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Forty Years of Change 
Surrounding the Burial  
of the Dead        — by Mark A. Christian, CCCE

t is hard to believe that in September of this year I will 
have been an employee of Catholic Cemeteries for 40 
years. It has been an honor to have served the local  
community for all this time.  

When starting my career in September 1977, nearly all of the 
scheduled burials in our cemeteries took place after a viewing 
held  at the funeral home on the evening before and a Mass of 
Christian Burial at the deceased’s parish church on the same 
morning as the burial. Most Masses were scheduled for early 
morning at 9:00 a.m. to mid- morning at 10:30 a.m. Almost ev-
ery funeral arrived at the cemetery before noon. 

After the committal 
at the cemetery, most 
families gathered for 
a post-funeral brunch 
or lunch. At most, 
there may have been 
10 burials of cremated 
bodies during an en-
tire year.

Over the years, the 
following practices 
have evolved. Some 
changes are due to 
practical concerns, 
and others are the re-
sult of changing val-
ues and perceptions. 

The first change was 
that some families 
eliminated a viewing 
held at the funeral home the night before a funeral. This seems 
most prevalent when the children travel from outside the area 
to attend, when the deceased has been living in a nursing facil-
ity for an extended time or when there are few close family and 
friends. In these instances, the viewing is held the morning of 
the funeral either at the funeral home or in the parish church. 
While such a practice is efficient, it can deprive the larger com-
munity of neighbors, extended family, friends and professional 
associates the chance to visit the family to pay their respects. 
Many times those who the family may not know may share some 
detail about the deceased that no one else ever knew. For exam-
ple, “Did you know your dad helped my family by giving us mon-
ey for rent when we needed help the most?” “Did you know that 
mom helped me, an unwed mother, by babysitting for free?”   

Another change is the occasional decision by some children 
not to schedule a funeral Mass for their deceased parent. This 
is more prevalent when the deceased is the sole surviving par-
ent.  This is cause for concern especially when the deceased 
was devout and attended Mass every Sunday and often every 
day. 

Children who are no longer active in the practice of their faith 
decide that they are not comfortable at Mass and they opt for 
a prayer service at the funeral home or cemetery. Pre-planning 
your funeral and making your preference for a Mass known to 
all your heirs may prevent such an occurrence. 

On the most extreme end of this 
trend is the occasional drop off of a 
casket or urn with no family present. 
In these instances the staff always 
gathers together for a committal 
service. No one is laid to rest in our 
Catholic cemeteries without prayers.

The most profound changes in Cath-
olic burial practices are a result of the 

growing acceptance of cre-
mation. Last year there were 
197 burials or inurnments 
of cremated bodies in our 
three diocesan cemeteries. 
This number does not reflect 
those who are cremated and 
are still in the possession of 
their loved ones or in stor-
age at a funeral home. 

In spite of the growing use of 
cremation, there are many 
misperceptions and ongo-
ing confusion surrounding 
cremation and accepted 
practices. Keep in mind, the 
Church’s reverence for the 
body reflects the belief that 
the body is the temple of 

the Holy Spirit. The cremat-
ed body is to be treated with  

respect at all times.

Following are some clarifications of the Church teaching and 
recommended practices surrounding cremation:

g  The Church’s preference is for full body burial. Since 1963  
 cremation has been permitted.

g  When cremation is chosen, the preference is that the body  
 be present for the Funeral Mass. Cremation occurs after  
 the Mass has been celebrated.

g  In 1997, the bishops of the United States gave permission  
 to allow the cremated body to be present during the  
 Funeral Mass. This requires approval of each local bishop  
 and has been granted by the Diocese of Wilmington.

continued on page 8
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An aerial overview of Cathedral Cemetery dated 2002.
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Nathan Caviness, General Manager, Queen of Heaven & Holy Cross Cemeteries and Funeral 
Homes in Mesa, AZ, reported that over 600 people attended the Memorial Day Mass followed 
by the annual dove release.

Memorial Day  
Honoring Those Who Have Served  

Archdiocese of  
Newark Joins  
National Memorial  
Day Observances
— by Maria Margiotta

Catholic Cemeteries of the Archdiocese 
of Newark joined thousands of other 
Catholic cemeteries nationwide in the 
commemoration, “Serving God and 
Country: A Memorial Day Salute to Our 
Heroes,” by celebrating Mass at seven of 
its Archdiocesan cemeteries and at mul-
tiple local parishes. 

The open-air Mass at Holy Cross Ceme-
tery and Mausoleum in North Arlington, 
NJ, was an historic event with Newark’s 
first Cardinal, Archbishop Joseph Wil-
liam Tobin, C.Ss.R. 

Despite the pouring rain, more than 900 
people, including clergy, active military 
personnel, veterans, Knights of Colum-
bus, first responders, law enforcement 
officials, local dignitaries, and parishio-
ners, sheltered under a massive canopy 
at Holy Cross Cemetery to remember and 
pray for departed loved ones and fallen 
heroes. 

