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PREFACE

Many honored pastors will not require a tangible help such as this funeral 
manual. Age—and a long experience of caring for the dying, the dead, and the 
bereaved—has enabled them to formulate an effective approach of their own. 
Through constant contact with the sorrowing over many years, they have become 
skillful in the art of consolation. However, in the com pilation of this sourcebook 
for pastors in their funeral ministry, we had in mind the hundreds of theological 
students of all denominations who enter the ministry yearly and who will require 
guidance and assistance as they are called upon to speak with the dying, bury the 
dead, and comfort and advise the bereaved. While a newly ordained pastor will, 
no doubt, receive the man ual published by his own de nomination that covers pas-
toral ministrations, we hope that the comprehensive compilation in this volume 
will provide young pastors with a wide range of material they can have at hand 
for reference.

A person is not in the ministry long before he realizes what it means to be a 
servant of the Lord, both among the members of his own flock, as well as among 
those who profess no religious connection yet seek pastoral aid in times of stress 
and need. Sudden and frequent interruptions will shorten the time a minister 
has set aside for pulpit preparation, and having suitable material at hand enables 
him to render inspiring and immedi ate service when death strikes a family in 
his church. With this book in hand, the active pastor will find valuable materi-
als in the forms of sermons, Scripture selec tions, prayers, poems, etiquette, and 
manners, enabling him to carry the gospel of consolation to the distressed and 
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broken hearted in their hour of great sorrow. Anyone who has the solemn respon-
sibility of ministering to the souls of men cannot disregard grief and mourning or 
treat it formally. At all times, he must be at his best and give of his best for God 
and man.

In preparation for an effective ministry among the dying and the bereaved, 
pastors are warmly advised to acquaint themselves with literature designed to 
guide them in a right approach to the varied services they are called upon to 
render. Works of worth that I recommend they peruse are:

•	  The Art of Ministering to the Sick by Cabot and Dicks 

•	  Death, Grief and Mourning by Geoffrey Gorer 

•	  A Grief Observed by C. S. Lewis 

•	  Pastoral Counseling by Seward Hiltner 

•	  Understanding Grief by Edgar N. Jackson 

•	  The Art of Dying by Herbert Lockyer 

•	  Christian Faith and Pastoral Care by Charles D. Kean 

•	  Widows and Their Families by Peter Marris 

•	  The Care of the Aged, the Dying, and the Dead by Alfred Worcester 

Many standard works on homiletics, such as The Minister and His Ministry 
by Mark W. Lee, carry a chapter deal ing with the pastor’s responsibilities toward 
the dying, the dead, and the bereaved. As a pastor’s library will contain several 
volumes on professional guidance, the chapters devoted to “death” and “mourn-
ing” should be carefully read. Further, the pastor, eager to be well-equipped, is 
advised not only to use the ministerial manual his own denomination publishes 
but also the manuals other religious bodies provide, as well as those compiled for 
general use. For instance, I recommend the Pastor’s Ideal Funeral Book by Arthur 
H. DeLong, which is an excellent source.

At all times, the faithful pastor will remember that he has been called to 
function as “the only man whom the Lord of the place where you are going has 
authorized to be your guide, in the difficult places you may encounter in the way,” 
as John Bunyan portrays the Interpreter of Scripture who must ever “bear his 
great commission in his look.” One of the choicest portrayals of the ideal charac-
ter and qualifications of a pastor is that which godly Bishop Ken gave the church:
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Give me the priest whose graces shall possess 
Of an ambassador the just address; 

A father’s tenderness, a shepherd’s care, 
A leader’s courage, which the cross can bear, 

A ruler’s awe, a watchman’s wakeful life, 
A fisher’s patience, and a laborer’s toil; 

A guide’s dexterity to disembroil; 
A prophet’s inspiration from above; 

A teacher’s knowledge, and a Savior’s love.
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1

PASTORAL MINISTRATIONS

In this initial chapter, I will discuss deathbed ministry, funeral services, and the 
necessary after-care and consolation of the bereaved. A death in the family places 
the pastor in the strategic position of spiritual counselor, as a human Paraclete 
between the God of comfort and the brokenhearted. The man of God is never 
more needed in a home than in the hour when death has laid its cold hand upon 
one of the family. It is then that, as a man, he is as a “covert from the tempest,” and 
as “the shadow of a great rock in a weary land” (Isaiah 32:2).

BEFORE DEATH
Learning of the sickness of one of his flock, the pastor knows that, whether 

the person is at home or in the hospital, visitation is not only one of the most pre-
cious privileges of his ministry but likewise one of his most necessary tasks. To 
be of the utmost help in the hour of such need, he must have a bedside manner 
as good as a physician’s, which means that his dress should be somber, his bear-
ing serene and tender, and his overall disposition hopeful. His visit should be 
brief but free from any appearance of haste, and he himself should appear quite 
natural and in no way professional or perfunctory. If the pastor senses that the 
sickness is fatal, learns from his confidential cooperation with the family physi-
cian that the end is near, or hears from the stricken one that death approaches, 
then he is presented with a precious opportunity of spiritual aid. Although visits 
to the dying should be brief, they should be used to the full to discover if the one 
ap pointed to die has the assurance of pardon and salvation.
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If the dying one is a decided Christian and meets death not as a foe but as 
a friend, then the pastor’s task will be easy in the confirmation of the faith and 
confidence of the sufferer about to enter the valley of the shadow of death. But 
if, on the other hand, the stricken person is depressed because of unprepared-
ness for eternity, then the pastor must strive by the Spirit to lead the troubled 
soul into the joy of forgiveness and into rest in Christ. It sometimes happens 
that the person is not fully aware, as others are, that death is imminent. In such 
a circumstance, the pastor needs heavenly wisdom to broach the matter of the 
patient’s fatal illness in a way calculated to prepare him or her for the end. Often, 
words of comfort and eternity fall on receptive ears, and a penitent trust in Christ 
ensues. Committing the dying one and the sorrowing members of the family to 
God in a few expressive sentences of prayer, the sympathetic and understanding 
pastor wins the confidence of the family. Occasionally, visits have to be made to 
those suffering from contagious and infectious diseases. In his eff ort to spiritu-
ally assist those who are thus afflicted, the pastor should be careful not to break 
the laws regulating the isolation of infected persons or expose himself unneces-
sarily. In close association with the physician, he must act as advised.

