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It is becoming increasingly apparent that crema-
tion is far more than a trend. The latest statistics
(projected for 2015)  indicate that the cremation
rate will have increased by more than 50% over
the last ten years.  Conclusions have to be drawn
that this is a significant consumer preference.
How does this affect religious belief?  Have
Catholics been sufficiently instructed about cre-
mation?  

This article addresses the theology of the resur-
rection of the body in accordance with our
Catholic beliefs. Our pastoral care for the
bereaved depends upon sound teaching to truly
communicate consolation. This article further
will highlight the ritual and belief aspects for the
bereaved  during the critical times we encounter
them at the time of burial. The Catholic cemetery as a
sacred place generates hope.  

Since the promulgation of the Order of Christian Funerals
(1989)  and the issuance of guidelines for cremation (1977)
considerably new interest in this practice is occurring. It
has been clear that cremation was a practice condemned
and forbidden by the Church. Now with its allowance peo-
ple are asking why this reversal is permitted. What has
changed? Many of us vaguely remember how cremation
was taught as forbidden by the Church since the practice
in the pagan mentality denied that there would be a resur-
rection. While this was confusing when we knew that our
ancestors’ bodies had already turned to dust, we neverthe-
less  did not go further in thinking about it.  

Throughout history, cremation did play a part in influenc-
ing faith and belief among Christians. For many centuries
cremation was a clear statement that the bodily resurrec-
tion did not occur. That historical statement has dimmed
in meaning during recent times, enough so that the Church
is now willing to accept the practice. A brief historical
review will offer some explanations and perspective.

Looking back to the early days of the Church, we realize
that there were  prevailing reasons for the Church not to
accept this practice. There is the fact that the Church was
a very small minority within a large pagan culture. That
culture for the most part did not hold beliefs in the after-
life; as such, cremation was an appropriate burial method.

In contrast, early Church members saw their identity inti-
mately connected to an afterlife and the resurrection of the
body. With such identity, burial was the only option. This

option was further chosen as the more normal one for the
early Church, since most of its members were Semitic and
burial was the prevailing norm for this group.

What we had then was the natural inclination to stay with
an accepted practice that also strongly contradicted the
pagan practice of the day. This contrast was further height-
ened when the martyrs’ bodies were cremated as a further
humiliation to Christians. The catacombs, as a sacred
place of burial, bear wittiness to the importance of and
reverence early Christians had for the body in death. 

Around the fifth century, following the earlier conversion
of Constantine, the practice of cremation ceased in the
Roman Empire. In 789, Charlemagne made it a capital
offense to follow pagan rituals for cremating a body.

During the next thousand years, cremation was aban-
doned as a practice in Europe. There is some evidence of
the Church affirming the condemnation during the
Pontificate of Boniface VIII (c.1300).

Recent Changes

Proponents of cremation were still seen as proposing
something that was not compatible with Christian burial.
The 1917 Code of Canon Law (Canon 1203) condemned 
cremation. Since then, there was little discussion of 
cremation until recent developments.

In 1963, during the Second Vatican Council,  the prohibi-
tion against cremation was lifted, provided  that the choice
to cremate was not done in contradiction to Christian
belief. To meet this provision, a person, when preparing
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for his or her own death and burial,
would usually write a statement
attesting that cremation requested did
not deny the resurrection but was
made for other reasons. As long as
the cremation did not constitute 
a denial, permission was usually
granted.

This practice, however was not wide-
spread, since the Church still recom-
mended that the body be buried. As a
sign of its continuing displeasure in
this practice, no prayers were desig-
nated for cremated remains (cre-
mains). All prayers were offered prior
to the cremation of the body.

In 1969, there were further changes
concerning cremation. The Ordo
Exsequiarum added prayers to be
offered at the cremation and at the
time of burial (Committal Prayers),
even though the Church did not
encourage cremation as a norm for
burial. The latest revision of the
Order of Christian Funerals (1989)
still upholds the traditional way of
burial, yet it does so with consider-
able leeway for the process of 
cremation.

New Consideration

Now the spotlight has once again
been cast on the practice of crema-
tion. In examining current beliefs and
practices, the Church no longer sees
the practice as an espousal of pagan
abominations. We as a community of
believers have moved forward. While
holding to traditional beliefs, we are
in the process of “traditioning”
ahead. 

In this process, the Church stays
young and vital by always examining
scripture and history seeking to
unlock traditional beliefs for a new
generation of believers. In unlocking
those beliefs for this age, we go for-
ward, ever mindful  of Jesus’ words
spoken throughout the ages.

