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Using the Bible at a Distance: Reflections on the funeral of Mair Jones 

On Friday 10 July, I stood in a cemetery in my local town, and conducted the funeral of Mair 

James. Mair was 40. Around the grave stood around 150 mourners, the majority of whom 

were trying to observe physical distancing measures, with an additional 200 people watching 

on Facebook Live. 

I knew the family having taken the funeral of Mair’s father (Owain) around three years ago, 

shortly after I took up my post as Vicar of Bro Eleth in the Diocese of Bangor. I did not 

physically meet the family to arrange the funeral, constrained by Church in Wales guidelines 

as well as (then) current legislation from the Welsh Government.  

Mair was not religious, nor are her family. In some ways, been forced to the graveside was 

easier for them than holding the funeral in the church building, which they would have done; 

all family funerals take place there, and I recall for Owain’s funeral a little tense negotiation 

about prayers, readings and hymns. The cemetery is a place that belongs to all, as evidenced 

by the fact that once the service concluded mourners scattered to pay their respects to their 

own loved ones. The family asked a friend to read a eulogy and picked three pieces of music. 

It helps that the largest sound and lighting firm in North Wales is owned by the funeral director, 

so practicalities of this sort are easily sorted. This leads on to my role. Gemma, Mair’s mother, 

instructed me simply to do what I normally do, adding, ‘But, Rev Kev, she was not religious; 

she lived for books, bingo and chocolate’. In each funeral I take I purposefully try to introduce 

a little of Christian belief into it and use the Bible to do so. This is, I hope, done gently. 

Sometimes a reading is given by the family (Psalm 23 and 1 Corinthians 13 are the most 

popular), but often it is ‘up to you, Vic!’. 

The Church in Wales rite for funerals is peppered with Scripture. There does need to be a 

degree of religious literacy to appreciate that. During the pandemic, the way funerals are 

conducted has changed. The number of mourners is restricted. Social distancing has usually 

been observed. Pastoral ministry has been offered at a distance, and increasingly professional 

colleagues have worn PPE when conducting them (gloves, masks, aprons). The services I 

take are shorter (we are still restricted to 15 minutes maximum), and as most of the funerals I 

take are at the graveside, weather dependent. 

Using the Bible at funerals during Covid-19 

- I am aware of the need to work hard at choosing appropriate passages. The funeral 

preparation is done at a distance, and for many families, religious faith, even when 

deemed to be important or significant is also distant from their experience 

- As a practical theologian, who trained as a biblical scholar, I am aware that the 

scriptures are also distanced from us in terms of time, language, and culture. 

- The Bible is an unknown book to many. I read purposely from the beibl.net (a modern 

Welsh translation). The meaning of the text is clearer, and for me as a Welsh language 
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student is easier to pronounce. This modern translation in its unfamiliarity draws the 

hearers in when it is not passing over them. 

- I try not to have a favourite passage to use, although I am drawn to Ecclesiastes 3 and 

Mark 16 quite a lot of the time. I have started to give the immediate family a copy of 

the text I use, with a little commentary, appropriate to the deceased. I did this initially, 

as funeral directors are no longer producing orders of service (which usually only 

contained hymns) and I wanted the family to have something tangible with which to 

remember the funeral by. 

- I try to make it explicit that I am quoting from the Bible, rather than another source. 

Therefore, in the case of Ecclesiastes 3, I might begin with, ‘These are words of a poet 

that can be found in the first part of the Bible’ and of Mark 16; ‘This is from one of the 

four stories about Jesus found in the Bible’.  

What am I doing differently? 

- First, I am no longer in the context of the funeral in a space where I might be deemed 

to be in control. I am part of the act. There are times when, like on Friday, I played the 

role of the MC. It is not usually a Christian event, but rather one that is through the 

circumstances alien to us all. I am a guest, perhaps a privileged one. 

- This means (for me) when the Bible is introduced, it must make some sort of sense 

(there must be a connection). There is no point of having another reading that is simply 

nice or used to fill time. So, after I have met virtually with the family, I will take time to 

tease out in my own mind what passage(s) might be work. I will run it by the family, 

although usually it is met with polite disinterest. I am in my area of expertise after all. 

- I would say I am more careful. It has been a time of heartache for many people when 

life has been disrupted. My exegesis, such as it is, needs to work at the graveside, and 

virtually (both simultaneous with the funeral and many days later), as well as having at 

some level being consonant with wider Christian belief and praxis. 

-  


