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Recently my wife and I were

biking down a two-lane back road

that winds through the forests and

cornfields of rural Maryland. As

we went around a bend, we saw on

the side of road, nestled in a copse

of trees and overgrown with vines,

an old family cemetery—a cluster

of weathered, hand-carved stones

marking about a dozen graves,

most of them about a hundred

years old and bearing the same

family name.

The sight of this old cemetery reminded me how dramatical-
ly our funeral practices have changed over the last few genera-
tions. Once there was a homestead near this cemetery, and the
family who lived there washed and dressed their own dead and
carried them, with tears, prayers, and singing, to this burial spot
in the trees. These family funerals, and the customs and convic-
tions that accompanied them, are now mostly artifacts of a dimly
remembered past, and all that is left to remind us are places like
this with a few forgotten tombstones in a tangle of underbrush.

Advances in technology have prompted some of the changes
in the way we ritualize death. The European innovation of
chemical embalming became a widespread American practice
under the pressure of handling the large numbers of dead lying
on Civil War battlefields. Nineteenth century local undertakers,
who basically sold coffin hardware and rented horse-drawn
hearses, suddenly became embalmers, then reinvented them-
selves as “funeral directors” and proprietors of “funeral parlors.”
The care of the dead was removed from the home to the “funer-
al home.” Houses built in the twentieth century no longer need-
ed parlors where the family dead would lie awaiting burial, so the
space got downsized and renamed the “living room.” Concerns
about sanitation moved cemeteries off of farms and away from
settled areas to the outskirts of towns. Advances in medicine
made it increasingly likely that people would die, not at home,
but out-of-sight in hospitals and nursing homes, and the experi-
ence of death was displaced from the rhythms of everyday living.

Alongside these technological changes, there have been paral-
lel shifts in social sensibilities that have affected death rituals.
Cremation, virtually unknown in America a century ago and the
choice of only about 3 percent of Americans as recently as the
1960s, has rapidly gained religious and cultural acceptance and is
now practiced in nearly 30 percent of deaths. Also, the rise of
psychology and the widespread use of therapeutic language on
television and in the popular press have sensitized virtually the
whole culture to the process of grief, what is often called “grief
work.” Most of all, individualism, distaste for institutional con-
straints, and deep consumerist tendencies have turned funerals—
much like weddings before them—into arenas for the display of
personal choices and fashions. Just as brides and grooms once
lobbied to write their own vows, we are witnessing now the rise
of do-it-yourself funerals that side-step traditional liturgies and
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feature “open mike” opportunities for
impromptu remarks by family and friends.

What should we make of all this? In
the face of these shifts, pastors are some-
times hard-pressed to know what a
“good funeral” might be at this cultural
moment. Many clergy, caught in the
whirlpool of local customs, funeral home
pressures, social shifts, and family pref-
erences, simply fall back to a “whatever
would be most meaningful to you” pos-
ture when planning funerals, hoping at
best to weave a little pastoral therapy
into the equation here and there.

But what in our historical moment is a
“good funeral”? I am persuaded that pas-
tors, in order to provide care and guid-
ance for people at the time of death,
need to take a critical posture toward
many of the current cultural changes in
funerals and to refresh their thinking
about the theological and liturgical aims
of death rituals. This may well mean
challenging our own assumptions about
Christian funerals. As a suggestion of
what I mean, here is a brief list of ideas
about funerals that seem intuitively wise
to many people, including pastors, but
which I believe can actually mislead us. I
have named them “four myths about
Christian funerals.”

Myth # 1
Funerals are only
“for the living.”

It is commonly assumed that, since
the deceased is “dead and gone,” a funer-
al finds its true focus and value in pro-
viding comfort and succor to the living,
to those left behind. When we examine
the development of the funeral over the
first five centuries of Christianity, how-
ever, a quite different picture emerges.
For our Christian forebears, a funeral
was about the deceased; it depicted the

story of a saint traveling to God. They
believed that the one who had died was a
child of God journeying the last mile of
the baptismal way to be with God.
When one among them died, they lov-
ingly washed and dressed the body (see
Acts 9:36-43), caressing the deceased
without fear of defilement, and then,
with prayers and songs, they carried the
body to the place of burial and farewell.
They believed that death changed, but
did not destroy, a Christian’s relation-
ship with the community. In the liturgi-
cal drama of death, the principal actors
were God and the one who had died, and
the rest of the community played sup-
porting roles, bearing the saint to the
place of departure.

Myth # 2
The best witness to
the resurrection is a

memorial service with
no body present.

