Making Funeral Preparations
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A Guide for Preparing for Death 

and the Funeral Liturgy
THE FUNERAL LITURGY

The liturgy of the Burial of the Dead is in the Evangelical Lutheran Worship, pages 279-285; the Lutheran Book of Worship, pages 206-214; the Book of Common Worship, pages 911-963. The service can be adapted for a memorial service without a coffin.

The burial service is intended primarily for use in the church, the most appropriate place for the funeral of a Christian. Holy Baptism, which marked the beginning of Christian life and the promise of eternal life, took place in the church. Other significant passages, such as confirmation and marriage, also occurred in the church. So it is appropriate that the final celebration of a Christian’s life and death take place in the church setting, where loved ones are surrounded by the primary symbols of the Christian faith: cross, font, altar, Paschal candle. The service can be adapted when it is held in a funeral home or in some other location.

THE FUNERAL LITURGY brings out the connections between Holy Baptism, the resurrection of Christ, and our hope of eternal life. In Baptism we became God’s children forever. We are never alone, even when we die. In Baptism we were marked with the sign of the cross as these words were spoken: “Child of God, you have been sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked with the cross of Christ forever.” 

There are several symbols in the funeral liturgy that point to Baptism and our unity with the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. The coffin may be covered with a pall, recalling the white garment given in Baptism, the robe of Christ’s righteousness which clothes us. The pall also reminds us that in death and before God all people are equal, regardless of whether the coffin is simple or elaborate. The white color of the pall is a reminder of Easter and Christ’s victory over death. The paschal candle, placed at the head of the coffin, is also a symbol of Easter. The candle is lit at the Easter Vigil, during the Easter season, and at baptisms and funerals.

THE HOLY COMMUNION can be a great source of strength and peace at a funeral service. Sharing the bread of life and the cup of blessing can be especially comforting at the time of loss, for God is present not only in words, but through eating and drinking at the Lord’s Table. Through this intimate meal we are given strength, hope and the promise of eternal life. For those who find Holy Communion to be central to their Sunday worship life, it will seem natural to celebrate the Eucharist at the occasion of a funeral.

THE BURIAL OF THE DEAD is an Easter liturgy. The feelings of grief and desolation are recognized and given expression at a funeral, but the service also moves beyond them to a confident hope. Both the sadness and the joy must be seen together, tempered by the other. The liturgy makes the bold proclamation that each baptized member has been united into a death with Christ, and will thus share in his glorious resurrection. 

THE SERVICE OF COMMITAL is used when the body is brought to its final resting place, usually a cemetery. Although not a common practice now, it is encouraged whenever possible to see the body lowered into the grave, rather than to remember it resting on top of the device which will be lowered after mourners have left. This can give the family and other mourners a clearer memory of what happened to the body. Some earth is cast on the coffin as a reminder of the earth from which we came and into which now we rest.

A MEAL at the church or someone’s home often follows the burial. This gathering allows persons to renew old friendships, to reconnect family ties, and to express emotions in various ways. The shared meal is an affirmation of life in the face of death.

PLANNING YOUR FUNERAL LITURGY

It is appropriate that when possible, each Christian plan his or her own funeral service. This can be done at any age and does not have to be seen as morbid, but rather as a way to allow family and friends to know requests for hymns, readings, and other details of the service. Often the family is left with many details and plans following a death. Planning ahead can help alleviate some of the stress at the time of grief and loss.

HYMNS FOR THE FUNERAL LITURGY

Hymns for a funeral service are most appropriate when they express death seen in the context of our baptism into Jesus’ death and resurrection. While favorites of the deceased are appropriate, the following may also be considered:

A Mighty Fortress Is Our God


Abide with Me

Amazing Grace


Around You, O Lord Jesus

As Pants the Heart (Psalm 42)


At the Lamb’s High Feast

Beautiful Savior


Be Thou My Vision

Blessing and Honor


Blessed Assurance


Blest Be the Tie That Binds


Children of the Heavenly Father



Crown Him with Many Crowns


Day by Day

For All the Saints

For All Your Saints, O Lord

For the Beauty of the Earth


Great Is Thy Faithfulness

Go, My Children, with My Blessing


God, Who Made the Earth and Heaven


He Leadeth Me: Oh, Blessed Thought


Healer of Our Every Ill




Holy, Holy, Holy





How Great  Thou Art




I Greet Thee, Who My Sure Redeemer Art

I Know That My Redeemer Lives!