In these days of advanced medical knowledge and care, those who suffer 
from critical illnesses are removed to hospitals for expert treatment, and thus the 
pastor finds himself a frequent visitor at the hospital. As he walks through the 
wards, he will pass many who look lonely, discouraged, and apprehensive, and 
his smile and salutation in passing lighten the load of the sufferers. If he learns 
from the doctors that the patient he is visiting will not recover from the accident, 
cancer, heart disease, or operation, then it is the task of Christianity to aid such a 
doomed person to die nobly and with full assurance of life for evermore. It is the 
solemn responsibility of the pastor to apply the cordial of the gospel and assure 
the dying that all is well if Christ is enshrined in the heart as Savior and Lord. 
He should take care to remind the dying person that the tragedy or triumph of 
death is in the way one dies, not in the act and fact of death itself. John Wesley 
said that his preachers died well, which they did, because they held the hope of 
a land of pure delight beyond this present vale of tears. The dying one can be 
re minded how Jesus faced both life and death in the garden of Gethsemane when 
He prayed to the Father, “If it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless 
not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Matthew 26:39). Attention can also be drawn to 
the fact that Paul’s letters glow with light from a heart prepared for either life or 
death. “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). Paul knew 
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that if he lived, grace would be his to spread still further the good news of salva-
tion among men; and if he died, his departure would advance the faith for which 
he had lived and labored.

A suggested prayer for a person troubled in mind or in con science and afraid 
to die follows:

O blessed Lord, the Father of mercies, and the God of all comforts: we 
beseech You, look down in pity and compas sion upon Your afflicted ser-
vant. You write bitter things against him [her], and make him [her] pos-
sess his [her] former iniquities. Your wrath lies hard upon him [her], and 
the soul is full of trouble. But, O merciful God, who has written Your 
holy Word for our learning, that we through patience and comfort of 
Your holy Scriptures might have hope, give him [her] a right understand-
ing of himself [herself], and of Your threats and promises; that he [she] 
may not cast away his [her] confidence in You, nor place it anywhere but 
in You. Give strength against all temptations and heal all distempers. 
Do not break the bruised reed or quench the smoking flax. Do not with-
hold Your tender mercies in displeasure, but make him [her] hear joy 
and gladness, that the bones You have broken may rejoice. Deliver from 
the fear of the future, and lift up the light of Thy countenance upon him 
[her], and give peace through the merits and mediation of Jesus Christ 
our Lord. Amen.

The following commendatory prayer for a person at the point of death is 
given in The Book of Common Prayer, as used by the Church of England ministers:

O almighty God, with whom the spirits of just men made perfect live 
after they are delivered from their earthly prisons: We humbly commend 
the soul of Your dear servant, our dear brother [sister], into Your hands, 
as into the hands of a faithful Creator and most merciful Savior; most 
humbly beseeching You that it may be precious in Your sight. Wash it, 
we pray, in the blood of that immaculate Lamb who was slain to take 
away the sins of the world; that whatever defilements it may have con-
tracted in the midst of this miserable world, through the lusts of the flesh 
or the wiles of Satan being purged and done away, it may be presented 
pure and without spot before You. And teach us who survive, in this and 
other like daily spectacles of mortality, to see how frail and uncertain our 
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condition is; and so to number our days, that we may seriously apply our 
hearts to that holy and heavenly wisdom while we live here, which may 
in the end bring us to life everlasting through the merits of Jesus Christ, 
Your only Son our Lord. Amen!

AT DEATH
As soon as death, the “king of terrors,” has struck, the gracious and sympa-

thetic pastor should be ready to provide varied, appreciable service. Experience 
has taught him to be sensitive to the requirements of the bereaved. First of all, he 
can comfort the grief-stricken with his quiet and tender demeanor, especially if 
they chide them selves that they had not cared or done enough for the deceased. 
Often, the sorrowing feel that if they had been more loving, kind, or considerate, 
those they mourn would have lived longer. While it is true that many do die in 
loneliness, ne glected by their nearest relatives, the pastor will know how to meet 
such a sentiment, whether by his knowledge of the family or using his intuition. 
When there are pent-up feelings, and he real izes that a good cry would be a relief, 
the pastor will be ready to tell the fatigued, stricken sufferers to let their hearts 
feel their sorrow and to allow their tears to flow. Comfort able words of Scripture 
will come to his remembrance to uplift the distressed. “Speak ye comfortably to 
Jerusalem, and cry unto her” (Isaiah 40:2).

The reason pastors are so continuously involved in the consolation of the 
bereaved and the disposal of the dead is that Christianity preaches that the soul 
continues to exist after death and faces judgment. “After [death] the judgment” 
(Hebrews 9:27). The hope and belief that the departed are in eternal bliss com-
fort the bereaved, while the fear of future condemnation warns sinners of the 
eternity awaiting them if they die in their sin.

