Prayer for the dead

As many as thousands of people died in the disasters as Cyclone Nargis and Sichuan earth quake, many people are offering prayer for the dead and holding many memorial services. As Christians: 

Do we pray for the dead? Should we pray for the dead?

Do we pray for the spirit of the dead?

Can we change the course of the spirit who has died?

Will God listen to our prayer and give amnesty (forgiveness) to the spirit of the sinner and give his/her spirit a place in heaven?

These are very important questions for us, Christians, to have the right answer because at the funeral service, some pastors and some Christians use to pray for the dead. Should we pray for the dead or for the living (relatives and the ones who are left behind)?

Different religions have different belief.

Some religions believe that they can do some offering on behalf of those who died so that they would receive good merit so that their next life will be good.

Some religions believe that they can set the spirit of the dead from suffering or tormenting by doing good things or making some offering (ah lu thar na) and share the good merit (ah mya wai).

What do Christians believe?


Prayers for the dead are based on the false teaching that man possesses an immortal soul. Some believe that at death a wicked person's "immortal" soul is tormented in hell. Friends and relatives then pray that the departed "soul" be spared some of its suffering. However, the Bible says that the soul itself can die (Ezekiel 18:4, 20; also, compare the last parts of Genesis 2:7, 17). In addition, Solomon says the human spirit returns to God, not to some place of punishment (Ecclesiastes 12:7; see Job 32:8). God preserves the spirit until He can return it in the resurrection from the dead when eternal judgment—to either eternal life or eternal death—is determined (see Ezekiel 37:1-14; Revelation 20:14-15; 21:6-8). There are absolutely no biblical grounds for the doctrine of the immortality of the soul.

Prayers on behalf of the dead have no meaning, for nothing can be changed by them. God's Word shows that the dead no longer have any physical or mental activity (Psalm 146:4; Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10). Each person who dies sleeps in his grave in unconsciousness until the resurrection (John 5:28-29; Daniel 12:2; Job 19:25-26; 14:12-14; John 3:13; Acts 2:29, 34). Clearly, prayers should be for the living while there is still hope of repentance, not for the dead, who can do nothing.

God promises to resurrect those who have died before being called and offer them salvation. This includes most of humanity! In the future, God will resurrect to physical life the billions of people from all of earth's history who have not had their minds opened to the truth of God's way of life (Revelation 20:11-13). For the first time, these people will be able to accept or reject God's gift of eternal life. God's Plan to convert humanity is so much more hopeful and loving than the traditional belief of an ever-burning hell as the destiny of those ignorant of Him and His Word. http://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20080207143205AAt1sWt
In the Christian tradition, Prayer for the dead is well-documented within the early Christian church, both among prominent church fathers and the Christian community in general. The Eastern Orthodox view is that Christians were praying for "such souls as have departed with faith, but without having had time to bring forth fruits worthy of repentance". The Roman Catholic view is that Christians were praying for souls who were undergoing the purification later known as Purgatory.  Prayer for the dead continues in both these traditions, but many denominations within Protestantism rejected the practice explicitly or implicitly. The tomb of Abercius of Hieropolis in Phrygia (latter part of the 2nd century) bears the inscription: Let every friend who observes this pray for me, i.e. Abercius, who throughout speaks in the first person. The inscriptions in the Roman catacombs bear similar witness to the practice, by the occurrence of such phrases as:

Mayst thou live among the saints (3rd century); 

May God refresh the soul of . . . Peace be with them. 

Among Church writers Tertullian († 230) is the first to mention prayers for the dead, and not as a concession to natural sentiment, but as a duty: The widow who does not pray for her dead husband has as good as divorced him. This passage occurs in one of his later Montanist writings, dating from the beginning of the 3rd century. Subsequent writers similarly make incidental mention of the practice as prevalent, but not as unlawful or even disputed (until Arius challenged it towards the end of the 4th century). The most famous instance is Saint Augustine's prayer for his mother, Monica, at the end of the 9th book of his Confessions, written around 398.

An important element in the liturgies of the various Churches consisted of the diptychs, or lists of names of living and dead who were to be commemorated at the Eucharist. To be inserted in these lists was a confirmation of one's orthodoxy, and out of the practice grew the canonization of saints; on the other hand, to be excluded was a condemnation.

In the middle of the 3rd century we find St. Cyprian enjoining that there should be no oblation or public prayer made for a deceased layman who had broken the Church's rule by appointing a cleric trustee under his will: "He ought not to be named in the priests prayer who has done his best to detain the clergy from the altar."

Although it is not possible, as a rule, to name dates for the exact words used in the ancient liturgies, yet the universal occurrence of these diptychs and of definite prayers for the dead in all parts of the Church in the 4th and 5th centuries tends to show how primitive such prayers were. The language used in the prayers for the departed is very reserved, and contains no suggestion of Purgatory or any place or state of pain. We may cite the following from the so-called Liturgy of St James:

“Remember, O Lord, the God of Spirits and of all Flesh, those whom we have remembered and those whom we have not remembered, men of the true faith, from righteous Abel unto to-day; do thou thyself give them rest there in the land of the living, in thy kingdom, in the delight of Paradise, in the bosom of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, our holy fathers, from whence pain and sorrow and sighing have fled away, where the light of thy countenance visiteth them and always shineth upon them.”

Public prayers were only offered for those who were believed to have died as faithful members of the Church. But Saint Perpetua, who was martyred in 202, believed herself to have been encouraged in a vision to pray for her brother, who had died in his eighth year, almost certainly unbaptized; and a later vision assured her that her prayer was answered and he had been translated from punishment. St. Augustine thought it needful to point out that the narrative was not canonical Scripture, and contended that the child had perhaps been baptized—although Augustine's own speculation was, likewise, "not canonical Scripture". http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer_for_the_dead#In_the_New_Testament
Blessings!
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