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ABSTRACT

A wise sentence states that fear cannot stop death, but rather stops life. Through this wise
sentence, it can be learned that fear of death is actually useless and can even cause harm. This
applies to all forms of death, including the death of a loved one. In theology, there is a term known
as Pastoral Grief which seems to be the branch of theology that deals most with grief that arises
due to death. Pastoral Grief's efforts to overcome grief become increasingly difficult when many
parties put forward the concept of “forgetting"” as the best way to recover from grief. So this study
attempts to provide a solution to this problem by examining | Thessalonians 4:13 and the film
Coco.

The method chosen in this study is qualitative with a comparative approach. In this case,
the Bible text of | Thessalonians 4:13 will be compared with the narrative of the film Coco. Cross-
Textual Hermeneutics by Archie Lee will be used as an interpretation method in this study. The
selection of this method is based on efforts to appreciate the perspective of Asians in reading the
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Bible text, while freeing the Bible text from the tendency of biased readings that are still oppressed
by western colonialism.

Through this research, it is expected that new patterns and approaches will be found that
can be used as strategies in Pastoral Grief services. It is also expected that the results of this study
will provide a new color in viewing grief which has always received a negative stigma. It is also
hoped that this study can have an impact on church services in an effort to maximize Pastoral and
Counseling services, including Pastoral Grief.
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A.INTRODUCTION

Death has always been a specter for many people. It is seen that humans tend to like and
enjoy life and then feel afraid of losing it. Therefore, the awareness arises that the most potential
thing to take life from human hands is death.* Interestingly, humans are not only afraid when death
comes to them, but also feel uncomfortable when death comes to those closest to them.? In many
circumstances, it is found that humans can also be willing to die first before their loved ones. There
is a principle of being willing to die for the sake of loved ones that is found in humans.®

These symptoms then began to feel normal in society because they were normalized by
them. As a researcher, of course there is no assessment of whether this is right or wrong, good or
bad, because the estuary of this research is not heading in that direction. Discussion of death will
always be related to other things that are an inseparable part of death itself. Some things that are
usually always related to death are sadness, crying, loss and grief. Among all these things, the
closest relationship to death is grief.* Grief can be understood as a form of sadness due to the loss
of something that is considered valuable and worthwhile.> Experiencing grief after losing
something valuable or someone you love is normal.® However, even though this is humane, it does
not mean that there are no detrimental effects from it. Some things that can be affected by Grief
are the psyche, physical health and productivity of humans. So at a certain point, this normal thing
can also be detrimental.” Therefore, something is needed to overcome the problem of grief that can
harm humans.
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Pastoral Grief is here to minimize the losses caused by grief and offers solutions so that
someone can get out of the condition of grief.? Because pastoral care is the task of the church, in
this case the church is also responsible for helping people who are experiencing grief.® Some of
the church's activities show that there have been efforts to do this, but the implementation of

Pastoral Care in today's congregations cannot be said to be easy.!® There are many
challenges for both the church and the congregation members who experience grief. Church clergy
have tried to handle grief in various “church” ways, but this becomes complicated when the grief
is experienced by the church clergy (pastors, elders, deacons, and other church servants). An old
opinion once said that faith would be the best weapon to overcome grief. However, this opinion
could not continue because believers were also drowned by grief. So faith and grief are not two
contradictory things.** A person can hold fast to faith and experience grief at the same time. So
the church can no longer use “faith” as a solution to grief.