Veterans and visitors who have family 
members presently serving in the armed 
forces or family members who made the 
ultimate sacrifice were asked to stand 
and be recognized during the service. 
The Cardinal delivered a message of grat-
itude to those who gave their all and to 
those who have served.     ,

Archbishop Joseph W. Tobin, C.Ss.R. celebrated the Memorial Day Mass for a 
gathering of over 900 family members.
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Enter a photo of your cemetery for a chance to be featured on the CCC Website home page. We are seeking photos of member 
cemeteries of all sizes, types and geographical regions that depict our Catholic cemetery ministry. Each accepted photo will be  
displayed for one-three months  as the main banner photo. Be sure to submit high quality, high resolution images that can be 
cropped to 1,500 pixels wide by 500 pixels tall. If you are interested in this promotional opportunity, please contact Rita Kaufman, 
Associate Executive Director, rkaufman@catholiccemeteryconference.org or by phone at 708.202.1242.

Your Cemetery Could be  
Featured on the CCC Website!

St. Agnes Cemetery  
Photo, courtesy of Albany Diocesan Cemeteries

Navy veteran Ed Siedlik has spent a 
lifetime working around cemeteries, 
including 26 years as foreman at Cal-
vary Catholic Cemetery near the Uni-
versity of Washington. 

In the 1990s, he started to place flags 
along the cemetery’s roadways honor-
ing veterans and their families leading 
up to Memorial Day. The first batch 
was 50 flags, then he added 25 every 
year including flags for every state 
and branch of the military along with 
many, many American Flags. Now 
there’s 400 and he’s retired from Cal-
vary, but he comes back every year 
volunteering to place the flags along 
the roadways throughout the grave-
stones.

Ed thinks of this as more of an hon-
or than just volunteering. This is also 
the time of year his left arm gets really 
sore from pounding 400 pieces of re-
bar into the soil to support the flags. 
He’s 71 and says it’s good for him to 
visit grave sites of families he’s helped 
over the years and to honor the veter-
ans for their service.     ,       

Submitted by Rich Peterson, CCCE, 
CCE. Reprinted with permission 
from the Seattle Times.

Volunteering With Honor      — by Steve Ringman

Volunteer Ed Siedlik, 71, unfurls one of 400 flags he places over rebar along the roadways 
throughout Calvary Catholic Cemetery to honor veterans for the upcoming Memorial Day. Sied-
lik, a Navy veteran, has spent a lifetime working around cemeteries, including 26 years as fore-
man at Calvary Catholic Cemetery near the University of Washington. He retired from Calvary 
but he comes back every year to place the flags along the roadways throughout the gravestones.                               
      (Photo by Steve Ringman/The Seattle Times)
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The Archdiocese of Oklahoma City announced that 
one of its native sons, Father Stanley Rother, a 
North American priest who worked in Guatemala 
and was brutally murdered there in 1981, will be 
beatified on September 23 in Oklahoma.

On December 2, 2016, Pope Francis declared the 
martyrdom of Father Stanley Rother of Okarche, 
OK. A martyr for the Church is one who has tru-
ly been killed out of hatred for the faith (In Odium 
Fidei). With this announcement of his martyrdom, 
Fr. Stanley Rother is “the first U.S. born priest to 
be approved for beatification” stated The Sooner 
Catholic on December 11, 2016. 

More recently, The Catholic News Agency stated 
the “The Venerable Stanley Rother was exhumed 
May 10 and moved to a chapel in Oklahoma City. 

Reverend Stanley Rother,  
Beloved Priest of Oklahoma,  
Declared a Martyr for the Church

– by Christina T. Ford

Taken from the Holy Trini-
ty Cemetery in Okarche, to 
the chapel at Resurrection 
Cemetery in Oklahoma City, 
he was examined by medical 
professionals and verified as 
required by the process of 
beatification, was placed in 
a new casket, adorned with 
golden vestments; the cas-
ket was then sealed with the 
Archdiocesan seal in wax.” 
With approximately 20 per-
sons present, Father Rother 
was laid to rest once more in 
a sanctuary floor of the Res-

urrection Memorial Chapel, along with fellow priests and with 
the five Bishop/Archbishops of Oklahoma City, who look down 
from their wall crypts at this amazing event. 

Singing the song “Salve Regina” we all felt the presence of this 
declared Servant of God and felt blessed to be part of his fore-
seeable journey.  The blessing of holy water and a simple prayer 
was spoken by our Most Reverend Archbishop Paul Coakley, 
as a beautiful white spray of flowers was placed on Fr. Rother’s 
crypt.

Father Stanley Rother’s story begins with his desire in 1968 to 
join the Diocese Mission In Santiago Atitlan, Guatemala. As it 
turns out, this small village became his mission for the Church 
in that he learned both Spanish and Tzutuhil languages, in order 
to help its impoverished citizens. Remarkable in itself is the fact 
that he celebrated Mass mostly in Tzutuhil (the language of the 
ancient Mayans). Maria Ruiz Scaperlanda, an American Chris-
tian writer and journalist, who has worked for the cause for his 
canonization, said of him, “He fed the hungry, sheltered the 
homeless, visited the sick, comforted the afflicted, bore wrongs 
patiently, buried the dead - he did all of it.” 

At the same time, civil war was raging in Guatemala between 
the Militarist government forces and the guerillas. The Cath-
olic Church was in the middle of this war and was blamed by 
the Government in many instances. Many citizens came to the 
church for shelter during the war. 