In her muckraking blockbuster The
American Way of Death (New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1963), Jessica Mitford taught
us that the American penchant for dis-
playing and viewing embalmed and cos-
metically disguised dead bodies is vulgar
and uncivilized. On the surface, she was
combating the shallow “beautiful memory
picture” slogans of the funeral industry,
but at a deeper level she was playing on
our culture’s distaste for, an almost porno-
graphic antipathy toward, the idea of a
dead body. It wasn’t just the rouge and
heavy powder that bothered Jessica
Mitford; it was dead bodies, period. 

Watch a few commercials on television,
and it becomes clear that our society
despises aging bodies, sagging bodies, and
overweight bodies. Actual dead bodies are
even worse, a downright unmentionable

offense, and many Christians unintention-
ally play into this cultural prejudice with
high-sounding theological rationales: “A
casket present in the funeral draws atten-
tion to the dead body instead of God. We
can better worship God in a memorial
service when the body has been taken care
of earlier and is not a distraction in the
service.”

Again, our Christian ancestors would
have been mystified by such talk. The
bodies of Christians were not distrac-
tions or offenses; they were “temples of
the Holy Spirit.” Christians did not think
of the body as a mere shell or a prison
house. They did not think of themselves
as “having” bodies; they were embodied,
and even in the resurrection they would
be embodied (1 Corinthians 15:35-41).
For early Christians, a funeral without
the body of the deceased would simply
not make sense. Carrying the body to the
place of burial was not what was done
before or after the funeral; it was the
funeral. A funeral was not sitting in a
church building thinking quiet and
inward thoughts about mortality and life.
A funeral was putting on sandals and lov-
ingly carrying the body of the deceased
to the place of farewell, singing praises to
God along the way.

A worthy goal for us, I think, is to get
Christians to show up for their own
funerals. Now, obviously, it is not always
possible or desirable to have the actual
body present at a funeral. Bodies are lost
at sea or donated to science; people
choose to be cremated or they die halfway
around the world. But even when the
body cannot be present, it can be invoked
and remembered as an act of the imagina-
tion. The main point is that, over time,
people know the difference in a communi-
ty that affirms the resurrection of the
body and one that prefers, as did the
Gnostics, to worship in the spirit free
from the embarrassments of the flesh.

Individualism, distaste for institutional
constraints, and deep consumerist tendencies
have turned funerals—much like weddings
before them—into arenas for the display

of personal choices and fashions. 



Myth # 3
The purpose of a funeral
is to help manage grief.
Given the triumph of the therapeutic in

our culture, it should come as no surprise,
I suppose, to see how many pastoral care
books assume that funerals have one and
only one job: helping people with their
grief. But saying that a funeral is about
grief management is akin to saying that
the purpose of a Sunday morning worship
service is to take up the offering. Sure, it
happens, and it is important, but the
receiving of the offering is but one small
aspect of Sunday worship. People do
receive comfort and help with grief at a
funeral, but funerals have the much larger
and deeper task of enacting the gospel at
the time of death.

In fact, here is an irony: the more a
funeral focuses and dwells on the grief of
the mourners, the less helpful to them it
will probably be. In the face of death, the
strong emotions of grief may well be the
most prominent reaction, but people do
not really hunger to be psychoanalyzed in
a funeral or to have their sorrow dissected
or even spotlighted. Instead, people
hunger for meaning, to have this loss, this
seeming defeat, placed in some context
where it finds value. A Christian funeral
takes this one death and, in the context of
worship, weaves it into the fabric of the
story of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrec-
tion. Seeing the story of the deceased in
the light of God’s story provokes praise,
and as a part of this praise of God, we find
meaning and comfort.

In a way that we would find strange,
perhaps even emotionally unhealthy, early

Christians were uneasy about excessive
grief at funerals. They wept over their
loved ones, of course, and they experi-
enced deep sorrow in their losses, but they
constantly sought to temper their tears
with alleluias. They encouraged each
other not to be so overwhelmed with grief
that they lost sight of hope. Some thera-
pists might call this repression but it was
not. It was, rather, a wise theological
insight that Christians had gleaned from
Judaism, namely that what finally heals
the human heart is not inward self-
absorption but outward praise.

Myth # 4
Funeral directors should

direct funerals.
Only faith communities that have lost

their way theologically and liturgically
about death require commercial vendors
to direct their funerals. We can hardly
imagine a firm called “Sullivan and Sons,
Baptism Directors,” so why do we so eas-
ily accept “funeral directors”? A funeral is
a worship service. It is the church that
preserves the wisdom and treasures of this
liturgical tradition, and it is the church,
attentive to the Spirit, that “directs” its
own worship.