As one of the Christian majority areas in Indonesia, the city of Manado is quite active in
various Pastoral actions, including Pastoral Grief.'?> One of the most obvious pastoral efforts for a
person or family who has lost a loved one is through a consolation service. It is unfortunate that
this pattern is still very limited in its implementation. The consolation service is only held a few
days before the funeral (usually three nights in a row). After the funeral there are no more pastoral
steps for the bereaved. During the consolation service, the pastoral dimension is seen through the
sermon and the selection of songs in the liturgy. However, it is unfortunate that the sermon is
certainly very limited by time and is not two-way in nature. The family or bereaved do not have
the opportunity to share feelings or confirm something in the consolation service. In addition,
sermons are often based on Bible reading activities that are still wrapped in colonialism. For
example, the story of Job is often raised as a message to submit to God's authority. This kind of
message seems to give a tendency that there is no room for sadness before God. Such messages in
the consolation service seem to put more pressure on the bereaved that they have no right to be
sad. Such things should certainly not be found in consolation services or even in all Christian
services.

Therefore, it is necessary to read texts that are detached and free from colonialism. The
activity of reading and interpreting this text must provide space for new meanings that emerge
from the perspective of people who are no longer oppressed by the colony. So the first thing that
needs to be done is to appreciate the perspectives that emerge from the local faith community. In
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the context of Pastoral Grief, this means that the Bible needs to be understood from a perspective
that gives space to sadness as something normal. Likewise, grief that arises due to loss also needs
to be truly understood as something human. So this study tries to facilitate this. Through this study,
the text of | Thessalonians 4:13-14 which tends to prohibit grief, will be interpreted with cross-
textual hermeneutics and in a position that is parallel to the film Coco.

B. STATE OF RESEARCH

Several previous studies were found that had similarities with the topic raised in this study.
For example, regarding | Thessalonians chapter 4, it was studied by R Garlan Young who
discussed Paul's message about death to the Thessalonian congregation and Christians today.*3
There is also research by Richard Ascough which highlights the text from the perspective of human
efforts to question death and the afterlife and how Paul strengthens the unity of the congregation
through this discussion.’* Simon Gathercole also wrote about Thessalonians and discussed the
possibility of hope in death from the perspective of the apostle Paul.™® The three writings highlight
death, hope and the unity of the congregation. None have highlighted the issue of grief in the text.

The film Coco, which aired in 2017, has also attracted the attention of several researchers
to the point of including it in their research. For example, research by Esra Nihlenur and Bayram
Tay, which discusses the film Coco and its impact on family unity® and research from Xuexin Du
that highlights the motives behind the film Coco.!” Research by Ruta Vaidya and Yousra Osman
also found moral role models in Disney cartoon characters, especially Coco and Encanto.'® The
three studies looked at the film Coco from a social and educational perspective, but not from a
theological perspective. This is what distinguishes it from this study.

Just as the film Coco attracted the attention of many people, the issue of Grief also attracted
the attention of many researchers. George Bonanno and Stacey Katman discuss and divide grief
into several types.'® Meanwhile, Nicole LeBlanc and friends highlight the emotional and
physiological reactions to complicated grief.2° Meanwhile, there is also research from Maarten
Eisme and colleagues which discusses acute grief in someone who has lost a family member or
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loved one due to Covid-19.2 The three studies discuss grief comprehensively and in depth.
However, they see grief as a psychological symptom but have not seen it as a theological symptom.
Therefore, through this study, a different dimension of grief will be seen. The researcher will
reconstruct grief not only as a psychological symptom, but also a theological symptom that is
normal for believers.

C. METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative research method with a comparative approach between the
text of |1 Thessalonians 4:13 and the film Coco which aired in Indonesia in 2017. The film Coco
is considered a text so that it can be compared with the Bible text for several reasons as follows:

1. Films contain language elements that require the audience to read the elements and then obtain
the meaning. Ken Mizusawa researched this in relation to English language learning.??

2. Films present literary elements in cinematic form. The audience is unconsciously reading the
text of the story through the process of understanding the narrative through the film being
watched. Lucia Nagib said that film is literature.?®

3. Just as text is written so that readers understand the author’s intent, so too is a film made so
that the audience understands the filmmaker's intent. Lena Jayyusi said in her research that a
film is a text that contains and writes about culture that is intended to be conveyed to the
audience with a combination of audio and visual patterns.?* Since both are cultural products,
films can be considered as texts.

