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Guide for Funeral Directors and Families Regarding

Purpose and Intent
Catholic funeral rites are intended to bring hope and consolation to the living by confidently proclaiming that 
God has created each person for eternal life. Furthermore, they celebrate the belief that Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God, by His death and resurrection, has broken the chains of sin and death, making eternal life possible for 
everyone.

The Rites also emphasize the sacredness of the human body and the need to treat it with reverence, since all 
people have been created in the image and likeness of God. Cremains are always to be treated with the same 
reverence as the body of the deceased. Funerals with only the cremains present are allowed, but the church 
prefers that cremation occur after the funeral rites.

The official texts are provided in the Order of Christian Funerals. (OCF).

General Considerations
Catholic funeral When a member of the faithful has died the Church identifies three stations for the celebration 
of the rite of Christian burial: the Vigil (Wake); the Funeral (within Mass or outside of Mass); the
Committal (place of interment, burial).

Vigils, funerals and committals, are never to be scheduled without first consulting the pastor. Please do not 
contact a priest not assigned to the parish before making arrangements with the parish staff. It is preferred 
that the bereaved family meets with the priest, deacon or lay leader of prayer to plan the vigil, funeral and 
committal. Visitation and vigil services may take place at the funeral home. Some parishes have the facilities to 
accommodate both. Some parishes allow a brief visitation time at the church prior to the funeral.

Devotions, such as the rosary, are not part of the funeral rites but do offer comfort and support and can 
take place at another time. When used, they should take place before or after the vigil service. Devotions are 
secondary to the vigil and other official rites of the church.

The readings and music at the funeral should be chosen in consultation with the bereaved family. If the family 
prefers to not participate in the planning, the selections will be made by the parish. Secular music and taped 
music are inappropriate during the vigil or funeral when celebrated at the church. Such music only should be 
used at the funeral home and only after receiving the approval of the parish. Eulogies are appropriate at the vigil 
or after the committal.

Funeral Music Guidelines:
a. “Music should be provided for the vigil and the funeral liturgy and, when possible, for the funeral 
 procession and the rite of committal.” (OCF #32)
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b. “In the choice of music for the funeral liturgy, preference should be given to the singing of the 
 acclamations, the responsorial psalm, the entrance and the communion songs and especially the song of 
 farewell at the final commendation.” (OCF #157)
c. The texts of songs chosen for a particular celebration should express the Paschal Mystery and should be 
 related to the readings from Scripture. (OCF #30)

The Funeral Vigil
The vigil is an integral part of the three-part celebration of the funeral rites: Vigil, Funeral and Committal. It 
should always be included in planning unless there are exceptional circumstances to exclude it.

The vigil is celebrated and led by the priest, deacon or a trained lay leader of prayer. The vigil includes scripture 
readings, prayers, preaching, and music. Families may offer eulogies, tell stories, read poems, show family videos 
and share memories. Music included in the vigil should be sacred music. In obituaries for publication, the phrase 
“Vigil Service” should be used for the wake service.

The Funeral Mass or Funeral Outside Maass
The Funeral Mass of Christian Burial is always celebrated at the church. The Funeral Outside Mass also should 
be celebrated at the church, but may for good reason be celebrated at the funeral home or a chapel. The coffin 
should be closed after the Vigil and before the Funeral Liturgy, as the rite calls for a sprinkling and the placing of 
the pall.

Typically family members choose liturgical ministers (including music ministers) for the funeral in consultation 
with the parish.

The Committal Service
The deceased’s body or cremains always deserve a reverent burial. The committal accomplishes this and provides 
the bereaved family with a visible sign of closure. It is recommended that the committal take place at the 
gravesite. The body should be lowered at least partially into the vault while the family is at the cemetery.

Although cremation is permitted, it is preferable that cremation take place after the funeral. Cremains may be 
entombed in a cemetery or columbarium. Cremains must never be scattered about or kept as a remembrance. 
The family should contact the priest about burial of the cremains.

Military Rites
Military rites may take place at the discretion of the priest. If a flag is used to drape the coffin, it must be removed 
before the Funeral Mass begins. It may be replaced as the procession leaves the church. Military rites are most 
appropriate at the committal service. If committal is delayed, the rites, with the pastor’s permission, may take 
place after the funeral.

Additional Resources
Order of Christian Funerals, USCCB/ICEL
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