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In April 1997, the Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments
granted an indult for the United States to allow the diocesan bishop to permit the presence of
the cremated remains of a body at a Funeral Mass. Later that year, the Congregation
confirmed the special texts and ritual directives (Prot. n. 1589/96/L for both indult and texts),
which were then published as an appendix to the Order of Christian Funerals. Frequently the
Secretariat of Divine Worship receives requests for clarification or suggestions for best
practices regarding the presence of cremated remains and funerals and their appropriate final
disposition or committal.

The practice of cremation has grown and become more commonplace in the United States,
and it is often presented as a more affordable alternative to traditional burial. What is often
overlooked is the Church’s teaching regarding the respect and honor due to the human body.
The Order of Christian Funerals’ Appendix on Cremation states: “Although cremation is now
permitted by the Church, it does not enjoy the same value as burial of the body. The Church
clearly prefers and urges that the body of the deceased be present for the funeral rites, since
the presence of the human body better expresses the values which the Church affirms in
those rites” (no. 413).

Ideally, if a family chooses cremation, the cremation would take place at some time after the
Funeral Mass, so that there can be an opportunity for the Vigil for the Deceased in the
presence of the body (during “visitation” or “viewing” at a church or funeral home). This allows
for the appropriate reverence for the sacredness of the body at the Funeral Mass: sprinkling
with holy water, the placing of the pall, and honoring it with incense. The Rite of Committal
then takes place after cremation (see Appendix, nos. 418-421). Funeral homes offer several
options in this case. One is the use of “cremation caskets,” which is essentially a rental casket
with a cardboard liner that is cremated with the body. Another is a complete casket that is
cremated (this casket contains minimal amounts of non-combustible material such as metal
handles or latches).

When cremation takes place before the Funeral Mass, and the diocesan bishop permits the
presence of cremated remains at the Funeral Mass, the Appendix provides adapted texts for
the Sprinkling with Holy Water, the Dismissal for use at the Funeral Mass (or the Funeral
Liturgy outside Mass), and the Committal of Cremated Remains. The introduction provides
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further specific details about how the funeral rites are adapted. In all, the rite notes:

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 manner in which they are carried, and 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 practice of scattering cremated remains on
the sea, from the air, or on the ground, or keeping cremated remains on the home of a relative
or friend of the deceased are not the reverent disposition that the Church requires. (no. 417)

For some families, the choice of cremation is based on financial hardship, so this choice often
means also that there is no plan for committal or burial of the cremated remains. As a means
of providing pastoral support and an acceptable respectful solution to the problem of
uninterred cremated remains, one diocese offered on All Souls’ Day in 2011 an opportunity for
any family who desired it the interment of cremated remains. The diocese offered a Mass and
committal service at one of its Catholic cemeteries and provided, free of charge, a common
vault in a mausoleum for the interment of the cremated remains. The names of the deceased
interred there were kept on file, though in this case they were not individually inscribed on the
vault.

As cremation is chosen more frequently, there will be many who are unaware of the Church’s
teaching regarding this practice. It is important for bishops and pastors not only to catechize
the faithful, but to collaborate with funeral directors in providing helpful and accurate
information to families planning the funeral of loved ones. Offering opportunities to family
members for the respectful burial of their loved ones, who were not interred after funeral
services and cremation, would give effective witness to the importance of Christian burial and
our belief in the resurrection. In all, pastors are encouraged to show pastoral sensitivity,
especially to those for whom cremation is the only feasible choice (see Appendix, no. 415).
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