As soon as death appears, the ministrations of the pastor can be of a very 
necessary and practical nature. He can advise about funeral arrangements, public 
announcements, and claiming insurance or compensation, if the lamented one 
was killed. Where a pastor is deeply attached to a family, he will be relied upon 
to advise the relatives of the deceased on matters requiring immediate attention. 
Because of the high efficiency of modern funeral directors, everything associated 
with funeral etiquette and ceremonies is cared for. Their service includes securing 
the death certificate and burial permit; notifying the coroner or medical examiner 
in the case of acci dental or violent death; placing obituary notices; arranging for 
transportation if the body is to be buried away from the point of death; deciding 
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about time, place, and services for the funeral; arranging for an officiating minis-
ter if the family of the deceased is not connected with any local church; receiving, 
acknowledging, and recording all condolences and flowers; caring for necessary 
cemetery space; and planning for any desired military or fraternal ceremonies.

The funeral business, like other businesses, has gathered a few unscrupulous 
practitioners, as the exposé found in the much-discussed volume The American 
Way of Death by Jessica Mitford clearly reveals. On the whole, however, funeral 
directors, like faithful pastors, are conscious of the spiritual import of their task 
and serve the bereaved in a wonderful way without excessive gain. The pastor can 
be relied upon to counsel the sorrowing who want to pay their best respects to 
the dead without going into debt from planning an expensive funeral. He is in 
an ideal position to assure the next of kin what is proper in the specifics of the 
funeral. In cases where housekeeping has been neglected because of long sick-
ness before death, the pastor can marshal members of his church to undertake 
many duties to relieve the bereaved and prepare the home if the funeral service 
is to be held there. Where there has been no spiritual or continuing relation-
ship between the family and a pastor, many nonreligious people still feel that 
when death occurs, a minister must be secured to conduct the funeral, just as 
the undertaker is hired to do his job. Yet, even in such cases, the pastor, eager for 
opportunities for witness, will readily serve if called upon and use the event to 
press home the necessity of preparation to meet God.

Because the majority of people die in their own bed or in a hospital ward, and 
the funeral service takes place in the home, church, or funeral or cemetery chapel, 
a young, inexperienced pastor, eager to fulfill the task of burying the dead com-
mendably, should have a clear understanding of the aspects of burial and com-
mittal aspects of the occasion and keep a record of the most fitting Scriptures, 
hymns, prayers, and messages, so that the funeral as a whole will be to God’s glory 
and the comfort and edification of all assembled. As the pastor is entirely respon-
sible for the religious aspects of the funeral, it is essential for him to have every-
thing so perfectly planned that there will be no hitch or delay of any kind. If the 
burial service is to be held in the home of the deceased, then it will be brief, since 
hymn singing and the usual church order of service may not be possible. In such 
a close capacity, with relatives and friends of the family around him, the pastor 
will be able to speak in a subdued, conversational way about matters of eternal 
significance, and prayerfully express the feelings and hopes of the bereaved. I can 
testify to having participated in many impressive home funeral services.



16  The Funeral Sourcebook

Usually, however, in these modern times, with the development of funeral 
homes with their mortuaries, the dead are removed and prepared for burial, and 
the funeral service is held in a church or a cemetery chapel. When the service is 
held in the church, the pastor may be requested to go to the house of mourning 
for a brief reading of Scripture and prayer and then accompany the bereaved to 
the house of God. Reaching it, the pastor stands at the door and then leads the 
cortege down the aisle, reciting in a clear and distinct voice passages such as the 
following:

I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were 
dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never 
die. (John 11:25–26)

I know that my redeemer liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon 
the earth: and though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh 
shall I see God: whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes shall behold, and 
not another.  (Job 19:25–27)

We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing 
out.…The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of 
the Lord. (1 Timothy 6:7; Job 1:21)

When the casket is in place and the pallbearers have either retired or seated 
themselves, the pastor is then ready to commence the burial service, which 
should not exceed thirty to forty-five minutes. As funeral addresses are becom-
ing more or less obsolete, and brief, tender words of honorable eulogy and a few 
sentences of guidance and cheer have taken their place, services are shorter. But 
where there is a longer service, it might take the order of:

•	A brief invocation 

•	A suitable hymn 

•	A prayer

•	 Selected Scriptures 

•	A short message

•	A hymn

•	The benediction
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From the Psalms, the following make for impressive readings:

I said, I will take heed to my ways, that I sin not with my tongue: I will keep 
my mouth with a bridle, while the wicked is before me. I was dumb with 
silence, I held my peace, even from good; and my sorrow was stirred. My heart 
was hot within me, while I was musing the fire burned: then spake I with my 
tongue, Lord, make me to know mine end, and the measure of my days, what 
it is: that I may know how frail I am. Behold, thou hast made my days as an 
handbreadth; and mine age is as nothing before thee: verily every man at his 
best state is altogether vanity. Surely every man walketh in a vain shew: surely 
they are disquieted in vain: he heapeth up riches, and knoweth not who shall 
gather them. And now, Lord, what wait I for? my hope is in thee. Deliver me 
from all my transgressions: make me not the reproach of the foolish. I was 
dumb, I opened not my mouth; because thou didst it. Remove thy stroke away 
from me: I am consumed by the blow of thine hand. When thou with rebukes 
dost correct man for iniquity, thou makest his beauty to consume away like 
a moth: surely every man is vanity. Selah. Hear my prayer, O Lord, and 
give ear unto my cry; hold not thy peace at my tears: for I am a stranger with 
thee, and a sojourner, as all my fathers were. O spare me, that I may recover 
strength, before I go hence, and be no more.  (Psalm 39)

Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations. Before the mount-
ains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, 
even from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God. Thou turnest man to 
destruction; and sayest, Return, ye children of men. For a thousand years in 
thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, and as a watch in the night. Thou 
carriest them away as with a flood; they are as a sleep: in the morning they are 
like grass which groweth up. In the morning it flourisheth, and groweth up; in 
the evening it is cut down, and withereth. For we are consumed by thine anger, 
and by thy wrath are we troubled. Thou hast set our iniquities before thee, our 
secret sins in the light of thy countenance. For all our days are passed away in 
thy wrath: we spend our years as a tale that is told. The days of our years are 
threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, 
yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly away. 
Who knoweth the power of thine anger? even according to thy fear, so is thy 
wrath. So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto 
wisdom. Return, O Lord, how long? and let it repent thee concerning thy 
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servants. O satisfy us early with thy mercy; that we may rejoice and be glad 
all our days. Make us glad according to the days wherein thou hast afflicted 
us, and the years wherein we have seen evil. Let thy work appear unto thy 
servants, and thy glory unto their children. And let the beauty of the Lord 
our God be upon us: and establish thou the work of our hands upon us; yea, 
the work of our hands establish thou it. (Psalm 90)

From Paul’s first Corinthian letter, we read:

But now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that 
slept. For since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the 
dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive. But 
every man in his own order: Christ the firstfruits; afterward they that are 
Christ’s at his coming. Then cometh the end, when he shall have delivered up 
the kingdom to God, even the Father; when he shall have put down all rule 
and all authority and power. For he must reign, till he hath put all enemies 
under his feet. The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death. For he hath put 
all things under his feet. But when he saith all things are put under him, it is 
manifest that he is excepted, which did put all things under him. And when 
all things shall be subdued unto him, then shall the Son also himself be subject 
unto him that put all things under him, that God may be all in all. Else what 
shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? why 
are they then baptized for the dead? And why stand we in jeopardy every 
hour? I protest by your rejoicing which I have in Christ Jesus our Lord, I die 
daily. If after the manner of men I have fought with beasts at Ephesus, what 
advantageth it me, if the dead rise not? let us eat and drink; for to morrow we 
die. Be not deceived: evil communications corrupt good manners. Awake to 
righteousness, and sin not; for some have not the knowledge of God: I speak 
this to your shame. But some man will say, How are the dead raised up? and 
with what body do they come? Thou fool, that which thou sowest is not quick-
ened, except it die: And that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that 
shall be, but bare grain, it may chance of wheat, or of some other grain: But 
God giveth it a body as it hath pleased him, and to every seed his own body. 
All flesh is not the same flesh: but there is one kind of flesh of men, another 
flesh of beasts, another of fishes, and another of birds. There are also celestial 
bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory 
of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of 
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the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star differeth from another 
star in glory. So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in corruption; 
it is raised in incorruption: It is sown in dishonour; it is raised in glory: it is 
sown in weakness; it is raised in power: It is sown a natural body; it is raised 
a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual body. And so 
it is written, The first man Adam was made a living soul; the last Adam was 
made a quickening spirit. Howbeit that was not first which is spiritual, but 
that which is natural; and afterward that which is spiritual. The first man is 
of the earth, earthy; the second man is the Lord from heaven. As is the earthy, 
such are they also that are earthy: and as is the heavenly, such are they also 
that are heavenly. And as we have borne the image of the earthy, we shall also 
bear the image of the heavenly. Now this I say, brethren, that flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither doth corruption inherit incorrup-
tion. Behold, I shew you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be 
changed, In a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the 
trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall 
be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal 
must put on immortality. So when this corruptible shall have put on incor-
ruption, and this mortal shall have put on immortality, then shall be brought 
to pass the saying that is written, Death is swallowed up in victory. O death, 
where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory? The sting of death is sin; and 
the strength of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, 
unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know 
that your labour is not in vain in the Lord. (1 Corinthians 15:20–58)

Other appropriate Scriptures are Psalms 23, 46, 103; John 14; Romans 8; 
2 Corinthians 5:1–10; 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18; and Revelation 7:9–17; 21; 22.

As for the prayer, it should not be designed to stir the emotions of those 
assembled but instead should inspire quietness and peace of mind. While it must 
contain a reference to the deceased and present the needs of the sorrowing circle 
of relatives and friends, the intercession should express a confession of conscious 
unworthiness and gratitude to God for eternal life through Christ. A pastor 
must never be guilty of preaching at the people through his prayer. The Lord’s 
Prayer can follow the pastor’s prayer.

If a sermon is given, it should embrace these three features: recognition of the 
deceased, comfort for the bereaved, and warning for those who are not ready for 
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the “great beyond.” Guides for appropriate messages can be found in the section 
dealing with Funeral Sermons. The pastor must endeavor to give the service a 
simple dignity and impressiveness. After the service has ended, the pastor leads 
the mourners as the casket leaves the church and follows the same order when 
the procession reaches the cemetery. At the graveside, the pastor should take a 
position at the best vantage point so that all may see and hear him. If the weather 
is very wet, cold, or wintry, male mourners should be advised not to uncover their 
heads. The committal ceremony should be brief, consisting of a few passages of 
Scripture, a prayer, and a benediction. Afterward, the pastor should shake hands 
with the nearest of kin and leave them with a word of spiritual comfort. Often, 
relatives feel the strain of such a farewell and are distraught and require the sym-
pathetic word of the pastor. Following are some suggestions of Scripture verses 
and prayers for use at the graveside, as well as an order of the actual committal.

Man that is born of a woman has but a short time to live, and is full of 
misery: He comes up, and is cut down, like a flower; he flees as it were a 
shadow, and never con tinued in one stay. (See Job 14:1–2.) In the midst 
of life we are in death: from whom may we seek help, except from You, 
O Lord, who are justly displeased over our sins? Yet, O Lord God most 
holy, O Lord most mighty, O holy and most merciful Savior, deliver us 
not into the pains of eternal death. You know the secrets of our hearts, 
O Lord; do not shut Your merciful ears to our prayer; but spare us, Lord 
most holy, O God most mighty, O holy and merciful Savior, most worthy 
Judge eternal. Do not allow us to fall away from Your at our last hour, 
because of the pains of death.

