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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
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found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of
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to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
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women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
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she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
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not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
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were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of
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matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
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Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
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week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
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are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
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It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
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approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
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services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
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make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
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Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
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the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
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process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
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accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
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Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
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not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
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deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
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women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
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or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
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One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
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communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
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accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
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Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
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will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
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involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
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the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
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week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
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community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
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few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
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women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
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that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
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that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
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make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of
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There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
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beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
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way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
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week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
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primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
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them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
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services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
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the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
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nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
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was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
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are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
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don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
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Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
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Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
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found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of
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A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
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as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
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primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
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individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
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the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
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when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
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women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
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answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
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make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
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Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
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nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
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their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
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she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
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But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
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the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
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and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
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Peter to come and do something.
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Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
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where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
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deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
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privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of
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to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
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who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
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privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
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be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
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accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
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that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
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Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
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or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
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process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
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communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
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widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
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need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
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even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
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expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
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where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
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Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
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the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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“In the hands of Christ” a sermon based on Acts 9:36-42 and John 10:22-30,
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Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.
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ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
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The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
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answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
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If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
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found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising
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entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
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Peter to come and do something.
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Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
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be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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preached at Knox Church Dunedin New Zealand by Jordan Redding on the fourth
Sunday of Easter, 8 May 2022.
Death has been on my mind this week. My week began with a memorial service for a
Tokelauan student who died tragically over the summer following major surgery. The
week ended with news of another unexpected death of a student who was well
known in the university community. It’s an unfolding situation, but the latter half of
my week was spent with my chaplaincy colleagues in that initial response of being
present in the midst of shock and raw grief.
Dealing with death is the bread and butter of chaplaincy. In my two and a half years
as chaplain at the university, I have been part of a coordinated response to quite a
few instances. I confess, I still feel out of my depth. Feeling my way. But it’s a
privilege to do this ministry at a time of vulnerability for people.
One of the common feelings expressed is disbelief, even outrage, that a life should
be taken so young. There is a sense of scandal that these capable, gifted young
women and men should be “taken before their time”.
It seems that that was the case with the sudden death of Tabitha in our reading from
the book of Acts. Luke doesn’t give us many details. But two things seem clear: first,
that Tabitha was very active in the Christian community in Joppa doing “good works
and acts of charity.” And second, that her death was at the very least sudden if not
entirely unexpected. We’re simply told, “at that time she became ill and died.” And
the community is apparently scandalised by the injustice of it all, urgently calling
Peter to come and do something.
In a way, we don’t need the details of her death. In the same way that the
circumstances of the deaths of the students don’t take away the tragedy of the fact
or the scandal of it. Luke’s scant details mean that the story has a timeless quality.
Tabitha could be you, she could be me. The community in Joppa could be Knox or the
university. This is a story about the universal human reality of death.
One of the big questions this story has raised for me is, what is a uniquely Christian
approach to the scandal of death? We need to handle this miracle story sensitively. I
want to pick up on two things today, though obviously more could be said. So the
first…
One of the things that I’ve noticed over the last couple of years in chaplaincy is the
different ways that different cultures deal with death. In response to this most
recent death at the university, for instance, I attended two gatherings one after the
other: first, with a gathering of Māori staff and students; second, with a gathering of
primarily European/Pākehā staff and students. As you might imagine, the two
gatherings were quite different.

The gathering with the Māori tauira opened with karakia and a waiata. In other
words, the conversation about death was bookended with an acknowledgement of
the living God, who is present with us in life and death: “Ora, mate hei au koe noho
ai.” (In life and death, let me rest in thee). And then space was opened up for kōrero:
opportunity given for every person to share something of what was going on for
them. To voice their grief. Tears were shed, support and care was offered, there
were moments of humour and laughter too as we held one another. In short, time
was taken together. And when everyone had had the chance to share, the words
were lifted up in a closing prayer as an offering to God and then we gathered in
fellowship over kai, food. It was the first step in an ongoing rhythm of manaaki in and
for the community.
The next gathering had a different feel. It was deeply respectful, but more reserved.
The news of the death was sensitively shared by official university personnel, support
services were offered by Student Health and the chaplains, questions were asked and
answered. And then an uneasy hush descended on the space as people were left to
process the news, some alone, some with their immediate friends. But there was no
communal holding of the space.
If I were to articulate the main difference, I think I would say that the first gathering
embodied a communal expression and processing of grief, while the second
gathering showed a more privatised and individualised approach to grief. Which is
loosely reflective, I think, of Māori and Pākehā cultures respectively. Chaplains, I’ve
found, fit awkwardly in this second space because there is an unspoken assumption
that grief is a private matter for the counselling room. And therefore the chaplain as
a ceremonial leader for the community is like a square peg in a round hole. I should
make clear that counselling is an important and valuable service in helping
individuals and groups to process grief. But for me, what is lacking is a kind of
communal licence or mandate to talk openly about death together and to process
our grief together.
In light of our Acts reading, you may have noticed that the dominant Western way of
dealing with and talking about death today is actually quite a departure from early
Christian practices. In our reading from Acts, for example, we’re told the community
gathers to wash Tabitha’s body. To prepare her body for burial. And then to lay her in
the upper room of a house in the presence of the congregation. The communion of
saints were already gathered when Peter arrived. They have gathered round to
accompany Tabitha on the next stage of her journey. And interestingly, it’s the
widows, those women in the community who have experienced death, who take a
leading role in the grieving process, helping the community to grieve, giving voice to
the community’s outrage at Tabitha’s untimely passing.
The funeral rites described in Acts, I think, are much more reminiscent of Māori
tangihanga (funeral customs) e.g. in the presence of the body; sitting with the
deceased and then kōrero together over days as a means of processing grief and of