Furthermore, because this research involves biblical texts, the hermeneutic method chosen
is Cross-Textual Hermeneutics by Archie Lee. Through this hermeneutic method, Archie Lee
attempts to free the text from Western domination. According to Lee, for a long time biblical texts
have been considered absolute truth and therefore reject other sources of truth, including Eastern
texts. This situation builds the idea that truth only belongs to Western texts and texts born in the
East (Asia) are not theological.?® Through Cross-Textual Hermeneutics Archie Lee attempts to
bring together the biblical text with Eastern texts (texts from Asian cultures and religions). This
encounter is not comparative, nor does it attempt to find what is right and what is wrong. This
encounter is a cross-over that attempts to find transformation and enrichment of meaning.?®

One thing that then becomes a problem that needs to be explained here is about the film
Coco which is not an Asian product and tells about Dia de los Muertos or Day of the Dead, which
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is one of the Mexican people's commemoration days. This celebration is a tradition of Latin
American society which generally contains a message to see death broadly and not narrowly only
on the fear of death.?” Although it tells about the tradition, the narrative of the film Coco does not
center on it. The film Coco instead emphasizes the intimacy of the family even though it has been
separated by death. So this is what bridges it with the Asian text. This film can be considered to
represent Asian culture because it highlights the warmth of the family. It is even more interesting
because the warmth and affection of the family occur even though it is limited by death. Asian
culture always places special emphasis on family relations. Asia considers that family has an
important role in a person's life. So family relations must continue to be maintained and must not
be broken.?® Through this research, it will also be seen how families survive and continue life if
one of their members has to leave due to death.

A. Exegesis of | Thessalonians 4:13

This verse is part and also the opening of a short passage containing six verses. The
Indonesian Bible Society gives the title "The Coming of the Lord" to this passage. Although it
speaks of the parousia event,?® but the opening and closing sections (verses 13 and 18) are often
seen as an attempt to comfort the grief. If observed further, verses 13 and 18 in this passage, Paul
seems to want to give encouragement to the Thessalonian congregation who are experiencing grief
due to the death of a loved one. This verse was chosen because it is often a source of comfort for
Christian congregation members who are experiencing grief. Unfortunately, the use of this verse
is considered not contextual because it is used to "silence™ grief. In the sense that this verse is often
used to comfort by force, namely by leading the congregation who are experiencing grief to forget
the person who has died. This pattern of forced forgetting is quite dangerous because it has the
potential to experience more severe grief if there is something that stimulates the memory to return
in the future.®®

The First Letter to the Thessalonians is a handwritten letter from the Apostle Paul to the
church in the city of Thessalonica.®! The largest city in the province of Macedonia and also the
center of the province. The city has undergone a name change. The name Thessalonica was
proposed by one of Alexander the Great's generals named Cassander. Just like Corinth, the city of
Thessalonica was also known as a port city. Therefore, the city of Thessalonica became a strategic
route for trade at that time. From the city of Thessalonica, there was a trade route that crossed from
Europe to Asia. Paul saw this as an opportunity to spread the gospel. Paul probably thought that
the smooth trade route in the city of Thessalonica could be used to help the smooth spread of the
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gospel. Because many people came to transact in or just passed through Thessalonica, spreading
the gospel to them could help bring the gospel through the trade route they passed.®?

The interesting thing in verse 13 is Paul's statement that the congregation needs to know
about those who have died, so that the congregation does not grieve like those who have no hope.
So there are at least two things that are a puzzle from Paul's statement, namely what needs to be
known about those who have died and what people who have no hope are like. Therefore, it is
important to discuss and solve these puzzles each in a paragraph.