This is not to say that clergy are obliged
to have an adversarial relationship with the
local funeral home. We are not the ene-
mies of the funeral director (and, to be
frank, clergy attempts to be “consumer
advocates” against the allegedly mercenary
funeral directors are often clumsy, ill-
informed, and misguided). Indeed, funeral
service professionals are often helpful
partners in caring for families. They per-

form tasks in the preparation and trans-
portation of bodies that most of us are not
equipped to do in contemporary society.
Moreover, many funeral professionals are
skilled interpreters of local customs and
perform valuable services in helping fami-
lies navigate the difficult passages of death.
But the point remains; even though many
of them might resist this old and worthy
term, funeral professionals are best under-
stood as “undertakers.” The necessities of
death and the ritual of the funeral entail
many logistical and practical tasks. The
Christian community has the burden of
naming those tasks and, at its behest and
with its permission, the funeral profession-
al agrees to “undertake” some of them.

This list of funeral “myths” could be
much longer, of course, but it is a start.
Our culture is in a season of confusion
about funerals, as well as all the rest of its
sacred rituals. But times of cultural disori-
entation are also teachable moments,
periods when Christian ways of believing,
seeing, and living can be perceived as the
daring alternatives to cultural patterns and
the bold expressions of good news they
have always been. ❑
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We can hardly imagine a firm called
“Sullivan and Sons, Baptism Directors,”

so why do we so easily accept “funeral directors”?
A funeral is a worship service. It is the church
that preserves the wisdom and treasures of this

liturgical tradition, and it is the church, attentive
to the Spirit, that “directs” its own worship.
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Word

The Myth of the 200 Barrier: How 
to Lead Through Transitional Growth, 
by Kevin E. Martin. Trying to grow a smaller
church can feel like trying to break through
what Martin calls “the 200 barrier.” He
explains that there is no barrier; there are just
two different ways of being a church: the
“Pastor Size” church and the “Program”
church. The “Transitional Church” is really a

hybrid of these two cultures. Martin proposes practical steps
that leaders of Transitional Churches will want to take to
move beyond the “200 barrier.”
IZ5-0687343240. Paper, $14.00

The Complete Ministry Audit: Revised
Edition, by Bill Easum. The essential tool 
for gauging a congregation’s health and
potential for growth. Enables congregations
to understand what their particular character
is, diagnose their problems and opportunities,
and plot strategies to remedy problems and
extend their mission into the community.

IZ5-0687497507. Paperback with CD-ROM, $24.00

God at the Crossroads: The Four
Movements of Transformational
Worship, by Jeffrey H. Patton. Patton
describes four aspects of life (the Holy, the
void, the lived world, and the self), and sees
in these four aspects a “Divine Intersection”
where the Holy invades our reality and brings
us to a deeper, transformational experience of
God’s love, presence, and purpose.

IZ5-0687494524. Paper, $16.00

Spiritual Leadership in the Small
Membership Church, by David Canada.
Canada helps pastors provide spiritual 
leadership resulting in Christian maturity
marked by inclusiveness and hospitality. He
defines spiritual leadership as the art or 
practice through which the leader helps 
others move toward spiritual formation.
IZ5-0687494826. Paper, $12.00

Keep It Real: Working with Today’s
Black Youth, by Anne Streaty Wimberly. 
A burning question of Black churches 
continues to be: How can we, the Church,
minister effectively with youth? Keep It Real
shows pastors and other adult leaders how 
to model a Christian lifestyle so that youth
will pay attention. 
IZ5-0687497027. Paper, $15.00

Soul Stories: African American Christian
Education (Revised Edition), by Anne E.
Streaty Wimberly. Gives readers concrete ways
to heal and empower African Americans
through Christian Education. The soul stories
in this revision feature a fresh cross-
generational orientation.
IZ5-068749432X. Paper, $18.00
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The Latest Word

PProclamation and Theology, by William H. Willimon. This first volume in the
Horizons in Theology series addresses the major concerns and questions for preaching
as it intersects with theology. Willimon, recognized as one of the master interpreters of
theology and practice of preaching, explains why, in the words of the Second Helvetic
Confession, “The preaching of the Word of God is the Word of God.” Drawing from
classical theology and practical experience, he provides a cogent, powerful explanation
of what it means to live the preaching life.
IZ5-0687493439. Paper, $9.00

CIRQ061301  PACP00303333-01

http://www.umph.com/resources/publications/circuitrider.asp?act=displayissue&cr_issue_id=62