While pagan practices have dimin-
ished and no longer color the mean-
ing of cremation, it still remains 

vitally important that we have an
understanding of our belief in the
bodily resurrection, no matter what
we may choose for burial.

Manner of Resurrection

How we view the continuation of life
and the belief in the resurrection of
the body is a significant topic for 
contemporary belief, both within the
Church and in our secular society.
These beliefs say much more about
how we view ourselves and where 
we stand in our appreciation of the
afterlife. 

Living according to the flesh or
according to the spirit is a major
theme in St. Paul’s writings. It is more
than applicable to our appreciation of
bodily resurrection. Resurrection is
placed into its proper context, espe-
cially in Paul’s First Letter to the
Corinthians. The following words are
very relevant to those who wonder
about the corporeal or bodily aspects
of our being:

Father Raymond Brown in his work
The Virginal Conception and the
Bodily Resurrection of Jesus cites
Pope Paul VI’s remarks on the diffi-
culties we have in conceptualizing
resurrection:

Jesus rose again in the same body
He had from the Blessed Virgin, but
in new conditions, vivified by a new
and immortal animation, which
imposes on Christ’s flesh the laws
and energies of the Spirit. This new
reality is so far above our capacities
of knowledge and even imagination
that it is necessary to make room
for it in our minds through faith.

Our hope is to share in a similar kind
of resurrection. The gospel accounts
of the appearances of Jesus after the
resurrection give us insights to the
mystery of being glorified. We believe
that the Lord Jesus “will change our
mortal bodies to be like his in glory.”
(cf. Order of Christian Funerals, 
no. 218A)

The allowing of cremation challenges
us to evangelize within and outside
the community of faith about bodily
resurrection.  As we reflect both theo-
logically and pastorally on the prac-
tice of cremation, we are faced with
the task of walking a fine line: the
body in death is cherished and yet
cremation, while an option, does not
deny resurrection.

Encountering 
the Glorified Lord

New Testament accounts describe the
transformation of Jesus’ body. After
the Resurrection, when Jesus
appeared to Mary Magdalene, He
instructs her not to cling to Him. 

He was going to the Father 
(John 20:17).

The appearance to the apostles in the
locked room also describes transfor-
mative aspects. Even though there
was no way to enter the room, Jesus
stands in their midst. The bodily 
resurrection is firmly asserted with
Thomas and his examining of Jesus’
hands and the wound in His side.

These accounts along with other 
references (such as the road to
Emmaus), illustrate the belief in 
bodily resurrection. It is this resurrec-
tional faith around which the whole
Church was formed. 

Cremation & Christian Belief,
continued

But someone may say, “How are the dead raised? With what
kind of body will they come back? You fool! What you sow is not
brought to life unless it dies. And what you sow is not the body
that is to be but a bare kernel of wheat, perhaps, or some other
kind; but God gives it a body as  he chooses, and to each of the
seeds its own body. (1Cor.15:3-38)

continued on page 18
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When Alexander Edelen lost his
grandmother in 2013 he faced a diffi-
cult choice. Though he wanted to
attend her funeral, his boss would not
give him a day off for bereavement. 
“I guess, from an employer’s perspec-
tive, a funeral is taking away a day
that an employee is productive,” he
says. “But a person only lives once.”

As a child Edelen spent a lot of time
with his grandmother. On holidays
her house was where relatives would
gather. Other times she would watch
him when his parents were at work.
Because her illness was sudden,
Edelen couldn’t spend much time
with her before she died. When he got
married, she was too sick to attend
the wedding.

Edelen, a parishioner at Most Blessed
Sacrament Catholic Church in Baton
Rouge, LA, was determined to attend
his grandmother’s funeral. His family
planned a traditional funeral Mass at
the parish where his grandmother
belonged for decades. Even though he
could not get a bereavement day,
Edelen still went.

“For me, the funeral and the wake
were my last chance to see my grand-
mother and to say goodbye to her,”
he says. “Some things are more
important than a Saturday at the
office.”

Though Edelen was surprised at his
employer’s expectation that he should
skip a close relative’s funeral, his
experience is indicative of a shift in
how society handles death. According
to data from the National Funeral
Directors Association, funerals in
recent decades have become shorter
and less religious. More people
choose cremation, and a growing num-
ber choose not to hold services at all.

Deacon George Kelder, a funeral
director for 30 years and assistant
executive vice president of the New
Jersey State Funeral Directors
Association, has experienced these
changes firsthand — even among
Catholics. In his diocese of Trenton,
NJ, it has become more common for
families to skip parts of the funeral,
particularly the wake or committal if
cremation is involved. Other times,
they might hold the service at a funer-
al home or other location instead of a
church. In Kelder’s words, it’s
“Catholic funeral lite.”

