HANDOUT
Module 5 — Catholic Funeral Rites

Ties of friendship and bonds of love do not end with death. A Catholic funeral is a celebration of
our faith in the Lord’s mercy and kindness and is a sign of the hope and consolation we offer to
those who are grieving.

Q. Who can have a Catholic funeral?

¢ A Catholic funeral is a celebration of our faith in the Lord’s mercy and kindness and is a sign
of the hope and consolation we offer to those who are bereaved.

¢ A Catholic funeral is not a reward for a good life but an expression of the care of Christ and
the Church for a member whose earthly journey has ended.

¢ The baptized and catechumens, saints and sinners, rich and poor, people who went to
church every day and people who have not practised their faith in years are all members of
the Church and can all have a Catholic funeral.

Q. Why have a Catholic funeral?

¢ A person may be tempted to spare friends and relatives the pain and expense of elaborate
funeral ceremonies. But the bereaved may need this opportunity to express their loss and
support for one another.

¢ Catholics are encouraged to experience the richness of traditional funeral and burial rites—to
honour the deceased person and to comfort those who mourn.

* The funeral rites are our opportunity to express the care and love we gave to the deceased
throughout their last years and their final illness.

¢ Our prayers for the dead accompany them on their journey to God’s Kingdom and assure
them of the support and presence of the Body of Christ that began at Baptism, was
expressed in the Sacrament of the Sick, and was strengthened in Holy Communion
throughout their lives and during their time of illness.

Planning a Catholic Funeral

A Catholic funeral has three distinct parts. These give the bereaved time to begin to accept the
reality of death, express their sorrow, reflect upon the deceased person’s life, give thanks to
God, pray in light of Jesus’ resurrection, and find strength and consolation.



. The Vigil

The vigil is an important moment in pastoral care for the living. It allows the family, friends
and the Christian community to face the reality of death and begin the process of grieving
and healing.

This is an essential part of the ministry of Christ that the Church offers to the bereaved. It is
an opportunity to gather to remember the life of the deceased, express grief, and offer
comfort and consolation.

The vigil is usually held in a funeral home but may take place in the family home, church or
other suitable location. The vigil includes a reading of the Word of God and prayers for the
deceased and those who mourn, and is a suitable occasion for sharing stories and
remembrances of the deceased.

Even when the body of the deceased was buried shortly after death, was cremated, was
donated for medical research, or was not found, the family is encouraged to gather for a

prayer vigil. A picture of the deceased may be placed on a table with some flowers and a
candle.

. The Funeral Mass

“Christians celebrate the funeral rites to offer worship, praise, and thanksgiving to God for the
gift of life which has now been returned to God, the author of life and hope of the just. The
Mass, the memorial of Christ's death and resurrection, is the principal celebration of the
Christian funeral” (OFC, 5).

In the funeral Mass, there is an emphasis on the Baptism of the deceased, since it is through
Baptism in Jesus that each person receives the promise of eternal life. The white pall draped
over the casket or urn, the holy water and the Easter candle are symbols of Christ’s life,
which is bestowed through the waters of Baptism.

Readings chosen from Sacred Scripture are proclaimed at the Mass. Parishes and funeral
homes often make resources available for selecting Sacred Scripture to those who will
prepare a loved one’s funeral.

Words of remembrance or eulogies are not part of the funeral Mass. As regulations vary from
diocese to diocese, the parish where the funeral Mass will take place will be able to provide
helpful information on ways of including words of remembrance.

Homily: A brief homily based on the readings is always given after the Gospel reading at the
funeral liturgy; it is not a eulogy. The homily is directed at helping all who are gathered to
understand the mystery of God’s love and how the mystery of Jesus’ victorious death and
resurrection were present in the life of the deceased and are present in our lives.

Music is an important element during the funeral. The words of the sacred hymns and songs
in the parish’s music resources “express the mystery of the Lord’s suffering, death and
triumph over death” (OCF, 30). Many dioceses have policies for music at funerals. The parish
can advise on this.



* Funeral outside Mass: When Mass cannot be celebrated, a funeral liturgy outside Mass may
be used. A Mass for the deceased should be celebrated, if possible, at a later time (OCF,
12). A funeral liturgy outside Mass is ordinarily celebrated in the parish church (OCF, 350)

3. The Rite of Committal

¢ “The rite of commiittal, the final act of the community of faith in caring for the body of its
deceased member (OCF, 377), is celebrated at the grave, tomb, or crematorium and may be
used for burial at sea” (OCF, 512).

* Prayers are offered to commit the body to its final resting place. When the body has been, or
will be, cremated appropriate adaptations are made to the prayers of committal and signs of
farewell.

Resources

Catholic Funerals:

A Guide for Planning Catholic Funerals — Edmonton Catholic Cemeteries
https://caedm.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/2014-07-08 Funeral-Booklet Nov16 forPDF-
1.pdf

Catholic Funerals and Eulogies, the Pall and the Flag

https://www.cccb.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Catholic Funerals and
Eulogies the Pall and the Flag.pdf

Cremation:

Eternal Rest
https://www.eternalrest.org/category/funeral-burial

Catholics and Cremation
https://www.cccb.ca/document/catholics-and-cremation/

Cremation and Funeral Liturgies
https://www.cccb.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/185-134.pdf
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