accompanying the dead onto the next stage. There’s an implicit assumption that we
matter even in death. Our bodies are holy.
There’s a beautiful quote by American theologian, Thomas Lynch:
A good funeral gets the dead where they need to go and the living where they need
to be. While the dead don’t care, the dead matter. The dead matter to the living. In
accompanying the dead, getting them where they need to go, we get to where we
need to be – to the edge of that oblivion and then returned to live with the certain
knowledge that life has changed.
At the heart of the Christian gospel is a claim that we are not alone, neither in life …
nor in the oblivion of death. We are held by grace, by the loving hand of God, who in
Christ has reached even into the depths of Hades, the realm of the dead… so that
even there God is with us. As Jesus says in our reading from John’s Gospel, no one
will snatch them out of my hand… no one, not even the angel of death.
When we accompany the dead on that journey to the grave, it is a concrete
expression of that truth that even in death we are not alone. We are dignified by the
hands and memories of the community that hold us – a sacramental sign that
ultimately we are held safe in the hand of God.
So that’s the first thing I wanted to say today: that a Christian approach to death
involves accompanying the dead together on their way: and in so doing both honours
their death and, through looking death in the face, to get us where we need to be.
The second is shorter, though perhaps more challenging. You may have noticed that
so far, I haven’t even mentioned the second half of the Acts reading: the miracle
where Peter raises Tabitha from the dead. It’s this elephant in the room. Particularly
at funerals, this claim of the resurrection of the dead at the heart of the gospel is an
uncomfortable truth.
It’s not common to have a sermon at a funeral these days. And even if the deceased
was a churchgoer, families are often nervous about the service being too explicitly
Christian, particularly around the hope of resurrection, in sensitivity to others who
are there. People, quite understandably, don’t want to be preached at. And funerals
certainly aren’t the time for shameless promotion Christianity to a captive audience.
Consequently, the focus of the modern funeral tends to be the eulogies – literally
“good words” said about the deceased. There’s nothing wrong with eulogies. In fact,
the widows in our Acts reading give a kind of eulogy to Tabitha: they show Peter the
fruit of Tabitha’s good works in the community. Look at all that she did! Look what
she means to us! Like the widows, it’s understandable and it’s good to remember the
deceased with thanksgiving.
But of course, the Acts reading doesn’t end there. Instead, Peter cuts off the widows
in the middle of their eulogising and sends them out of the room before raising

Tabitha from the dead. What do we do with this uncomfortable claim that seems to
jar with our experience of reality?
Certainly, I wouldn’t recommend trying to resurrect people from the dead in the
middle of funerals. And even talking about resurrection needs to be done sensitively
at funerals and memorials lest it appears to trivialise the reality of grief and death.
But it seems to me that the disruptive claim of resurrection (at times of grief and
death) places our lives and our deaths in a bigger picture. It is a reminder that our
lives are worth more than the sum of our eulogies, more than the good words (or the
not so good words) that can be said about us at our funeral, more than what we
achieve or fail to achieve before death comes knocking.
In that sense, the miraculous raising of Tabitha isn’t really about Tabitha per se. I
don’t think Tabitha was raised because of her acts of charity. As if she were more
deserving. I think she was raised in spite of these things. As if Peter were helping the
community in Joppa to lift its eyes beyond the way things are in our world. Beyond
the scandal of death, beyond the suffering and injustice of lives taken too early,
beyond the words left unsaid, and the things left undone, beyond the estrangement
and ruptured relationships.
Beyond. To One who is not satisfied with all that. To the One who is disrupting the
way things are, who will not let the oblivion of death be the final word. To the One
who is at work taking up, reconciling, and renewing all things. To the one who, like a
shepherd, is leading us through the darkest valley to the springs of the waters of life,
when hunger and thirst will be no more, and every tear will be wiped away from our
eyes.
When all is said and done, this final eulogy, this final good Word of God remains –
the word of hope that sits at the horizon of every funeral, the word of hope to which
all our other eulogies point, the word of hope that all we are in life will not be
forgotten, that God will not abandon us to the oblivion of death, but that we are held
safe in the hands of Christ, lifted as an offering before the God who will make all
things new. Amen.
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