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Quite recently I attended a funeral. It was the first funeral where I was an active participator 
and it was also the first funeral prayer held in a relatively new church. Many aspects to the 
funeral stood out, especially the orthodox rite in conductive funeral prayers. The whole 
experience was very heart warming.  
 
Every funeral in the Coptic Church begins initially with the prayer of thanksgiving. Regardless 

of who or what age a person has died we pray the thanksgiving prayer. Even if tragedy or 

unfortunate circumstances have resulted in a person’s death, the church without fail starts 

the funeral prayer by thanking God. Perhaps this is contrary to what many other people feel 

or experience, yet in a biblical sense we thank God on every occasion and condition.  

After the thanksgiving prayer, psalms are sung. Each of the Psalms is carefully selected to be 

sung in relation to the person’s rank and gender. “Let us come before His presence with 

thanksgiving; Let us shout joyfully to Him with psalms” (Ps 95:2). There is a men’s funeral 

prayer, a woman’s funeral prayer, a boys funeral prayer, a girls funeral prayer, a prayer for 

women who depart in delivery, a prayer for either patriarchs, archbishops or bishops, a 

hegumens prayer, a deacon’s prayer, a prayer for monks and nuns, and also a memorial 

prayer on the third day. Therefore there are many prayers for each specific person.  

One Psalm said for a men’s funeral is 114:1-9. The closing verses read “Return unto Your 

rest, O my soul; for the Lord has dealt bountifully with You. You have delivered my soul from 

death, my eyes from tears, and my feet from falling. I will walk before the Lord in the land of 

the Living. Alleluia”. We believe that are being saved from the death of hell. We believe that 

heaven is the land of the living, where there is no more pain or tears. This Psalm is a very 

suitable for the occasion.  

The priest also prays additional prayers. One prayer contains the following words “And if he 

(.....) committed any sin toward You, like the rest of mankind, forgive and pardon him. 

Abolish the remainder of his punishment, for You have created man for life, and not death. 

Repose him in that place”1.  

The prayer not only focuses on the person who has died but on all those “who are left 

behind, help them. Those who are bereaved of him, aid them. Those who have attended 

and participated in grievances have mercy upon them and bless them. Grant them a 

heavenly recompense in the new dawning unto the age of ages. Because You are merciful 

and compassionate and unto You do we send all glory, honor, and worship; O Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit, now and forever unto the age of ages. Amen2”  
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The orthodox rite even has a prayer at the burial site which reads in closing “As for us, we 

ask for him here, and let him mention us before You. Through the grace and mercies and 

philanthropy that is for Your Only-Begotten Son, our Lord, God and Saviour Jesus Christ. We 

worship Him and the Holy Spirit, now and forever more. Amen”  

Isn’t it amazing that not only do we appeal to God to forgive the person who has died but 

we pray for all mankind to be forgiven? We no longer just pray for the person who has died 

in the flesh, but we pray to God that he may mention us before Him. We appeal to the 

reposed; who we believe is in paradise, to intercede for us in front of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Why does the church pray for the departed? What could possibly be the benefit of praying 

for someone who has died in the flesh?  

The church does not pray for those who have died whilst sinning. Prayer will not benefit 

him, and St John said: “There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray 

about that” (1 Jn 5:16). If the church can be sure that the person has died whilst in the act of 

committing a sin, the church does not pray for him3.  

Some examples for which the church does not pray for include4:  

1. A thief climbed up house to steal but fell down and died 

2. A person found his wife committing adultery, he then killed her and the man who 

was sinning with her; the church does not pray for both of them who were killed.  

3. A smuggler of drugs is seized by the policemen and they shot at one another. The 

smuggler and his partners died in the shootout.  

4. A person died while being drunk, or a dancer died in an un-innocent pastime 

evening.  

5. A person died while quarrelling with others in gambling 

6. A person who dies in apostasy 

7. A person who proclaims a heresy or heterodoxy without repenting 

8. A person who commits suicide. Rare exceptions may include a person committing 

suicide who has a complete mental disorder, or a person who commits suicide but 

does not die immediately but after a few hours or days. Such a person may have 

repented for this sin before his death. The church cannot console the family of the 

person who has committed suicide without repentance as this is hypocrisy.  

However in other circumstances the church certainly prays for someone who has died so 

that he could at least depart from the world having been absolved by the Church, so that he 

is no longer bound in any way. That person is then left to the mercy of the One who 

searches men’s hearts and the One who knows all secrets5.  
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The church prays on behalf of the one who has passed away to be forgiven of any sins which 

he may have committed which were not of the degree that leads to death.  

The church prays that the Lord would forgive any of sins of ignorance or of negligence, or 

any sins committed unintentionally and unknowingly, which those who have passed away 

might have committed.  

The church thus prays for the sake of the departed out of a kind of compassion, because 

nobody is without sin, even if his life on earth is a single day. We pray since only God is 

good. We ask forgiveness and then leave the matter to God, always knowing that any 

human being might perhaps have repented even if it was at the hour of death6.  

But as we have said we do not pray for those who have died in the act of committing a 

deliberate sin without repentance. Prayer in these circumstances would go against God’s 

goodness and justice.  

But before I end, I would like to share my personal experiences of the funeral.  

This was the first funeral where I really knew the person who had died. I had many dealings 

with this man, Uncle Magdy, and I remember many positive interactions with him. For 

example I remember that when Uncle Magdy was unable to attend church he would call and 

speak to his son. After speaking to his son, Uncle Magdy would often ask to speak to me and 

we would have up to a five minute conversation. He did this on several occasions. To be 

honest there was probably no urgent need for us to speak on the phone, but out of his 

kindness and love he just wanted to hear my voice and have a conversation. For these 

moments I am very grateful.   

Later on when his health deteriorated he asked me to visit him. Just two weeks from his 

death he invited me to his house saying that he was expecting me. Unfortunately I never 

accepted the invitation, and I accept blame for that on my part. But our last conversation 

did not end on a sad note. I told him that I was sorry for not visiting him and we sat next to 

each other eating lunch. I offered him some cake, but he declined saying he was full. He was 

extremely kind to me and others throughout his life, and I am quite embarrassed about the 

number of times he said nice things about me. But this probably shows you the respect a 

man of God demonstrates.  

Probably because of the relationship described above I cried at the funeral. I tried really 

hard not to cry, even closing my eyes and mind. But I couldn’t help it, and it is certainly 

acceptable to grieve. There is a big difference though between grief and despair, and 

despair is not acceptable.  

I remember the nice words spoken by everybody at the funeral, and the wonderful spiritual 

atmosphere created by all the funeral prayers. The spirituality of the church always 
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surpasses the material, and when you experience the spiritual life nothing can ever take 

away your joy. This is what makes the church so great. The more prayers the better and 

these prayers bring great comfort and joy to all in every occasion.  

Jesus Christ is the God of the living. The souls of those who have reposed in the bosom of 

our fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in God’s kingdom are also living.  

In memory of Uncle Magdy Riad who reposed in the Lord on the 15th August 2011  

 

 