As the body is lowered into the grave, it is the custom with some pastors to 
take a handful of earth or a few flowers or sprigs of evergreen and drop them into 
the grave as they repeat a committal formula. Different denominations provide 
their pastors with their own particular funeral manuals, and these contain vary-
ing committal sentences. Ministers of the Anglican Church say:

Forasmuch as it has pleased almighty God of His great mercy to take 
unto Himself the soul of our dear brother [sister] here departed: we 
therefore commit his [her] body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to 
ashes, dust to dust; in the sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to 
eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ; who shall change the body of 
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our humiliation, that it may be like unto His glorious body, according to 
the mighty working whereby He is able to subdue all things to Himself.

A brief portion of Scripture, such as Revelation 14:13, can then be quoted:

I heard a voice from heaven saying unto me, Write, Blessed are the dead 
which die in the Lord from hence forth: yea, saith the Spirit, that they may rest 
from their labours.

For a concluding prayer, several final petitions have been suggested. 
Sometimes the Lord’s Prayer is recited:

Our Father which art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. 
Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into 
temptation, but deliver us from evil: for thine is the kingdom, and the power, 
and the glory, for ever. Amen. (Matthew 6:9–13)

Anglican ministers repeat,

Almighty God, with whom the spirits of those who have departed in the 
Lord live, and with whom the souls of the faithful, after they are deliv-
ered from the burden of the flesh, are in joy and felicity: We give You 
hearty thanks, for it pleased You to deliver our brother [sister] out of the 
miseries of this sinful world: beseeching You that it may please You, in 
Your gracious goodness, shortly to accompany the number of Your elect, 
and to hasten Your kingdom; that we, with all those who are departed in 
the true faith of the holy name, may have our perfect consummation and 
bliss, both in body and soul, in Thy eternal and everlasting glory, through 
Jesus Christ our Lord. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love 
of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with us all evermore. 
Amen.

Among the practical aspects of funeral arrangements we might consider, 
the first is the question of a fee for services ren dered. Dealing with “Funeral 
Etiquette,” Arthur H. DeLong has the footnote:

A minister should make no charges for his services other than his per-
sonal expenses; but where a fee is tendered there is no impropriety in his 
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accepting it as a gift of appreciation, provided the family is in comfortable 
cir cumstances.

As the servant of the Lord and of needy hearts, a pastor should expect no 
recompense other than the assurance of having ministered comfort and hope to 
grief-stricken hearts. Privilege and duty are inherent in his call to the ministry. 
The custom has developed among funeral directors or undertakers to include 
the minister’s burial fee in the overall charge for a funeral and hand him a check 
accordingly. Such a method saves a pastor the embarrassment of having to receive, 
directly from the bereaved relatives, any money for his services.

Another matter that sometimes arises is the request to have a former pastor 
come and bury a church member. Possibly he was the means of leading the 
deceased to Christ or he had a particular interest in the family, and, because of a 
close relationship, the desire is expressed to have him conduct the funeral service. 
The present pastor should graciously accommodate such a wish and cooperate 
with the former pastor’s arrangements. It has been known to happen, however, 
for a family to ignore the right of a present pastor to bury a member of the family 
who died, because of a strong antagonism to his spiritual ministry. Without con-
sulting the pastor, they may secure the previous, less orthodox, minister to return 
and conduct the funeral. Such an action is most unethical, but the understanding 
pastor should take it all with good grace and may join the assembled company 
at the house or funeral as a mourner. Carnal-minded church members can cause 
a faithful pastor many heartaches, but he soon learns that every experience is 
worth what it costs.

A further feeling a pastor must guard against in funeral ministry is that of 
mere professionalism. His constant contact with the dying and the dead may 
unconsciously develop into a mech anical, coldhearted conduct of a funeral ser-
vice. At all times, it is necessary for him to have a tender, sympathetic, and com-
forting attitude if his ministry in such a sad hour for others is to be effective. 
He must guard against the modern practice of covering up the reality of death. 
Enterprising funeral directors strive to treat death as something foreign to man. 
The remains of the deceased are placed in a “slumber parlor,” and the last rites are 
robbed of their grim existence by quiet music, thick carpets, elaborate floral sur-
roundings, and an embalmed corpse, all dressed up as if death had not taken place. 
In fact, in England, the custom has now become not to mention the deceased’s 
name at the Communion service on the Sunday fol lowing the funeral because its 
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repetition would remind the fam ily of their loss. But the pastor’s solemn obliga-
tion is to remind people of the hard facts of death: life is transi tory, our loved ones 
do die, and their passing is often an overwhelming sorrow leaving a void that only 
reunion in heaven can fill. Because he lives in a world of sin and death, the pastor 
must ever confirm the voice of Scripture that “it is appointed unto men once to die, 
but after this the judgment” (Hebrews 9:27).

AFTER DEATH
The pastor’s responsibility does not end with the benediction at the grave-

side. It is to his discredit if the mourners are com pelled to say, “We have not seen 
the minister since the funeral.” Usually the bereaved gather in the home of the 
deceased. This gives relatives and friends from far and near a chance to meet and 
exchange condolences; in some cases, they gather to hear the last will and testa-
ment read. If he is invited to return to the house, the pastor should accept, for in 
such a gathering of relatives, friends, and neighbors, he will have an opportunity 
of prayer and wit ness. Hearts solemnized by the death and burial of a member of 
the household are open to the spiritual ministrations of the faithful pastor.