The first thing that needs to be solved is about knowing about those who have died.
Through the apostle Paul's explanation in the same passage, more precisely starting from verses
15-17, it can be seen that there seems to be a fairly unique general understanding that is growing
in the Thessalonian congregation. It can be seen that they are trapped in the belief that at the
parousia event, the living will meet God before those who have died. In response to this
understanding, many of them feel anxious about whether those who have died will also meet the
Lord or whether they will be left behind because they have experienced death before the Lord
returns.

Paul gave an explanation that shook the understanding of the Thessalonians. Paul explained
that before the living meet the Lord, the dead will be resurrected first. In verse 16 it is explained
that when God gives a sign (the call of the archangel and the trumpet) then the dead will be
resurrected in Christ. After that, it is the turn of the living to meet the Lord. So this was conveyed
by Paul to the congregation not merely as a consolation for their sadness, but also as a consolation
for the worries of the congregation.

Next, regarding people who have no hope. This title has actually automatically stuck to the
Thessalonians when they were worried about people who had died. They became like people who
had no hope because they had unconsciously accused God of not caring. They knew God as a God
who never failed to care for His people. They understood about Christ's return to save them. But
strangely, they were not sure that God had the power to save those who had died.

By using the phrase “as one without hope,” Paul is actually satirizing the Thessalonians
who were indeed proven to be behaving like that. The apostle Paul’s sarcastic tone was conveyed
to the congregation accompanied by a detailed explanation of the opposite situation from what the
people in Thessalonica were worried about. Therefore, the text that has been used as the basis for
Christian grief consolation is actually not very appropriate. As the facts obtained through this
ecegesis, in fact this text does contain a dimension of consolation, but not about grief consolation.
This text also contains quite strong satire from Paul, not only a gentle rebuke for those who are
grieving.

B. The Film Entitled “Coco”

Coco is a 3D computer-animated film. This film can be called a masterpiece because it is
a collaboration between two major American studios, Pixar Animation Studio and Walt Disney.
The collaboration between Lee Unkrich and Adrian Molina became the forerunner to the creation
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of the Coco film. Lee formulated the story idea then Adrian poured it into a scenario. They then
invited Darla K. Anderson to produce their work. This film was released in the USA in November
2017 and was shown in Indonesian cinemas in the same month.

The story of the film Coco is set in a small town in Mexico called Santa Cecilia. The main
focus of this film is on a child named Miguel who loves music very much even though he grew up
in a family that hates music. The reason for his hatred of music is because Miguel's grandmother
was traumatized because his father left him and his mother (Coco's mother) to pursue a music
career. Miguel did not give up on his dream and tried to keep playing music. One time, during the
celebration of Dia de los Muertos,® Miguel, who was heartbroken because his guitar was
destroyed by his grandmother, went to the grave of Ernesto de la Cruz, whom he considered his
great-grandfather. He saw Ernesto's guitar which was similar to the one held by his great-
grandfather in his family photo, so he was convinced that Ernesto was his great-grandfather.

Due to stealing from the dead, Miguel had to accept the curse that he entered the world of
the dead. In the world of the dead, Miguel met his family, including Mama Imelda, Miguel's great-
grandmother who was the starting point of his hatred for music. Miguel's way to return to the
human world was to get his family's blessing, unfortunately Mama Imelda was willing to give her
blessing on the condition that he stop playing music. Because of that, Miguel decided to wander
the world of the dead and meet Ernesto. At the meeting, Miguel realized that Ernesto was not a
good person and neither was his great-grandfather. Miguel discovered the painful fact that all the
fame that Ernesto had obtained was the result of stealing from Miguel's great-grandfather named
Hector. Ironically, for the sake of wealth and fame, Ernesto even killed Hector.

Miguel's long and tense adventure with his family in the world of the dead continues when
they try to return Miguel to the human world before dawn. Because when Dawn comes, Miguel
who is still trapped in the world of the dead will completely turn into a dead person. Miguel's
adventure in the world of the dead teaches him about how important it is to remember family.
Miguel learns that the real separation from family is not death, but when they die and are forgotten.
Through the tradition of commemorating Dia de los Muertos, it can be understood that deceased
family members can cross over to the human world and meet again with their families as long as
they are still remembered by the living.

