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Remembrance Sunday is a day when I can write about death without being accused of being morbid, especially since November is the month of prayer for the faithful departed.

When celebrating funerals, our modern funeral rites often seem a little confusing. They muddle the distinction between the person and the corpse, and leave unclear the passing of the soul to God for judgement immediately after death, vis-a-vis the resurrection of the body at the end of time. 


Our rites apparently assume that every deceased is a good practising Catholic with only minor sins to be forgiven. They downpedal the reality of sin and death, and can seem blandly optimistic. Every priest knows that a sizeable percentage of those whom he buries have neither attended Mass nor received the Sacraments – moreso where death has come unexpectedly. 

There is no easy solution to this quandary. In any case judgement is reserved to God. It is never up to us to judge.. 


The celebrant does have a choice of colour for funerals: black, purple or white. Purple speaks of intercession for the departed, and avoids the “instant canonisation” which white may imply. It would be very wrong to “colour-code” funerals: black for those with little chance, purple for purgatory and white for the saintly!

The funeral prayers of the Byzantine rite, used by eastern Catholic and orthodox Christians, are more incisive. They face the tragedy of death head on, and do not mince their words with easy promises. 

Wandering round one of the large Russian Orthodox churches in St Petersburg, I heard chanting coming from a side chapel and headed that way. Suddenly I was shocked by the sight of a dead body in an open coffin surrounded by a handful of mourners and the priest chanting. 

In eastern tradition the coffin is open during the church service. 
An icon of Christ or the patron Saint rests in the hands of the departed, and a wreath upon their forehead. A hand-cross is placed by the head of the corpse, and the relatives and worshippers stand with lighted candles through the service.


The standard Funeral Service in Church is not Mass, although the Divine Liturgy can be added. It is the “Parastas,” which means “standing service,” a Liturgy of the Word. It begins with Psalm 119: “Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the Lord.”

Then follows a series of eight or ten expressions of praise, the Evlogitaria. Theologically rich, they express the sinner’s plea for divine mercy and compassion: 

“The choir of Saints has found the source of life and the door of Paradise; may I too find the way through repentance; I am the lost sheep, call me back, O Saviour, and save me.

R. Blessed are you, O Lord, teach me your statutes.

You Holy Martyrs, who proclaimed the Lamb of God, and like lambs were slain, and have been taken over to the unending life which knows no ageing, plead with him to grant us abolition of our debts.  R. 
All you who trod in life the hard and narrow way; all you who took the Cross as a yoke, and followed me in faith, come, enjoy that heavenly rewards and crowns which I have prepared for you. R. 
I am an image of your ineffable glory, though I bear the marks of offences; take pity on your creature, Master, and with compassion cleanse me; and give me the longed-for fatherland, making me once again a citizen of Paradise. R. 

After these, the cantor sings the Verses for the Deceased by St John Damascene (the Idiomels), a monk who lived in the seventh century, hailed as the last of the eastern Fathers. He chants each to a different tone, the eight together forming a poignant meditation upon our fallen plight, the agony of death, and the hope of redemption. They are akin to the Book of Ecclesiastes (“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity”….)

The following is my own translation from the Ukrainian text, so blame me for any inaccuracies.
“1. What earthly pleasure remains unmixed with sorrow? What glory endures upon the earth? Everything is more fleeting than shadow, more delusive than dreams. One thing is clear, that Death bears all away. O Christ, adorn with the radiance of Your countenance, and grant peace in Your place of delight to the one You have called to Yourself, for You are good and love mankind.

2. O woe is me! What ordeals the soul must undergo when she is severed from the body! O woe! How she weeps and laments, but there is no-one to show compassion. To the angels she raises her eyes and prays in vain; towards mankind she stretches out her hands, but no-one can avail.  Therefore, my beloved brethren, pondering well our short span of life, let us beg Christ to give rest to the departed, and to our souls great mercy.  

3. Vain is all human achievement which does not endure beyond death. No riches can we retain, nor can fame accompany us, for when death arrives, all these are utterly forfeit. Therefore let us cry out to the immortal Christ:  grant peace to the one who has departed from us, in that place where all who rejoice have their abode.

4. Where now are earthly passions? Where are this world's dreams? Where are gold and silver? Where are the busyness and bustle of a multitude of  servants?  All is dust, all is ashes, all is shadows. But come, let us cry out to the immortal King. O Lord, grant Your blessings to the one who has departed from us, bringing him to repose in your blessedness which never grows old.

5. I called to mind the prophet who exclaimed: "I am but dust and ashes." And again I looked into the graves and I saw the bones laid bare. And I said: "Who here is a king, or a warrior, or rich, or poor, or righteous, or a sinner?” Yet to your servant, O Lord, grant rest with the just.

6. Your command, O Creator, was my origin and my foundation, for You willed to make my being by compounding visible and invisible substance. Out of the earth You fashioned my body, but my soul You gave to me by Your divine and life-creating breath.  Therefore, O Christ, grant peace to Your servant, in the land of the living and the courts of the righteous.

7. In the beginning You created man in Your own image and likeness, and You set him in Paradise to rule over Your creation, but beguiled by the devil's envy, he tasted the forbidden fruit and became a transgressor of Your commandments. Therefore, O Lord, You sentenced him to return again to the earth from which he had been fashioned, and to beseech You for repose. 

8. I weep and I lament when I ponder upon death, and I behold lying in the grave, our beauty, created in the image of God, but loathsome, dishonoured, and bereft of form. O monstrosity, what is this mystery which has engulfed us? How did we come to be delivered to corruption? How have we been yoked with death? As in truth it is written, by the decree of God, who gives rest to those who have fallen asleep.”

Each verse focuses upon a different aspect of the destruction death brings, but ends with a heartfelt cry to the Lord of the Resurrection to give rest to the departed soul. It is a pity that this superb poetry finds no place in our western funeral rites.

The Beatitudes, the Epistle and Gospel follow. At the end of the service comes the Last Farewell, when the relatives come up to kiss for one last time their loved one or the cross beside their head. At this point the accompanying chants are even more full of pathos, and I will treat of them sometime in another article. Then the procession departs for the cemetery.

This tropar (verse), repeated often during the funeral rites, shows the same realism about sin coupled with fervent hope in Christ.

“O God of spirits and all flesh, who trampled down death and crushed the devil, giving life to your world; do you, Lord, grant rest to the soul of your servant N., who has fallen asleep, in a place of light, a place of green pasture, a place of refreshment, whence pain, grief and sighing have fled away. O God, Who are good and love mankind, pardon every sin committed by him in word or deed or thought, because there is none who will live and will not sin, for you alone are without sin; your righteousness is an everlasting righteousness, and your word is truth.


For You are the resurrection, the life and the repose of your servant N., who has fallen asleep, O Christ our God, and to you we give glory, together with your eternal Father and your all-holy, good and life-giving Spirit, now and for ever, and to all ages of ages. Amen”

Have we not much to learn from the Christian East?