If the pastor has been diligent in the visitation of the dying, he will realize 
what the family as a whole has had to face in anxious days and sleepless nights, 
and how, when the end came, too often, the nerves of the bereaved were taut as 
the result of the strain of mingled hope and fear. Often, when the funeral is over, 
the sorrowing are exhausted, numbed, and emotionally intense, and the sympa-
thetic pastor skilled in the art of consolation can do much to ease their burden. A 
kind and understanding attitude greatly helps to soothe the grief-stricken when 
the vigil is over. As it is very rare for the dead to be buried without the service of a 
minister and religious rites, the Christ-possessed pastor, because of his constant 
contact with sorrow and his personal experience of death, has a Christian faith 
and a familiarity with the healing balm of Scripture, with which he can serve the 
bereaved most effectively.

After the funeral, therefore, several visits must be paid to the shadowed home 
with its vacant seat, and every effort should be made to reduce the burden of grief. 
In his heart-moving volume on The Passion for Souls, Dr. J. H. Jowett speaks of 
“the ministry of the bleeding heart” and affirms that a preacher can bless only 
if he has bled. The words bleed and bless come from the same root, the implica-
tion being that we can bless only as we bleed. Pastors with a Calvary heart know 
instinctively how to comfort those who have buried their dead and sigh for the 
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touch of the vanished hand. Such men of God, who have known what it is to bury 
half of their heart in a grave, are best fitted to work with Him who died and rose 
again in the healing of the brokenhearted. Fellowship with the Man of Sorrows 
who be came acquainted with human grief enables the faithful shepherd of souls 
to exercise an abiding spiritual influence in his ministry among the bereaved.

If heavy sorrow lingers in the course of visitation well after the day of the 
funeral, the judicious pastor will not condemn such continued grief. To do so 
would be to condemn love at a time when it needs spiritual reinforcement. Saints 
sorrow over the separation death brings, but not as those who have no hope. (See 
1 Thessalonians 4:13–14.) Neither will the pastor err in offering false consolation 
by telling the bereaved to dry their tears or by saying that before long, they will feel 
differently. The spiritual com forter will remember and soothe an empty heart by 
saying, “A love forgotten is a love dead, and while love lives there will be suffering 
as well as joy.” It is sheer folly to try to cheer up the sorrowing by saying that time 
is a great healer and that the world soon forgets its grief. Sorrow, not of the hope-
less kind, is an evidence of faithfulness to the dead, and those who have lost their 
loved one are consoled as the pastor reminds them that in Christ they have their 
beloved dead forever. He can draw attention to the fact that although they have 
been robbed of the actual presence of the departed, they have a harvest of memory.

During his post-funeral visits, the pastor may find that those who were 
closely related to the dead have become somewhat rebellious against God over 
the removal of one who was so loved and had so much potential. Tenderly, the 
embittered heart must be led to submit to the mysterious but gracious will of 
God, who never takes a wrong turn. If the pastor finds those of the deceased’s 
family remorseful because of real or imagined unkindness or neglect, they must 
be reminded that tears and regret cannot make amends and that they should 
give themselves to increased love and service toward the living. Sometimes the 
pastor will meet those whose grief is still more poignant because of their fear that 
the loved one who was taken made no profession of faith and was not prepared 
to die. As a faithful counselor, the pastor will not compromise the truth, but he 
can assure the anxious that we do not know what passes between God and the 
dying and that we can safely leave those who die to the unknown mercies of a 
loving God. One of the surprises of heaven will be the presence of those we least 
expected to be there. The pastor cannot explain the dark mysteries of providence, 
but he can correct the mistaken notion that an unexpected death came as divine 
punishment. Death is an appointment that all must keep. Comforting passages 
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of Scripture and a heartfelt prayer never fail to leave stricken hearts with a con-
sciousness of the presence and love of God, whose goodness never fails. Such a 
spiritual ministry creates a calm assessment of death and of the life beyond.

Often the bereaved are too prostrate to take the initiative in legal matters 
concerning the dead one’s estate or in claiming any pensionable or compensation 
benefits. The pastor can help those who have no clear perception what to do next 
in a most practical way. It is not easy to adjust oneself to altered circumstances, 
but when a wise, kind counselor is at hand to suggest and advise, the sorrow-
ing take heart and soon find an even keel. Because women frequently live longer 
than men, and widows become still more numerous, especially when war rav-
ages the earth or disaster strikes, the Christian care of widows, the fatherless, 
and orphans becomes the vital concern of a pastor and of the church he serves. 
From early Bible days, divine instructions were clear as to provision for widows, 
or “silent ones,” as the Hebrew word suggests. The fatherless and the widows 
were the direct concern of God, hence the repetition of sympathetic references to 
widows by Old Testament prophets and by Christ and His apostles. The office 
of deacon owes its origin to the church’s interest in the welfare of widows. It 
was because few troubled about these women who were partic ularly helpless 
that God reckoned them to be His special con cern. (See Psalm 68:5; 146:9.) To 
show kindness toward widows was to qualify for God’s approach and blessing. 
(See Job 29:13; Isaiah 1:17; Jeremiah 7:6.) Worthy widows must be honored (see 
1 Timothy 5:3), relieved by friends (see 1 Timothy 5:4, 16), visited in time of need 
(see James 1:27), and provided for by the church (see Acts 6:1; 1 Timothy 5:9).

Where help is required, the pastor is obligated to institute a system of relief 
for those of his flock widowed by death. Guidance in taking advantage of charit-
able funds must be given, and to the possibility of obtaining suitable employ-
ment, as well as the education of any father less, dependent children. In many 
practical ways, the pastor can assist a woman bereft of the household’s necessary 
source of income and helpmeet to take up the threads of life again. By doing so, he 
softens the blow sustained and encourages trust in the God who offers Himself 
as a Husband to the widow and as a Father to the fatherless.

