Christian Resources for Worship and Devotions

by Susan Heim-Davis

Hardly anyone’s life is not touched at some point by life-threatening,
prolonged illness that leads to death. Death is the one great unspoken
“something” that we all hold in common, but the way various segments of
culture approach dying is vastly different.

We are social beings who need to lean: on each other. All of us belong in
some way to families and groups. Some of us find significant connections
among those we worship with in churches, synagogues, mosques, or
temples. Our faith communities become an extended family.

Families often have rituals that tie them together, that inform the members
who they are and how they belong. Holy rituals serve the same function in
the family of faith—-they help us remember who we are and whose we are.
The ill and dying often desire to reconnect to a sense of deep meaning in
life. Remembering and reaffirming religious and philosophical values and
beliefs can be very important. Holy rituals provide a vehicle by which
feelings may be expressed—a way for people to say to one another “Thank
you,” “I'm sorry,” “I love you,” and “Goodbye.”

As we planned for Compassion Sabbath, the question was asked, “What
do faith communities offer to people and their families who are dealing
with terminal illness and impending death?”

The question holds the answer.

The faith community is no stranger to death. Interpretations may vary
but for most traditions death is both a factual happening and a matter of
faith. The faith community stands as “permission-giver”—it gives
permission to have and discuss the variety of feelings and emotions that
come with the end of life. It gives permission to the dying one to do it his or
her way because a dying person does not always die in a way that others
will approve of and declare appropriate. The faith community can give the
dying one permission to “cross over” when the time is right (it “shows the
door and hands over the key”)—it uses the language of eternity and offers
the promise that the caring presence of God is strong on both sides.

The faith community interprets suffering through the eyes of those who
believe that a tender, merciful, loving God stands with us in the most difficult
of times. This community offers advice, encouragement, and words of
wisdom. But it also listens. It offers what Martin Marty called (in his address
at the announcement of the Compassion Sabbath project) the “sacrament
of the coffeepot.” The pastoral care of the dying extends to whole families
and often a minister serves best who only brews a fresh pot of coffee and
waits silently, with those in need.

In the circle of believers the dying can see first-hand that their loved ones
will be watched over and cared for after the death. The prayers of the faithful
cati be offered for and with the dying one. The funeral arid memorial
service may be planned and personalized. In the plans made, the songs
sung, the scripture read, the prayers spoken, the touch gently given, and
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in “bread that is broken,” and meals that are shared, the Iove of God who
is with us in life and death is made powerfully manifest. Members of the
faith community become emissaries of the Holy one who never leaves us
alone and comfortless. In caring and loving each other, we see our own
humanity and glimpse our own death.

As we offer our gift of compassion, we reaffirm that the dying are our
still-living mothers, daughters, friends, fathers, and sons—whom we should
never regard as if they were already gone—and we embrace the hope that
someone will be there when we ourselves are in need.

The faith community can create a safe space to articulate the frightening
things that happen in everyday life and surround the fright with people
who care and do not judge. Physicians, healers, caregivers, and the clergy
must stand together when there is nothing more we can do but minimize
sources of distress and discomfort. The aim is not to do more than we can,
but all that we can, to take cate of those who are dying in our midst.

Creating that safe space is not always easy—medical personnel and
equipment are intrusive—and so, sometimes, is the nervous chattering of
friends and family, Both can create a boxed-in feeling, but one facing the
end of life needs a safe space—and a freedom to move. There is an old
poem (author unknown) that describes the place of worship in these words:

If this is not a place where tears are understood—
Where do I go to cry?

If this is not a place where my spirit can take wing—
Where do1go to fly?

If this is not a place where my questions can be asked—
Where doIgo toseek? .

If this is not a place where my feelings can be heard—
Where do I go to speak?

If this is not a place where you'll accept me as I am—
Where can I go to be?

If this is not a place where I can try and learn and grow—
Where can Ijust be me?

The questions raised in the poem are good ones for any stage of life—even
the stage leading to death. The faith community cannot be confined within
.a house of worship—it must stretch out to provide a compassionate presence
anywhere—even in the “abyss of mystery”—so that no one will die alone,
unattended, unwanted, unheard, unseen, or unloved.

“'Love,’”” Martin Marty said, quoting Dorothy Day,

‘in theory is soft . . . love in reality can be a harsh and dreadful
thing," It faces sickness, abandonment, and death. Compassion is
the extension of the harsh and dreadful love into the darkest corners
of life.

Sometimes the rituals we choose extend that compassionate love into
dark corners. Rituals allow the dying and his or her family and friends to
share faith in a meaningful way, to show that kindness, gentleness, and
empathy are possible. If we are truly made in the image and likeness of
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God, then our presence is a symbol that people do care and that God
cares even more, and we can make the experience of dying—if not
beautiful, at least a part of life.

The ritual resources that follow have been written primarily for
Christian corporate worship and for private devotion. They may be used
any way that is meaningful, but they are not definitive and will, we hope,
stimulate the creativity of the reader so that many more rituals might be
shared in the future. Use them if they are appropriate to your faith tradition
or edit and adapt them to make them more meaningful to the way you
pray and worship.
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Resources for Corporate Worship
Compassion Sabbath Celebrations

February 2000

Invocations

Most Holy God,

We gather this day to direct our thoughts toward dying. We hardly know
the words to speak. But we do know that your presence is with us, that
your healing goes beyond our brokenness, that your peace touches our
fears and anxieties. Gather us up in love that transcends our living and
our dying, and bless us in this service of worship. Amen.

Eternal One (Holy, Immortal One),

We come to you to think about life and all its possibilities . . . we come to
think about approaching death and what that means for the rest of our
days...we come to weave our yesterdays and tomorrows into yourlove.
We come to this present moment to respect old vows and make new ones,
to replenish our hope and deepen our faith, to confess our transgressions
and receive your forgiveness. Be with us now and in the hour of our
death. Amen.

Litanies

Leader: To everything there is a season.
People: Some move from the season of life to death.
Leader: We know all people die.
People: We know all people ought to die with grace and
‘ dignity and compassion.
Leader: How do we help that happen?
People: May God's presence bless our uncertainty and embrace
our fearful hearts as we learn new things together.

Leader: It is Compassion Sabbath. A day to speak of death and
dying. It is not a subject we welcome.

People: We bring our anxieties, our fears, our silence and our
tears and lift them before our God. ‘

Leader: God knows our emptiness and dread of loneliness and
will bless us with love and mercy.

People: We are reminded that even in the face of death, the
gift of new life is offered.

Communion Prayers

As friends, family, and body of Christ, we gather at the table of the Lord.
Here we touch hearis; exchange glances filled with joy and wonder, and try
to grasp the mystery of what it means to be created and recreated in a holy
image. We receive with thanksgiving this loaf and cup—we return our
thanks for these gifts for fhey remind us that we are loved from life to death
to life again. Let us pray:

God, in remembrance of Christ’s death and resurrection, we eat this meal.
Though we may face dying in our own lives, we remember the one in
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