I Was There to Hear Your Borning Cry


If You But Trust in God to Guide You


Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise

In Heaven Above





In Thee Is Gladness

Jerusalem, My Happy Home



Jesus Christ, My Sure Defense


Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee



Lead On, O King Eternal

Let Us Ever Walk with Jesus



Lift High the Cross

Lord of All Hopefulness




Lord of the Living

Lord, Thee I Love with All My Heart


My Faith Looks Up to Thee

My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less


Now Thank We All Our God



O Blessed Spring





O Bread of Life from Heaven



O Christ the Same





O Day Full of Grace




O God, Our Help in Ages Past



O Living Bread from Heaven



O Lord, Now Let Your Servant



Oh Happy Day When We Shall Stand


Oh, What Their Joy




On Eagles’ Wings





Precious Lord, Take My Hand



Shall We Gather at the River



Sing with all the Saints in Glory



Stay with Us






The Church’s One Foundation



The King of Love My Shepherd Is


The Lord’s My Shepherd (Psalm 23)


Thine the Amen, Thine the Praise

Thy Holy Wings





Unto the Hills (Psalm 121)

We Know That Christ Is Raised



We Were Baptized in Christ Jesus


We Who Once Were Dead



What Feast of Love


What Wondrous Love Is This



Who Is This Host Arrayed in White

Funeral Hymns during particular liturgical seasons:

Advent

Wake, Awake, for Night Is Flying

Oh, Come, Oh, Come, Emmanuel

O Savior, Rend the Heavens Wide

My Lord, What a Morning

Christmas



Let All Together Praise Our God



Your Little Ones, Dear Lord



Good Christian Friends, Rejoice



Lo, How a Rose Is Growing



Away in a Manger



All Hail to You, O Blessed Morn



Once in Royal David’s City

Epiphany



O Morning Star, How Fair and Bright



As with Gladness Men of Old



I Want to Walk as a Child of the Light



We Are Marching in the Light of God

Lent



On My Heart Imprint Your Image



In the Cross of Christ I Glory



A Lamb Goes Uncomplaining Forth

Easter



Awake, My Heart with Gladness



Jesus Lives! The Victory’s Won



The Strife Is O’er, the Battle Done



With High Delight Let Us Unite



Now All the Vault of Heaven Resounds



Thine Is the Glory



Now the Green Blade Rises



Come away to the Skies



Alleluia! Jesus Is Risen

SOME SUGGESTED SCRIPTURE READINGS FOR THE FUNERAL

Normally, there are three readings and a psalm, one from each section below. The first and second lesson may be read by friends or members of the family.

First Lesson

Job 19:23-27a


I know that my Redeemer lives.

Isaiah 25:6-9


The Lord will swallow up death forever.

Isaiah 61:1-3


God comforts all who mourn.

Lamentations 3:22-26, 31-33


The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases.

Daniel 12:1-3


Those who sleep shall awake; the wide shall shine brightly.

Ecclesiastes 3:1-14


A time for everything.

Psalm

23

46:1-7

91

122

25

63

103

130

27

84

116

139

42:1-7

90

121

143

Second Lesson

Acts 10:34-36, 43-43


God has appointed Jesus to judge everyone, alive and dead.

Romans 5:1-11


Justified by faith, we have peace with God.

Romans 5:17-21


When sin increased, grace abounded all the more.

Romans 6:3-9


Baptized into Jesus death and resurrection.

Romans 8;14-23


We groan while we wait for the redemption of our  bodies.

Romans 8:31-35, 37-39


Nothing can separate us from the love of God.

Romans 14:7-12


Whether alive or dead, we belong to the Lord.

1 Corinthians 15:12-26 (or 15:20-23)


In Christ shall all be made alive.

1 Corinthians 15:51-57


Death is swallowed up in victory.

2 Corinthians 4:14-5:1


What is seen is transitory; what is unseen is eternal.

2 Corinthians 5:1, 6-10


We have an everlasting home in heaven.

Philippians 3:21-21


Jesus will transfigure our bodies to be like his glorious body.

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18


We shall stay with the Lord forever.

2 Timothy 2:8-13


If we have died with him, we shall live with him.

1 John 3:1-2


We shall see God as God really is.

Revelation 7:9-17


God will wipe away every tear.

Revelation 14:13


Happy are those who die in the Lord.

Revelation 21:2-7


Behold, I make all things new.

Gospel

Matthew 5:1-12a


Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven.

Matthew 11:25-30


Come to me and I will give you rest.

Matthew 25:1-13


The bridegroom is coming; come out to meet him.

Luke 2:25-32 (or 2:25-40)


Simeon is able to die in peace.

Luke 12:35-40


Be prepared.

