
vanes greatly across the Archdiocese, the question
of new, more appropoate, ways of celebratng
funerals 1= not just for those panshes whese
priests afe experiencing greater demands duoe
to a high aumber of funerals. The pastoral and
mitnstenal reality is that the numbers of clergy
and relimious will dechine very significantly in the
near future, so action needs to be taken now m
order that adequate pastoral care of the bereaved,
and witness to our farth, may be prowded
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across the Archdiocese in the years to come

However, funersl ministey 15 not just a matter
of organising resources to  substtote for
poiests who are no longer available; suppost for
berezved famibes and the wider community,
both bitsrgically and pastorally, is an smportant
opportonity to express the gifts of each of the
baptised, which belong to all (see Pope Franems,
Erangelid Gaudiane, 99). MNew ways of approaching
funersl mirustry ask clergy, religions and larty in a
parish to engage more broadly and more deeply
with families as they are accomparmsed through
the vanous stages of bereavement in their homes,
i1 fonersl homes, as well as in church

The framework for this new approach to foneral
mindstry is already in place through the cuorrent
policy of the Archdiocese, supported by pastoral

resources and training programmes which have

beenn developed for funerz]l teams, mchading
trairung for lay leaders of foneral services in the

gbzence of & prest or deacon. hlany panshes
already have significant experience of the wozk
of funeral teams and the generous sexvice of ther
memberz. T am now asking that all parishes
and parish parmerships give priority to the
development of ministry to the bereaved
s0 that what has already begun in some
parishes may be better established across the
Archdiocese as a whaole.

In part, thos will inwobre iating volunteers
for foneral mimstry, discermng with them and
sopporting them through appropriate traiming
and development Even more mportantly,
it will invobre helping our commumtbies to
imagine, vaderstand snd expenence new ways
of ministering to the befeaved. In shost, it is
aothmg less than rediscovery — or in some cases a
discovery — of what the Church is, of discovering
anew what the Christisn commusuty iz there
for. “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is
fuble... If for this kfe only we have hoped in
Christ, we are of zll people most to be piked,”
as 5t Paul said to his Coonthizn communities

how we zeach out to others, how we are present
with and for our neighbour (see Luke 10:36-37),
and how we stand alongside each other m the
face of death (see Romans 14:3—%). For example,
it 15 already the case that even when priests are
teadily avalable to celebrate 2 foneral Mass,
pastoral considerations may suggest that a funeral
Litnrgy without hlass may be more appropriate
Bereaved families need to be sopported to
dizcern with the poest and the funeral team what
is most approprate for their sitwation. Similarly,
those who have been formed for funeral mimstry
need to be supported and encouraged to exercise
that ministey, and to be affirmed in the sight of
the congregation for the mmportant sermice which
they provide, whether in chuech or in leading
prayers at bunal or cremation.

Accompanying this letter is a Pastorsl Aad
signposting fesources wiuch are available to
support parish teams, pansh pastorzsl councils
and parich partnerships in developing their own
approach to this mmportant pastoral ministey:

Inthis tme of greatchange we zre called to ensoze
that our misustry and witness can be sustamned
through a pedod of wise preparatton in whech we
dizcover afresh “the restful waters .. that revive
our drooping spirts™ (Psalm 23:2-3). hiay the
Lord who raised Lazarus to Life (Joha 11:43-44),
and restored the widow’ son to his mother at
Main (Luke 11:11-17) inspire ocur care for our
neighbour m their loss, and deepen our truost
in the promise and power of lis Besurrection:
“Whoever Lves and believes in me will never
die”™ (John 11:26).

May the prayers of Mary, the hiother of God,
who stood by the cooss s her son was dpng
(John 19:25), help those who mouaen and be with
all of us 11 oor ime of need.

I dromta ¥ po grastar aww — hay we be cast into
the nets of God.

i

(see 1 Connthisns 15:17a, 19). Much more than , >

providing an appropoate scaffolding for goef
and loss, mimstenng to the bereaved has to do
wath how we understand who and what we are:

+Dermot Farrell
Archbishop of Dublin
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