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The Rainbow 

Jo-Anne Berthelsen 

 

‘She’s going to ask you to take her funeral,’ my friend’s father tells me on the phone, his 

voice urgent. ‘I wanted you to know before you visit her today.’ 

I am shocked, but manage to mumble a few words of thanks for forewarning me. 

Then I sit, staring into space, my mind whirling. How has it come to this? She is still young, 

with so much to live for. Why is she so determined not to eat? Yet I know, too, how strong a 

hold her illness has on her mind – and her body. 

With dread in my heart I drive to see her and slowly climb the stairs to her apartment. 

She greets me in her usual warm, gentle way, but as I hug her, I feel the frailty and 

clamminess of her body. She is dying of her own choice. Yet, in another way, she is not free 

to choose. Those around her love her and want her to live, but her mind is like a steel trap 

that holds her captive and prevents her from responding in any normal, reasoned way.  

We begin chatting, and I soon sense her desire to control everything that happens 

between us. I pray for God’s wisdom and discernment. I know I need to be strong. 

‘I have something to ask you today,’ she says at last, her voice calm and devoid of 

emotion. ‘I’d like you to take my funeral. If you say yes, can we perhaps go through what I’d 

like to have in the service?’ 

I am silent for a few moments, then sense I have to meet her half way.  

‘Yes,’ I tell her, the sadness almost overwhelming me. ‘Yes, I will take your funeral 

when the time comes. But I don’t want to discuss such things with you today. I want you to 

choose to live instead! You have so much to offer this world. God has great things for you to 

do yet.’ 

She is silent for some time. I can see my response has disappointed and even angered 

her, but I remain steadfast. She offers me a cup of tea and, as she makes it, I notice how she 

turns her back and quietly pours the nourishing energy drink she is supposed to have down 

the sink. I think of challenging her, yet feel helpless. I know she will give me a plausible 

explanation for her actions. 

The weeks pass. Eventually, I hear she has sold her apartment and moved home to be 

with her parents some distance away. I keep in contact as best I can but, one Saturday when I 

phone, her father tells me the end is near. She has chosen to die at home and has refused any 

resuscitation efforts on her behalf. 
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Not long after, he contacts me to say she has passed away. 

The following day, I drive to her parents’ home, sad that they now have to explain to 

me what their daughter wanted for her funeral. Yet I know I could not have discussed this 

with her earlier. They are fragile, but we manage to arrange everything for the service in the 

church and then at the graveside.  

A few days later I again drive to the town where they live, hoping I can get through 

what lies ahead. There are hundreds present at the church to support the grieving parents and 

honour the way they tried so hard to help their daughter. The hymns and Bible readings are 

beautiful and her mother shows such strength as she delivers a heartfelt eulogy. I speak, too, 

and hear the clear affirmation ripple across the congregation when I share some words of 

comfort and encouragement I believe are from God for the family: ‘Well done! You did 

everything you could for her! I say it again because I think God wants you to know this deep 

in your hearts. Well done! You did all you could – and more.’ 

Afterwards, as refreshments are served, I wait until it is time for family and close 

friends to make the journey to the cemetery. I am last in the procession of cars heading back 

out to the highway and my mind reels as I try to keep up with the fast-moving hearse ahead. 

Time has slipped away and we are late, yet I drive carefully on the wet road, thankful the rain 

has now stopped. I am in unfamiliar territory in so many ways. I do not know where we are 

heading and have never taken a graveside service before. But I know God is with me and will 

see me through what lies ahead. 

At last, we reach our destination and I follow the group of mourners up the green 

slope. As we gather together around the coffin, I am thankful for mutual friends nearby who 

smile at me in support. 

I begin our little service in this beautiful, quiet place, the rolling hills stretching out 

behind us and the sky slowly clearing above. Everything goes well until it is time to commit 

my friend’s body to the earth. I announce this will happen while we bow our heads in prayer 

and then I begin to pray. Yet when I finish, the coffin is still at ground level. Somehow, the 

men standing ready to undertake this task do not seem to have heard or understood my 

instructions. 

For a moment, I wonder what to do next. Then, unbidden, an old chorus pops into my 

mind and a calmness comes over me. In a firm voice, I invite each person to take one of the 

beautiful roses cut especially for the occasion from the family’s own garden and place it on 

the coffin as a final, loving, farewell gesture. One by one, they come – and I realise how 



 3 

much easier this is for everyone to do while the coffin is still at ground level, given the wet, 

slippery conditions. 

Then I notice one of the undertakers approaching me. 

‘You’re supposed to have told us to lower the coffin into the ground!’ he whispers in 

an urgent tone. 

‘I thought I did that before I prayed,’ I tell him. ‘But don’t worry! You can attend to it 

in a moment, while we all sing.’ 

He looks a little unconvinced, as he bows his head and moves off. Yet I know in my 

heart I have made the right choice. I gaze around at the little gathering, many of whom are 

now wiping away tears, after saying their final goodbyes in such a moving way. 

‘As our dear daughter, sister, aunt, niece and friend is lowered into the ground, let’s 

join together in singing the old Scripture chorus ‘Be still and know’. I will lead you, but I’d 

be grateful if some of you with strong voices would also help.’ 

I choose a key I hope is not too high and begin singing. Soon everyone joins in and, as 

our voices unite, a deep calmness descends on us all. We sing the chorus again, the same 

words over and over: Be still and know that I am God. Be still and know that I am God. Be 

still and know that I am God. 

Yes, God is here, speaking to us all, I am sure. 

The service is over and, one by one, we move off. I have done my best and now need 

to leave the family to be comforted by others. It is not until much later that I hear what 

happened for them on that hillside. 

‘As we sang that chorus,’ my friend’s father tells me eventually, ‘a beautiful rainbow 

appeared above the hills behind you. It was such a special reminder to us that God is with us 

and is still in charge. Straight away, I knew in my heart this was God’s unique way of 

reassuring us and comforting us.’ 

I had not seen that rainbow at all. I had been facing the opposite way, intent on 

leading our singing. God was at work, even when I was completely unaware. 

Yet God had been there all along too. If I had not confused the undertaker with my 

instructions, we would not have sung that beautiful, old chorus. In fact, we would not have 

sung at all. And if we had not still been standing there, singing that simple song when the 

rainbow appeared, my friend’s family may have missed out on seeing God’s handiwork and 

sensing God’s love for them in that moment.  

Even in the darkest times, God cares. 

Even when we do not know what to do, God cares. 
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Even when we do not see the rainbow, God cares.  
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