THE QUESTION OF CREMATION
Although this method of disposing of the dead is becoming increasingly 

popular, cremation is a divided question among Christians. While Dr. Charles 
R. Erdman, in his volume The Work of the Pastor, says, “A pastor need not refuse 
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to officiate at a cremation if given sufficient liberty as to the character of the reli-
gious service,” the fact remains that many conscientious pastors feel they cannot 
officiate at a crematorium service. There is, of course, in the law governing crema-
tion a clause that expressly exempts any minister from the obligation of perform-
ing a burial service either after or at a cremation. It is therefore for the guidance 
of the pastor that we set forth the pros and cons of cremation in order that he 
may know how to act more intelligently when any of his flock seek advice on this 
form of burial. Cremate, meaning “to burn,” is allied to the He brew word Joshua 
used in connection with Achan the trespasser: “He that is taken with the accursed 
thing shall be burnt with fire, he and all that he hath” (Joshua 7:15). It is also akin to 
the Greek term Paul employs when he speaks about giving his body to be burned. 
(See 1 Corinthians 15:3.)

As to the origin of cremation, turning back the pages of history, we find that 
such a method of disposing of the dead was the general practice of the ancient, 
heathen world. From earliest times, there have been various customs of burial, 
such as em balming, cremating, or exposing the corpse to beasts and birds of prey. 
Cremation is supposed to have originated among the Aryans, whose discovery 
of fire lifted them above other races. Having a great veneration for fire, these 
Aryans not only ga thered around their campfires but also used them to dispose 
of their dead. Their folklore is replete with references to the funeral pyres of their 
heroes. Invading armies would reduce the corpses of fallen warriors to ashes and 
return them to sorrowing relatives. Nomadic tribes practiced cremation and car-
ried cinerary urns containing the ashes of their loved ones with them in their 
wanderings. The funeral pyre is said to have originated in ancient India among 
the Aryans, and cremation is still the na tional custom of burial in India among 
the Hindus and is in corporated in their religion. Cinerary urns have been found 
on the wild steppes of Russia and in Scandinavian countries.

In Athens, during the height of her glory and in the last days of the Roman 
Empire, cremation was practically the uni versal custom. The Greeks wove beau-
tiful fancies around the rite and believed that fire crested every living thing and 
that, to free the soul from the bonds of matter, the body must be re duced to 
its original elements by flame. The Romans, absorbing Greek ideals along with 
their culture, practiced urn burial as well as earth burial. Cicero, however, held 
that earth burial was the more ancient practice. Because of the abuse of most 
extravagant funeral pyres, when Charlemagne came to power, around 800 a.d., 
acting upon the edict of the Roman Church, he outlawed cremation. But such a 
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custom was so deeply rooted among the Saxons that, in order to suppress it, the 
death penalty was instituted as a punishment for its practice. The Encyclopaedia 
Britannica says that “there can be no doubt that the practice of cremation in 
Europe was at the first stopped, and then pre vented, in great measure, by the 
Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the body, partly also by the notion that 
the Christian body was redeemed and purified.”

Coming to the Scriptural practice of burial, it is clear that both Jewish 
and Christian forms of the disposal of the dead were earth burial, not crema-
tion. The judgment upon Adam and Eve for their transgression indicates earth 
burial: “Dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return” (Genesis 3:19). Abraham, 
founder and father of the Jewish race, arranged for the burial of Sarah his wife. 
(See Genesis 15:13; 25.) Egypt, persecutor of God’s ancient people, practiced 
embalming. Then we have the detailed account of the death and burial of Moses. 
(See Deuteronomy 34:5–6.) Did the prohibitions concerning fire include the 
burning of the body? (See Leviticus 18:24; 20:1–4; Jeremiah 7:31–32; Ezekiel 
23:27.) The latter references suggest that cremation was associated with special 
judgment. Joseph was embalmed and buried. (See Exodus 13:19; Joshua 24:32.) 
There are two places in the Old Testament where cremation is men tioned with-
out criticism. First, the bodies of Saul and his sons, so badly mangled, were 
burned before burial. (See 1 Samuel 31:12–13.) Then, Amos refers to the burn-
ing of a man’s kinsman, probably in time of plague. (See Amos 6:10.) Earth burial 
made possible the miracle at Elisha’s tomb. (See 2 Kings 13:21.) The “very great 
burning” at the burial of Asa was not that of cremation but a burning of spices 
and furniture in the king’s honor. (See 2 Chronicles 16:14; Jeremiah 34:5.) The 
prophecy against Jeroboam’s false altar (see 1 Kings 13:1–3) is simply a prophecy 
of a king who shall take the bones of those previously buried and the priests of 
the high places who burn incense in false worship and cause them to be burned 
on the false altar to further pollute it and render it abominable.

In the New Testament, there is no actual reference to cremation. It is clearly 
evident that the early Christians followed the Jewish tradition of earth burial. 
John reminds us that it was “the manner of the Jews…to bury” (John 19:40). Jewish 
ritual, however, is silent regarding specific methods of caring for the dead. When 
Paul spoke of giving his body to be burned, he was simply accommodating his 
language to the customs of Corinth. In his “Magna Carta of the Resurrection,” 
the apostle speaks of “the sowing of the body.” (See 1 Corinthians 15:34–44.) It 
is altogether beside the point to argue that because Jesus was buried in a grave, it 
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is incumbent upon all His followers to be disposed of in the same way when they 
die. In the first place, the corpse of Jesus was not buried in a hole in the ground 
and covered over with a load of earth. He was buried in a rock-hewn vault pre-
pared by wealthy Joseph of Arimathaea for himself. (See Matthew 27:57–61.) 
Within this “new tomb hewn out of the rock,” the body of Jesus lay on a slab of 
stone. Further, it was necessary for Jesus to be buried thusly because it had been 
divinely decreed that He should rise the third day without any corruption having 
taken place in His body. (See Psalm 16:10; Acts 2:27, 31; 13:35.) Had His body 
remained another day in the tomb, corruption and decomposition would have set 
in, for, according to Martha’s description of her much-loved brother, Lazarus, he 
had been dead four days and began to stink. (See John 11:39.) Jesus, therefore, 
came forth from the tomb with the very same body the disciples had washed 
and perfumed with spices—uncon taminated by corruption or decay—and it is 
that very body, completely glorified, that He has in heaven, and which we are to 
behold with awe.

