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The Pastoral Liturgist: Holy Moments, High Stakes

A wedding and a funeral occupy opposite ends of the emotional spectrum, yet they share a common
theological structure: both are threshold moments -- passages from one mode of existence to another that
carry permanent, irreversible weight. At a wedding, two individuals become something genuinely new: a
covenant unit whose union is designed to image the love of Christ for the church. At a funeral, a member of
the human community passes through the final threshold, and those remaining must find a way to hold grief
and hope simultaneously. Both occasions gather people who are not normally gathered -- estranged family
members, friends from different chapters of a life, people whose only contact with the church is through these
rites of passage. Both deserve the finest pastoral and theological work the pastor can bring.

The Reformers were insistent that the Gospel must be proclaimed at every rite of passage: at the font, at the
table, at the marriage bed, and at the grave. This insistence reflects a theological conviction about the unique
spiritual receptivity that rites of passage create. The ordinary defenses against the Gospel -- busyness,
self-sufficiency, intellectual skepticism -- are often lowered by the weight of these occasions. The person who
has not thought seriously about God in twenty years may find themselves suddenly desperate for a
theological framework as they watch their daughter make a covenant for life, or as they stand at the grave of
a parent. The pastor who shows up at these moments with genuine theological clarity and pastoral warmth is
doing some of the most significant evangelistic ministry of his career.

"For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall
become one flesh. This mystery is profound, and | am saying that it refers to Christ and the church."

The Wedding: Theology, Preparation, and Ceremony

arriage in the New Testament is not primarily a social institution or a legal arrangement -- it is a theological
reality. Ephesians 5:25-32 explicitly describes the marriage relationship as a "mystery" (mysterion) that refers
to Christ and the church. The husband's love for his wife images Christ's self-giving love for the church. The
wife's honored place in the relationship images the church's dignity as the Bride of Christ. This is not a
convenient spiritual metaphor appended to a social institution -- it is Paul's primary account of what marriage
is and why it matters. The pastor who conducts a wedding understands himself to be presiding over the
establishment of something that participates in the eschatological drama of redemption.
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who agrees to marry a couple without substantive premarital counseling is agreeing to conduct a ceremony
for two people whose capacity for marriage he has not assessed and whose preparation he has not
contributed to. Research consistently shows that quality premarital preparation reduces divorce rates by
30-50% and significantly improves marital satisfaction. The pastoral investment in premarital counseling is
one of the highest-leverage pastoral activities available.

A substantial premarital preparation process includes sessions covering: the couple's family of origin stories
and how those stories are already shaping their expectations of marriage (this is often the most revelatory
and important work); communication patterns and the specific habits that will serve or harm their marriage;
the theology of marriage as covenant rather than contract; financial expectations and habits; sexual history
and expectations; and the question of how they will build a spiritual life together. At minimum, four to six
sessions over three to six months. Some pastors require a full year of preparation for couples who have not
been in the congregation long.

LIVEWELL BY JAMES BELL Pastors




(continued)

Ihe Wed mg 'ho%§ E/rpplga Ily é/\{ arr%irllJl[Jt'(\e/%J ﬁéspécs%ggggset of responsibilities. It must honor the specific
couple -- not with generic sentimentality, but with specific reference to what the pastor knows of their story,
their faith, and the particular character they bring to this covenant. It must ground their marriage in the
theological reality of covenant love -- the difference between a contract (conditional exchange) and a
covenant (unconditional commitment regardless of conditions), and why that difference matters in every fight,
every disappointment, every season of difficulty that lies ahead.

The homily should address the gathered congregation as well as the couple. Many of the people in the room
are married, and a theologically robust, pastorally honest word about marriage will speak to their marriages
as much as to the couple being married. The wedding homily is one of the rare occasions when the pastor
speaks to the full cross-section of a community's relational life -- the newly married, the long-married, the
divorced, the single who longs for marriage, the single who has made peace with their singleness. A word of
Gospel grace that honors the beauty and difficulty of covenant love will reach all of them.

The Funeral: Proclamation in the Face of Death

he funeral is the most consistently evangelistic event in the pastor's annual calendar. The people gathered
have been gathered by death, which is -- whatever their philosophical framework -- a disorienting reality that
secular humanism cannot adequately address. The finality of the grave strips away the comfortable
assumptions by which most people navigate their lives. In this stripped-down, raw, existentially exposed
moment, the Gospel of resurrection is not merely an answer -- it is the only answer that is actually adequate
to the question that death poses.

The pastor who approaches a funeral with this theological conviction -- not as someone performing a
religious rite, but as someone who genuinely believes that the resurrection of Jesus Christ means that this
death is not the final word -- will preach with a confidence and an urgency that cannot be manufactured. And
the people in that room, many of whom have never given the resurrection serious thought, will hear it in a
register they have not heard before.

%Peavfllrmﬁgftﬂr Fpn%rglun‘?e%gage spend significant time with the family. Not just to collect biographical
information for a eulogy, but to genuinely hear who this person was. What did they love? What made them
laugh? How did their faith (or lack of it) shape their life? What do the people who knew them best need said?
These conversations are themselves a form of pastoral care for the bereaved, and they produce the specific,
personal material that makes a funeral sermon resonate rather than feel generic.

The funeral message has three theological responsibilities: to honor the person who has died with honesty
and specificity (a funeral that describes a generic saint rather than this specific person does a disservice to
both the deceased and the bereaved); to name the reality of death without minimizing it (sentimentality that
bypasses genuine grief is not pastoral care -- it is avoidance); and to proclaim the resurrection with full,
unashamed, confident authority. Not as a hope that death might be overcome, but as an announcement that
it already has been: "I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he
live" (John 11:25).

Graveside Ministry: The Final Threshold
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The graveside service or committal is one of the most theologically potent moments in pastoral ministry. The
body of a person the congregation has known and loved is being committed to the earth, and the pastor's
words must carry the full weight of Christian hope across the most visible and visceral human encounter with
mortality. The committal prayer, the words of benediction, the specific Scriptures chosen for this moment
(John 14, Romans 8:38-39, 1 Corinthians 15:51-57, Revelation 21:1-5) must be delivered with the conviction
of a person who actually believes them.

Reflectlon Questions
How do you prepare for wedding and funeral homilies? Do you approach these as among your most
significant evangelistic and pastoral opportunities, or primarily as obligations within your regular
ministry calendar?

2. What is your premarital counseling process? Does it genuinely prepare couples for the covenant they
are about to make, or does it primarily fulfill a procedural requirement? What would it take to make it
genuinely formative?

3.  What theology of marriage do you consistently communicate in the weddings you perform? Does the
congregation leave with a richer or a thinner understanding of what marriage is and why it matters?

4. Describe the most significant funeral you have ever conducted. What made it powerful? What did you
learn about the Gospel's unique capacity at the threshold of death?

You will stand at weddings where hope is so thick you can touch it, and at funerals where grief is so
heavy you can barely breathe. Both are sacred. Both are yours. Bring your theology, your pastoral
knowledge of the people, your genuine love, and your unashamed confidence in the God who makes
two into one and who raises the dead. The people in that room may never be more ready to hear what
you have to say.
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