The un-churched may not understand
the significance of the funeral rite,
Kelder says, while those who are not
religious would often prefer to not
have Mass at all. But even among
practicing Catholics Kelder has seen
the ceremonial connections become
less of a priority. 

“Have you ever been in a funeral
home (for a vigil) when the clergy
arrives and everyone hightails it out
prior to the prayers starting, so as not
to overstay their welcome? It’s almost
comic.”

Kelder believes the changes in funer-
als are a troubling reflection of the
changes in society. By focusing more
on careers and worldly success, he
thinks some people no longer have
time for relationships and personal
affairs, even when someone has died.
“It’s the reality of where we are,” he
says. “The living have to get back to
their lives.” 

Many Catholics may not realize how
much they lose by skipping the cere-
monial steps along the way. “A good
funeral gets the dead where they need
to be and the living where they need
to be, but our clocks are getting in the
way,” Kelder says.

No time for goodbyes

Traditionally, funerals within the
Catholic Church have followed the
Order of Christian Funerals, which
has three distinct parts: the vigil serv-
ice (also known as the wake), a time
for visitation, prayer, and remem-
brance; the funeral Mass, a time to

Good
Mourning
A death forces us to pause and reflect
— something our fast-paced culture
avoids. But Catholic funeral and burial
practices are worth keeping alive.

— by Katie Bahr
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offer prayers for the repose of the deceased’s soul; and the
Rite of Committal, in which the body is committed to its
final resting place. 

Father Edward Hathaway, pastor of St. Mary Parish in
Alexandria, VA, believes that when done right Catholic
funerals can be an awe-inspiring expression of the faith.
They are also a source of comfort and familiarity in a time
of loss and dramatic change; a place where Catholics can
be reminded of their union with God and one another.

“Funerals can be a very profound moment for people to
confront their own mortality as well as the immortal life
Jesus won for us on the cross,” Hathaway says. “We’re
confronted with the beauty of God, and that’s what can
give us hope if we lose a loved one.”

Though most of his parishioners still follow Church tradi-
tions when it comes to death, Hathaway has noticed some
changes since he was ordained in 1991. Today people
dress more casually for funerals. Eulogies and nontradi-
tional music are more common. And visitation hours are
much shorter—it was once common practice for wakes to
take place the day before the funeral Mass from 2 to 4
p.m. and then again from 6 to 8 p.m.

“Now with everyone working,” Hathaway says, “who
can come to the afternoon wake? People are commuting.
They get home late. They will still come out for a wake in
the evening, but now a lot of it is centered on the social
thing of comforting the family. You don’t always see
prayer.”

The busyness of life has also affected priests, Kelder says.
In larger parishes especially, pastors are often overloaded
with work. In some cases, a funeral can become just another
task to be crossed off an ever-growing to-do list. When
priests are rushed, Kelder believes it can be detrimental 
to the service. If they try to put the elements into place
without talking to the family, it can cause more harm 
than good.

“We try to make a point of 
reaching out to families and asking

what’s important....”

“We try to make a point of reaching out to families and
asking what’s important, what needs to be said and, more
importantly, what doesn’t need to be said,” Kelder
explains. “You don’t want to go into an environment with
a fractured family and talk to them about what a loving
mother she was.”

He adds that funerals should be flexible in accommodat-
ing the needs of the family and friends of the deceased.
“When you push them away from participating in it at all,
before you know it, there’s no benefit to them,” he says.

Occasionally, Hathaway says he experiences a culture
clash when devout parents die and their nonpracticing
children decide a traditional funeral service is unnecessary.
“Sometimes it’s money-driven. Sometimes it’s about a
decrease in faith, and sometimes it shows a lack of aware-
ness for how the sacrifice of the Mass is a benefit to the
souls who preceded us,” he says.

For these reasons, Hathaway feels strongly about provid-
ing education around funerals. He also thinks the funerals
themselves can be strong teaching tools, giving people who
don’t normally enter church the opportunity to ask the big
questions about life, death, and their own mortality. In his
own life, Hathaway says it was his father’s funeral that
helped him cement his faith.

“I was 21 years old and I was confronted with those ques-
tions, which were very important to my vocation,” he
says. “‘What am I doing?’ ‘What is the meaning of life?’ I
decided, ‘If it’s supernatural, let me focus more on that
than I have been.’”

