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Catholic Funeral Liturgies in the Diocese of Cheyenne 
A Pastoral Letter and Instruction 

August 13, 2013 

 

My brothers and sisters in Christ: 

 

1. The death of a family member or a friend, or even our own impeding death can bring 

loss, grief, and despair.  “In the face of death, the Catholic Church confidently proclaims that 

God has created each person for eternal life, and that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, by his death 

and resurrection has broken the chains of sin and death that bound humanity.”1  The funeral rites 

of the Church commend the deceased to God’s merciful love and forgiveness, proclaiming that 

death is not the end of us and that death does not break the bonds we have forged in life.2  The 

funeral rites of the Church offer hope and consolation to the living, comforting them in their 

sorrows.3 

 

2. The Catholic funeral rites have three main parts:1) the Vigil Service celebrated the 

evening or afternoon of the day before the Funeral Liturgy at the home of the deceased, in the 

funeral home, at the parish church, or at some other suitable place (the Rosary may be prayed 

before or at the end of the Vigil Service), 2) the Funeral Liturgy preferably a Funeral Mass, 

normally celebrated at the parish church, or if a Funeral Liturgy Outside Mass, celebrated at the 

parish church, the funeral home, or some other suitable place, and 3) the Rite of Committal 

celebrated at the grave, mausoleum, or columbarium.4  All three parts are encouraged to be 

celebrated for a deceased Catholic. 

 

3. Catholic funeral rites are to be celebrated for all Catholics, unless they are prohibited by 

canon law.5  Children whom their parents intended to baptize may be given a Catholic funeral.6  

Catechumens who die before baptism are to be given a Catholic funeral.7  Baptized non-Catholic 

Christians may be given Catholic funeral rites when it would not be contrary to their intention 

and their own minister is not available or they do not have one.8  Lastly, the unbaptized spouse of 

a Catholic, may be given Catholic funeral rites.9 

 

4. Catholic funeral rites seek to honor the body of the deceased Christian, because of 

reverence for both the natural and supernatural aspects of the human person.10  “The body of the 

deceased brings forcefully to mind the Catholic Church’s conviction that the human body is in 

Christ a temple of the Holy Spirit and is destined for future glory at the resurrection of the 

dead.”11  “The body, which lies in death, naturally recalls the personal story of faith, the loving 

family bonds, the friendships, and the words and acts of kindness of the deceased person.”12  The 

Catholic Church, therefore, prefers and recommends bodily burial or entombment.  Cremation is, 

however, permitted, provided it is not done for reasons contrary to the Christian faith.13  While 

the body may be cremated prior to Christian funeral rites and the cremated remains may be 

present for the funeral rites, the preference is for the body to be cremated after the Catholic 

Funeral Liturgy.14  When cremation is chosen, the following directives are to be followed: 

 

The cremated remains of a body should be treated with the same respect given to the human 

body from which they come.  This includes the use of a worthy vessel to contain the ashes, the 
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manner in which they are carried, the care and attention to appropriate placement and transport, 

and the final disposition.  The cremated remains should be buried in a grave or entombed in a 

mausoleum or columbarium.  The practices of scattering cremated remains on the sea, from the 

air, or on the ground, or keeping cremated remains in the home of a relative or friend of the 

deceased are not the reverent disposition that the Catholic Church requires.  Whenever possible, 

appropriate means for recording with dignity the memory of the deceased should be adopted, 

such as a plaque or stone which record the name of the deceased.15 

 

5. Catholic funeral rites are encouraged to be celebrated so that the local Catholic 

community, friends and others can attend and offer consolation to the deceased’s family and 

friends and to pray for the deceased.16  Family and friends are invited to be involved in the 

planning of the funeral rites: in choosing the texts and rites provided in the ritual, in the selection 

of appropriate music, and in the designation of liturgical ministers (readers, extraordinary 

ministers of Holy Communion, altar servers, gift bearers, etc.).17 

 

6. Music is an integral part of the Catholic funeral rites, namely, at the Vigil Service and the 

Funeral Liturgy, especially the Funeral Mass.18  Music allows convictions and feelings to be 

expressed that words alone may fail to convey.  “Music has the power to console and uplift 

mourners and to strengthen the unity of those present in faith and love.”19  The texts of the songs 

chosen should express the mystery of our salvation in Jesus Christ, most importantly, the saving 

power of the Lord’s suffering, death and resurrection.20  Funeral music should support, console, 

and uplift those present and should help create in them a spirit of hope in Christ’s victory of sin 

and death and in the Christian’s share in that victory.21  At a Funeral Mass, the Mass parts (the 

Holy Holy, Memorial Acclamation, Amen and Lamb of God) should be sung whenever 

possible.22  Secular songs (popular or non-religious songs), even though they may have been 

meaningful to the deceased or the family of the deceased, usually do not capture the Gospel 

message of hope and, when they do not, they are inappropriate for the Catholic funeral services.  

Secular songs would be more appropriate for the funeral reception. 

 

7. Family and friends sometimes desire to express their remembrance of the deceased in a 

special way.  A respectful photographic display may be present in the vestibule of the parish 

church.  A photograph of the deceased, particularly when the body has been cremated, may be 

placed near the coffin or urn during the Funeral Liturgy.  In addition, various Christian symbols 

may be placed near the coffin or urn.  If a spoken remembrance is desired, the Vigil Service, 

after the Concluding Prayer, is the most fitting place for a family member or friend of the 

deceased to share a prepared, short remembrance.23  At the Funeral Liturgy, following the Prayer 

after Communion, a prepared, short remembrance may also be spoken by a member of the family 

or a friend of the deceased.24  A new custom of preparing and showing a video graphic 

remembrance set to music has developed in some places.  This may be utilized at the Vigil 

Service in the appropriate place for a remembrance, provided the music and the video are 

respectful of the deceased and the liturgical rite.  (For additional guidance in selecting music for 

the video, please see the preceding paragraph, number 6.)  Additional remembrances may be 

done at the reception following the funeral services, provided the facilities allow it. 

8. In the Diocese of Cheyenne, which encompasses the State of Wyoming, there is no 

prescribed offering for the officiant at Catholic funeral rites.  Offerings to bishops, priests, 

deacons and laity who preside at the Catholic funeral rites are not required.  The family or 
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friends of the deceased may, however, need to make offerings to the musicians who play or sing 

for the funeral rites and, if there is a reception, to the group providing the reception.  Sometimes 

there is a desire to name beneficiaries of memorials in honor of the deceased.  The parish, the 

parish school, the Diocese of Cheyenne, the St. Joseph’s Society: Clergy Retirement Fund of the 

Diocese of Cheyenne, the Seminarian Education Fund, St. Joseph’s Children’s Home, and 

Catholic Charities are some Catholic organizations that can be named.  Remembering the 

deceased by having Masses celebrated for them, especially on the anniversary of death or at 

other significant times, or remembering them at All Souls’ Day commemorations are 

commendable practices.25 

 

9. At the loss of a loved one, please know the prayers and support of the Church.  At each 

and every Mass, during the second part of the Eucharistic Prayer, we pray for those who have 

died.  We also invite those who have gone before us to the other side of life to pray for us.  May 

you be blessed at the death of a loved one with the consolation, peace and hope that our faith 

offers us through the power of the resurrection of Jesus Christ! 

 

In The Heart of Christ, 

 
The Most Reverend Paul D. Etienne, DD, STL 

Bishop of Cheyenne 
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