
Funeral Guidelines for Christian Burial Services
At Old St. Patrick’s Church

It is difficult for many people to talk about their mortality and that of
their loved ones. Death is an uncomfortable subject, but it is an
eventuality we all must face. These guidelines are designed to help
families and loved ones in their time of greatest need by calling on the

resources of our rich theological and pastoral tradition. They are offered in the hope that they
will provide a pathway for making decisions when the time comes to commend a loved one to
the merciful embrace of the Lord, but also as a reminder that our faith provides us comfort and
consolation in a time of loss.
 
Vigil Services (Wakes) are usually conducted either in the funeral home on the eve of the Funeral
Mass or in the parish church for an hour or two prior to the funeral mass. As a vigil, the faithful
keep watch with the family in prayer, confident of God’s mercy and hopeful as they find strength
in Christ’s presence. As the first gathering of friends and family of the deceased, this Scripture
or Evening Prayer Service also allows those unable to attend the Funeral Mass to pay their
respects and provide support, prayers, and comfort to all those mourning the loss of a loved one.
The hectic pace of our society could easily lead us to sideline the importance of taking time to
grieve and comfort the grieving. Yet, experience teaches us that this important component of
saying goodbye to loved ones has great value in bringing healing, as we comfort one another as
the Body of Christ.
 
Evening Vigils (Wakes) These should be scheduled the night before the Funeral Mass and the
burial, but variations by exception for a wake in the church are possible. Eulogies, stories, and
favorite songs are most appropriately shared during this time of visitation at the Evening Vigil.
 
Funeral Mass/Mass of Christian Burial. Celebrating Mass with the body present has been the
norm in our Catholic tradition. On such occasions Christians join as a community of faith in the
work of redemption taking place as the Risen Lord receives the deceased. At the funeral Mass
we recall that just as we become one with Christ through our Baptism into his death, so now we
pray that the deceased will be one with Christ in his Resurrection.
 
Eulogies and Personal Remembrances, as noted above, are more appropriate during the Evening
Vigil or at the reception following the funeral. Experience shows that sharing personal remarks at
the Funeral Mass can be inopportune for several reasons. It can create hard feelings if hurtful
things of the past are raised or create discomfort in attempts at humor. There are also concerns in
view of past experiences that eulogies can overshadow in length and attention the Funeral Mass
itself, especially if those offering words turn the Church’s rites into a celebration of life that
focuses only on the accomplishments of the deceased’s past, with scant attention to our faith in
the resurrection. With that said, in a desire to be pastorally sensitive to the family of the
deceased, the following norms have been established for Eulogies as a part of the Funeral Mass
at Old Saint Pats.



 
At Old Saint Pat we allow a Eulogy reflection by one individual. This is to take place between
the Post Communion prayer and the end of Mass or at the beginning of the mass prior to the
opening song as a welcome. The personal reflection should be limited to 3 minutes. To be asked
to give a eulogy for a family member or friend is a privilege; but it can also be daunting. People
fear speaking in front of a crowd more than just about anything else, and to do so at an
emotionally charged event like a funeral adds an extra element of anxiety. With thoughtful
planning and plenty of practice, however, you can deliver a reflection that will truly honor your
loved one. Ad-libbing a eulogy is not a good idea. No matter how experienced you are at public
speaking, or how composed you think you will be, emotions might get the best of you. Rather
than just jotting down talking points, write out your entire presentation, from the introduction to
your concluding remarks. Doing so will prevent you from forgetting to say something important
and will provide a safety net in case you get choked up. The more familiar you are with your
words, the less nervous you’ll be when you step behind the podium. An effective eulogy isn’t
just read, it is shared. Our staff would be honored to help in any way to craft in advance of the
service.
 
Christian Burial has always been understood as one of the Corporal Works of Mercy. In accord
with ancient Christian custom, the burial or entombing of the bodies of the dead takes place in a
cemetery, which means “resting place”. The Rite of Committal begins at the conclusion of the
funeral rites and may be celebrated beside the open grave or place of interment. In this way, the
Christian community expresses the sure and certain hope that, with all those who have gone
before us marked with the sign of faith, the deceased is now welcomed into the glory of the
Risen Lord, joining with all the saints in seeing God face to face. Accordingly, the following
should be kept in mind:
 
Full-body burial is the preference of the Church; however since 1997, ashes have been formally
allowed at Catholic funeral Masses, and are given the same respect as a body scheduled to be
buried. Burying the remains of the faithful the Church confirms her faith in the resurrection of
the body, and intends to show the great dignity of the human body as an integral part of the
human person whose body forms part of their identity. Visits to the cemeteries where deceased
loved ones are laid to rest are encouraged out of regard to the need to pray for the dead, but also
to bring healing to those who remain.