Discomfort with the dead

Other changes to funerals over the years have more com-
plicated causes than packed calendars. Mark T. Higgins, a
Catholic and co-owner of Hall-Wynne Funeral Service and
Crematory in Durham, North Carolina, says he’s noticed
an increasing discomfort when it comes to death in recent
years. “We’re looking at a generation that doesn’t want to
look at death,” he says. “People want to make it simple;
they want to get the body disposed of quickly. The same
people who are in the delivery room when the baby is
born, when they are around death, they don’t want any-
thing too graphic.”

In the 2013 book The Good Funeral: Death, Grief, and
the Community of Care (Westminster John Knox) coau-
thors Thomas Lynch, a Catholic poet and funeral director,
and Thomas Long, a Presbyterian minister and theologian,
trace the modern discomfort with death back to the origins
of the funeral industry, which began soon after the Civil
War. For most of human history, when a person died their
family or friends would prepare the body and take care of
the funeral preparations by themselves. The body would
be laid for visitation in the parlor of the family home.
When it was time for burial, the deceased would often be
laid to rest in a family cemetery.

“When funeral directors began to take over the embalm-
ing of the dead, they disappeared from our sight and we
began to become disconnected from the process,” Long
says. “We decided that we didn’t really like or couldn’t tol-
erate the dead.”

This distance from death was a departure from other cul-
tural traditions, Lynch says. “In most cultures, a corpse
can be a bit of an encumbrance. Someone has to help dress
the person and move the body, someone has to cook and

Good Mourning, continued
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What issue is your 
cemetery facing today?

Perhaps your records
are in poor condi-
tion. Maybe commu-
nication with other
staff members is not
as organized as it
should be. And, as I
am sure many can
relate, revenue is not

increasing as much as you wish. 

You may think of cemetery manage-
ment software only as a way to digitize
records, but today’s technology can
provide solutions to so much more
than keeping track of who is buried
when and where.

During my experiences of working
closely with cemeteries to develop soft-
ware to improve their operations, I
have noticed common issues surround-
ing data management, process manage-
ment, accountability, communication
and revenue. 

Here are five case studies to show that,
through management software, ceme-
teries can eliminate data mistakes (and
lower liability), automate and stream-
line processes, protect records from
malicious actions, efficiently manage
staff communication and increase rev-
enue.

It is my hope that these stories about
our death care industry peers will
prompt you to evaluate your own
cemetery’s workflow issues and view
management software as a powerful
asset to improve many aspects of your
cemetery. 

Names have been changed to
protect identity.

Case #1: Data Management
Todd (Pennsylvania Cemetery)

When I met Todd, his cemetery records
were incomplete. As his secretary
began to transcribe records, he found
many discrepancies between the books,
previous management systems and the
grounds. Critical fields such as burial
location, payment amounts and con-
tact information were not being consis-
tently recorded. Countless records were
simply missing, and others were incor-
rect or did not make sense. 

Todd found his solution in record man-
agement software that has smarter data
entry components to limit opportuni-
ties for mistakes. Todd now uses a visu-
al tool to mark grave locations, allow-
ing mistakes to be seen and corrected
instantly and easily — a big change
from both paper records and previous
software. 

Critical fields are also required when
entering a record, so Todd can gain as
much insight and opportunities from
his data as possible. 

With this smarter technology and
accompanying visual tools, Todd was
able to correct over 6,000 records in
only one week.

If your paper records are filled with
data holes, or if there is no easy way to
see mistakes in your current record sys-
tem, it is time for an upgrade. It is dif-
ficult to gain business insight from
messy data, and valuable opportunities
can be missed.

Case #2: Process Management
Rob (New York Cemetery)

Rob was a new hire with no cemetery
experience. The previous manager was
fired for embezzlement and left Rob to
manage two old and confusing record
systems that held overlapping data.
Rob was in dire need of one system to
meet all of his cemetery’s processing
needs, including a formal accounting
system (since money was a hot topic at
the time) and a way to speed up his
contract process. 

Rob’s duplicate data was cleaned up
and migrated into an easy-to-use, all-
in-one software solution, which
allowed him to eliminate the two out-
dated systems. His new system includes
contract automation so he never has to
write contracts by hand again, along
with an accounts receivable module to
assure the cemetery that embezzlement
will not reoccur. 

Since all of his processes are within one
system, the software can seamlessly
integrate financial information with
records to auto-generate reports such
as balance due, payment history and
inventory status.

Using more than one or two computer
programs to meet your managing needs
may be less efficient and more costly in
cases where one solution can integrate
all processes in one place.

Real Cemetery Issues
Solved by Software

— by Sean Johnson

Sean Johnson

We all understand how
important it is to keep
accurate records — one
small error can result 

in a lawsuit.
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