Luke 23:33, 39-43


Today you will be with me in paradise.

Luke 24:13-35


The road to Emmaus.

John 5:24-29


Whoever believes has everlasting life.

John 6:37-40


All that the Father gives me will come to me.

John 6:51-58


All who eat this bread will live forever; and I will raise them up on the last day.

John 11:21-27 (or 11:32-45)


I am the resurrection and the life.

John 12:23-28


If a grain of wheat falls on the ground and dies, it yields a rich harvest.

John 14:1-6


In my Father’s house there are many rooms.

John 17:24-26


Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am.

SOME PRACTICAL MATTERS IN PREPARING FOR DEATH

MAKE A WILL

Part of Christian stewardship involves providing for the disposition of possessions by means of a will. A last will and testament should be drawn up with a lawyer and should be reviewed regularly.

MAKE FUNERAL PLANS

Funeral plans should not be included in the will but should be given to the parish pastor and two to three friends or relatives. 

DECIDE WHAT TO DO WITH THE BODY

Christian theology gives honor to the human body by declaring that we are created in God’s image. Even in death we treat the body with a sense of reverence; it is not merely the shell of the person, but a sacramental sign of his or her presence on earth.

Following the death, the three usual possibilities for disposing of the body include burial, cremation, or donation. It is wise to make the decisions and arrangements before the time of death in a time of less pressure and emotional turmoil. If the body is to be buried, you will need to select a funeral director and a burial place. In the case of cremation, a crematory and a place for the disposition of the ashes need to be selected. The funeral may still be held in the church, and the ashes interred later using the committal from the burial liturgy. If organs are to be donated for transplant or research, make those arrangements before the death. The committal may be held with the bereaved before the body is removed, and a memorial service may be held later.

Though memorial services are becoming more common, it is good to reflect on the symbolic and emotional benefits of having a tangible sign of the person’s presence at the liturgy. It is possible to have the body present for a funeral and to follow that with cremation. Another option is to have the urn with the cremated remains present for the service.

WHEN DEATH OCCURS

NOTIFY THE PASTOR

When someone is near death, the pastor should be notified so that the Church’s ministry may be extended to the dying and to the loved ones. The pastor should be notified at once at the time of death, because the pastor will want to extend ministry and confer with the family regarding funeral arrangements.

ARRANGEMENTS

It is preferred that a Christian be buried from the church where the bereaved are surrounded with the symbols of Christ’s resurrection and presence. There is no charge for the services of the pastor or the use of the church building. There may be costs for the services or an organist and soloist.

If you wish to have a pastor who it not serving your congregation participate in the funeral, please inform your pastor so that an invitation to participate may be extended.

A simple coffin is certainly appropriate for interment. There is beauty in simplicity and there is nothing disrespectful about an inexpensive coffin.

Embalming (replacing the blood in the body with embalming fluid) is necessary only if there is to be a viewing of the body or if it is required by local law.

Cremation is an acceptable Christian means for the disposal of the body. It simply hastens the process of “ashes to ashes.” If there is not to be a viewing, it may be beneficial for the family to spend some time with the body immediately following the death.

VIEWING OF THE BODY

Viewings are not a necessary part of the Christian burial. Some persons prefer to remember their loved ones as they saw them alive. Yet, viewing may help to add finality to the grieving process and is a common way of saying farewell to the deceased. Viewings are often held at a funeral home on the afternoon or evening on the day before the funeral service. There may also be a time of viewing at the church before the funeral liturgy.

FAMILY SERVICE

A family service may be held preceding the funeral, usually the evening before. This service may be held at the church or at the funeral home. This is typically an informal time. The pastor may lead this service; it will usually include scripture and a time of sharing memories.

MEMORIALS

The family may wish to suggest memorials, such as the church memorial fund. A newspaper or bulletin notice may indicate where memorial gifts could be sent.

CLOSED COFFIN

The coffin is closed before the funeral service and remains closed throughout the service. The family says their farewells to the body at the viewing or immediately before the service.

MILITARY HONORS

The national flag may replace the pall as the coffin is moved from the church to the place of burial. The flag never covers the coffin in the church.

PLANNING FORM

Name:


Pastor:




Phone:



E-Mail:


Church:



Phone:


Funeral Director:




Phone:


Disposition of the body


Burial at:



Cremation


Ashes to be buried / scattered / placed at:

Donate the following organs:

Donate body for medical research:

Preferences for memorials:

Pallbearers:

Honorary Pallbearers:

Holy Communion at the service:
Yes

No

Scripture Preferences

Hymn Preferences

Organist


Soloist(s)


Special Music
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