C. Cross-Textual Hermeneutics of |1 Thessalonians 4:13 and The Film Coco

Although it does not directly discuss grief, there is a dimension of grief in both texts.
Although the text of | Thessalonians 4:13 does not explicitly discuss grief, its dimension is
apparent through the use of this text which is often used to comfort those who experience grief.
Likewise, Coco, which focuses on family relationships, but the dimension of grief can be seen
when the emphasis on family relationships actually crosses the boundary called death. Therefore,

33 A day in the tradition of Latin American society, especially Mexico, which is dedicated to honoring the
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the issue of grief will be a crossroads between the two texts in an effort to interpret them with
Cross-Textual Hermeneutics.

This discussion will start from the meeting point of the two texts, namely that both agree
that there is life after death. | Thessalonians 4:13 states this in verse 14 and states that God will
gather the dead to Himself. Meanwhile, the film Coco presents a more complete and detailed
pattern of life after death. The film shows that there is a world of the dead where those who have
died reside. The film also shows how the dead have access to return to the human world. So, from
this meeting point, it can be concluded that both believe in the existence of the world of the dead.
However, what differentiates the two texts in viewing the world of the dead is how the dead can
interact with the living. It has been previously stated that according to the film Coco, there is access
for the dead to return to the human world. Through this access, those who have died can meet their
living families even though they cannot interact directly.

The access of the dead to the world of the living may not directly contradict the text of I
Thessalonians 4:13, but it becomes contradictory through the “dogma” echoed by the Christian
church. The dogma of the Protestant Church teaches that the dead have been completely separated
from the living. There is no access whatsoever for the two to meet. The dead cannot meet the
living, and the living can no longer meet the dead.3* However, this concept of dogma seems to
need to be considered. Because if dogma always refers to the Bible, then the Bible itself does not
agree on the relationship between the living and the dead. In the Old Testament, it is told several
times that there were conversations with the dead. Including an Old Testament figure whose spirit
was once called to be asked several questions (I Samuel 28:7-20).%° Likewise in the New
Testament, several times the relationship that is still built between the living and the dead is shown.
For example, the event of Jesus' conversation with Moses and Elijah.3® Thus, the belief that the
dead have lost their relationship with the dead actually still requires further discussion and debate.
So in this case the film Coco cannot be considered a mistake.

At this stage, the Cross-Textual function can really be felt. Through reading with an Asian
perspective, it can be seen that the reading of the Bible is often colored by a Western (European)
perspective which then forms the dogma of the Christian Church. For a long time, Asians have
believed in the existence of spirits. These spirits vary, there are spirits that come from nature,
spirits of gods or gods, or even spirits of the dead.®” Conversations with ancestral spirits are
something that is familiar to Asian people, especially those who still adhere to past religious
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beliefs.%® So through the film Coco, it can be seen that Asian society is actually familiar with this
concept, only reluctant to believe it because it is hindered by the dogma of the current Church.
However, referring to the Bible, in fact this perspective can still be reconsidered. Especially when
the tendency of a western perspective is still visible.

This article was not written to blame the dogma of the Church or discredit certain teachings.
It is understood that dogma is present for the sake of realizing order. So it needs to be emphasized
that the presence of this article is for academic purposes only. Not to blame the existing dogma of
the Church. As previously discussed, the intersection of the two texts in this study is on the issue
of grief and how Pastoral Theology answers this challenge. First, the world of Theology cannot
deny the fact that since the beginning Asians have known the concept of talking to the dead.
Whether it is through rituals or simply habits, many things are found in Asian culture that refer to
this.2® In Manado, North Sulawesi for example, there is a custom of lighting candles on graves to
commemorate the farewell of the year (every December 31st every year). There are no ritual and
mystical elements here, only a language of sadness and longing. The conversation is conducted in
a light language and ends with a prayer.