The revival of cremation goes back to 1869, when the Italian scientist 
Brunetti devised a modern type of cremation, which modern science has 
improved and brought to perfection, especially in America, where there are hun-
dreds of crematoriums in use. The first white man to be cremated in America 
was Colonel Henry Laurens, president of the Continental Congress (1777 –78), 
whose cremation took place according to his last will and testament on his estate 
in Charleston, South Carolina. Dr. William Temple was the first archbishop in 
England to be cremated, which took place in Kent at Charing Crematorium on 
October 31, 1944. Dr. G. Campbell Morgan, the renowned Bible expositor, was 
cremated, as was Dr. W. E. Sangster, the well-known Methodist leader. The late 
Lord Horder, onetime Court Physician and President of The Cremation Society 
of Great Britain, wrote, “We regard cremation as a much-needed reform and as 
an essential public service—the most hygienic method. Cremation—an indoor 
service—safeguards the health of the mourner, whose health resistance may 
have been re duced by long periods of anxiety and vigil at the sickbed. Cremation 
induces a more rational attitude to death by eliminating the grave and the morbid 
atmosphere of the cemetery.”

Francis E. Willard, the American educator and reformer, once said, “Let 
no friend of mine say aught to prevent the cremation of my cast-off body.” Ella 
Wheeler Wilcox likewise affirmed in an article on this matter:
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I heartily approve of Cremation. In the first place it is cleanly, it helps 
along nature; in the second place, it is economical. The body must even-
tually turn to dust. Why not by Cremation rather than have it decom-
pose in the ground?

Facing the fact that cremation is making rapid strides, the pastor may be 
constrained to ask whether anything more than a custom is involved, or whether 
there is some spiritual issue at stake. He may personally shrink from the idea 
of cremation yet feel that it is not right to object to it. Perhaps he cannot give 
any cogent argument why he should not officiate at a crematorium. What he 
must bear in mind is that the Bible does not contain any judgment against the 
Greek and Roman practices of cremation in the same way it warns against idola-
try. Therefore, if modern, crowded conditions make the availability of ground for 
cemeteries increasingly difficult, no Christian reason can be given against crema-
tion for expediency.

While unbelievers may sometimes practice cremation as a token of open defi-
ance of God and rejection of the truth of the resurrection of the body—which was 
probably the reason why the professing agnostic George Bernard Shaw willed to 
be cremated—this does not nullify the decision regarding this mode of burial by 
Christians. What must be borne in mind is that the manner of burial makes no 
difference whatever to the resurrec tion. The actual burning of the body cannot 
bring any loss; otherwise, the martyrs who suffered death by fire and Christians 
burned to death accidentally, pulverized by an explosion, or eaten by wild ani-
mals or sharks at sea could be in a state of inferiority. After death, what happens 
to the body of the believer is of little consequence; it is the joy of resurrection 
that counts. (See Job 19:25–27; Philippians 3:21.) The Earl of Shaftesbury, the 
great reformer, once asked, “What will become of the blessed martyrs if the body 
cannot be returning to God in its original form by a wise and just God? The ashes 
of a saint are truly as venerable as his bones.”

Both the Bible and science confirm that “dust we are and unto dust we shall 
return.” If the body is buried in a grave, the human body slowly disintegrates into 
the basic molecules of which it is composed. Whether this breakdown occurs 
rapidly, as in cremation, or slowly, as in an ordinary burial, appears im material. 
We are not to think of our blessed dead as dust or ashes but as absent from the 
body and present with the Lord. God knows how He will gather the dust or 
ashes together when the miracle of resurrection takes place. Cremation is not 
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inconsistent with the Christian doctrine of resurrection. Having the power to 
resurrect, God can bring forth resurrected bodies from buried dust or ashes. Did 
not Jesus say that God is able to raise up children to Abraham out of the stones, 
and what is a stone but solidified dust? There is no argument at all in saying that 
to be forced to be burned, as the martyrs were, is one thing, but to deliberately 
plan cremation is another matter. There is nothing anti-Christian about such a 
form of burial. Therefore, if a pastor is requested to officiate at a crematorium, he 
should respect the freedom of the individual conscience if he can offer no scrip-
tural evidence against cremation or present any specific command condemning 
it.

Cremation has never been universally popular among Christians, and it is 
not likely to become the prevailing practice in Christendom in our generation. 
Pastors may find that the majority of people feel it better to follow the custom 
and give their dead a decent burial; but the fact remains that cremation is more 
hygienic, more economical, and easier on the bereaved. The ultimate choice, then, 
is between earth burial, where nature takes her slow and painful course of disin-
tegration, or the higher method of science for reducing dust to dust and ashes to 
ashes. Clean, purifying heat accomplishes in a short time what nature, unaided, 
takes years to bring about. If cremation offers a more loving deference to the 
departed and greater consideration for future generations, then the wise pastor 
cannot refuse to serve those who wish it, even though the moment the casket 
disappears through the folding doors in the crematorium chapel is one of most 
poignant finality.
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