In the film Coco, it can be seen that remembering the dead is something very important.
This needs to be done by those who are still alive so that the deceased family does not disappear
forever. As long as they are still remembered, the dead will always have the opportunity to meet
again with their living family. The living family will also feel their presence and can communicate
and express their longing in the moment of meeting. Although in the film, this event only happens
once a year and only lasts for one night, namely on the commemoration of Dia de los Muertos.

This message also appears in 1 Thessalonians 4:13 through Paul’s admonition to “know
those who have fallen asleep.” It is interesting that Paul conveys this so that the Thessalonians do
not grieve like those who have lost hope. It is clear here that what Paul considers wrong is not
mourning, but mourning like those who have no hope. In the ecclesiastical section, it has been
discussed that mourning like those who have no hope refers to those who are not sure about God’s
work for those who have died. Thus, those who do not believe in life after death can also be called
those who have no hope. Departing from this, mourning is not wrong as long as it is not like those
who have no hope. So there is no prohibition on mourning as long as the mourner knows about
those who have died. In other words, remembering those who have died is also something
important. The bottom line of this is that the belief of Asians to stay connected and communicate
with the dead can in fact be considered an effort to “know about those who have died.”

D. Pastoral Grief as a Form of Divine Healing
For such a long time, Divine Healing and Grief have been viewed as two distinct, even
contradictory, topics. This view arises because grief is seen as a sign of human weakness and defeat

38 Peter van der Veer, “Introduction to the Modern Spirit of Asia/ {ICMAOIIAR M) Z Si8,” Cultural
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due to the pain of death. This paper refutes this view by presenting a new image of grief. Through
Pastoral, grief is no longer seen as a sign of weakness and failure, but rather as a process and effort
to achieve self-reconciliation. Grief is not a result, but rather a process that requires time and
guidance. Itis in this process that humans will see and feel God's role in providing Divine Healing.
God does not come when humans are healed, but rather accompanies humans who are wounded
and struggling in their recovery process.*° This is the essence of Divine Healing, often overlooked
by Christians today.

This article attempts to view Grief as a sacred and reflective moment. A moment where
humans can encounter God in their true and honest state. This encounter occurs when humans
cannot hide anything because their brokenness is so visible and their fragility is so palpable.
Therefore, this moment of encounter in fragility can be the most appropriate moment for Divine
Healing. This moment is when humans become utterly dependent on God.*! For these reasons,
Pastoral Grief Ministry has become a contemporary manifestation of Divine Healing. Pastoral
Grief practitioners become God's partners in helping people overcome and reconcile with their
fragility, including the fragility of Grief over the loss of a loved one.

D. CONCLUSION

Based on all the previous discussions, it can be concluded that grief is something normal
but also biblical. Remembering and connecting in the language of love and longing with loved
ones who have died is something important. The culture and customs of Asian people about
communicating with the dead are, in fact, not about occultism or syncretism, but about love that
cannot be removed even by death.

The Church through Pastoral Grief must be able to see and observe this. Pastoral Grief The
Church today should be able to provide space for grief as an inseparable part of death. Instead of
trying to help someone to "recover” from grief, the Church also needs to realize that grief can be
a way for someone to make peace with the situation. It is indeed recognized that sometimes grief
is found to be detrimental, both to oneself and to others. However, it is also necessary to realize
that many who appear to have recovered are actually struggling to hide the grief they are
experiencing from others. This recovery is a false recovery. So the real recovery is when Pastoral
Grief is able to facilitate someone to understand that grief is a natural process of life. Experiencing
grief is never a disgrace. Grief can last forever in someone's life. So eliminating it is not always
the solution. The Church and the bereaved need to consider living with grief as part of “knowing
the dead” and as an effort to live “grieving as one who has hope”. Moreover, grief can be
understood as a sacred moment where divine healing occurs. A moment when humans can
encounter God in all their fragility.
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