Death: The Final Foe #11

“The Commemoration of Death”

selected Scriptures
Over the past few months we have considered a biblical perspective on death in our Sunday morning messages. God’s Word has much to say on the subject—perhaps more that we are willing to listen. We have grappled with difficult issues and deep, theological matters that I hope have shed light and comfort and hope.

This morning I want to address how we treat those who have died with a sermon entitled, “The Commemoration of Death.” I do not have any one particular passage of Scripture in mind, but we will look at a number of biblical texts in both Old and New Testaments. Many people—including Christians—are wondering about the customs and costs of modern-day funerals and burials, and I have been often asked about whether cremation is a legitimate option for the believer.

One book we have in our church library, Death: Jesus Made It All Different, devotes four of its twenty chapters to various aspects of this topic. One of them, entitled “Our Strange Ways of Death,” begins,

Something is wrong with the American way of death. What is it? The costliness of funerals? Superstition? Pagan rites? Embalming? Cremation? Cadillac hearses and motorcycle escorts? Memorial gardens and perpetual care? Concrete vaults and stainless steel caskets? No. These are only symptoms. The real trouble is that, even with the current wave of interest in the subject, Americans will not face up to the reality of death.


Perhaps this is why we do some of the things we do regarding funerals and burials. As Christians, who have a healthy, biblical view on death and the afterlife, we want to know what practices are acceptable to God and what are not. 

How Appropriate are our Customs?

The first question to ask is how appropriate are our customs? Customs are strange things. They seem so right when in use, but often appear equally odd after they have been abandoned. Funeral customs are no exception.

Consider a few examples.

In some areas it was common for those near death to sleep in a casket, so they would feel comfortable after death came.

It was the practice in Ireland, at one time, to remove all nails from the top of the coffin at the end of the funeral so that the dead would have no difficulty in freeing themselves on the day of the resurrection. Also, the shroud or winding sheet was often loosened from the feet and hands, lest its tight folds should prevent a speedy exit at that moment.

In Sweden a mirror was buried with unmarried women so that they might arrange their loosely coiled tresses and be in good appearance at the resurrection. The married women wore their hair in braids, making the mirror unnecessary for them.

An interesting evidence of man’s idea that he could carry something material into eternity was the Russian custom of placing a parchment “Certificate of Good Conduct” in the hands of the deceased. It was thought that he could present this as a credential to assure ready entrance into heaven.

The Romans buried their children under the eaves of their houses so the infant spirit would not wander about.

A display of grief at the funeral was once considered proof of the importance of a man. For that reason, paid mourners often increased the volume of weeping and the duration of public grief.

This last one reminds us of biblical customs of mourning the dead. Professional mourners are evident in the Old Testament, as seen in Jeremiah 9:17-18 and Amos 5:16-17.
 Between the Old and New Testaments this practice was continued. In the apocryphal book Ecclesiasticus 38:16–18 we read, “My son, shed tears over a dead man, and intone the lament to show your own deep grief; bury his body with due ceremonial, and do not neglect to honour his grave. Weep bitterly, wail most fervently; observe the mourning the dead man deserves” (jb).
 In the New Testament a similar scene is depicted in Mark 5:38, when the daughter of Jairus died. 

For the Hebrews, death was invariably a traumatic emotional experience, and grief was expressed in a variety of mourning customs which included weeping, the tearing of one’s garments, and wearing sackcloth (a rough material akin to burlap), as well as fasting, loosening the hair, and beating the breast.
 Sometimes mourners would sit in the dust and scatter dust (or ashes) on their heads while others went around barefoot. Special songs were written at times to express grief for the departed. David wrote one in honor of Saul and Jonathan (2 Sam. 1:17–27) and also to lament the death of Abner (2 Sam. 3:33–34), and Jeremiah wrote one after the untimely death of King Josiah (2 Chron. 35:25).
 Personal and communal mourning was an important part of Jewish funerals, and it would usually continue for a week. If a parent died, the children would mourn for a month and then pay special tribute annually at the grave.
 After a funeral a breaking-fast meal was possibly given to mourners (Je. 16:7; cf. Ho. 9:4).
 Maybe this is where the present-day “funeral dinner” came from? 

The Jews were not allowed to adopt the excessive godless practices of the Gentile nations, such as cutting themselves and the offering of tithes to the deceased (Deut. 26:14).
 This reminds us that Christian believers today are expected to mourn, but not “like the rest of men, who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13). Even in our grief, God should be glorified.

Ceremonies attending the burial usually included the bearing of the corpse on a bier rather than in a coffin.
 Lack of “proper burial” was a disgrace to the deceased (1 Kings 13:22; Jer. 16:6).
 Even the corpses of criminals were given decent burials (Deut. 21:22–23). Because of the climate, the dead were buried as soon as possible, usually on the day of death.

We can see already where some of our modern customs of mourning for the dead have come from. In America, the customs of Jewish, Roman Catholic, and Protestant funerals have some major differences in form, with a number of minor variations within each group.

Jewish burial is carried out within twenty-four hours of death, if possible. Clothing for the deceased is very plain so as not to show a difference between the rich and the poor. Another service is often held a year after the funeral at the unveiling of a stone marker for the grave.

The Catholic funeral usually begins at the funeral home with the casket open and a very brief service. This is followed by a procession to the church where the casket remains closed. There is then another procession to the cemetery for committal.

Protestant funerals are generally on the third day after death, and the service is held at a funeral home or at a church with a brief graveside or chapel service following.

In most cases, there is visitation at the funeral home with an open casket, between the time of death and the funeral. Often the casket remains open through the funeral service and is closed just before the procession to the cemetery.

The funeral service itself, sometimes criticized as “pagan,” can actually play an important role in the grief process. It gives a certain dignity to the parting.
 It gives an opportunity for the survivors to express their emotions, to say a final “good-bye” on earth. And it brings a sense of closure, without which it is difficult to move forward in life.

Let’s not minimize the trauma of death. We are free as believers to experience every event in life honestly and fully. We can look forward to the day when God Himself will wipe all tears from our eyes, but that does not mean it is wrong to shed them now.

A teary child I know of was chided at the funeral of her grandfather. “Don’t you know he’s in heaven?” someone asked her. “Yes, I know he’s in heaven,” she replied, “but I’m not.” And that’s the point. We are left behind to go on living, and it’s not selfish or un-Christian to indicate emotionally that this person was so valuable and significant in our lives that he or she will be greatly missed. We are to “sorrow not, even as others which have no hope.” There is “a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance.”

Should the casket be opened or closed? Various opinions arise, and I do not think there is an absolutely right or wrong answer here. Some argue that an open casket puts too much emphasis on the physical body and takes away from the Christian hope of resurrection.
 I know from my own experience that, when my brother was killed in a truck accident, his head and face were so badly disfigured that the funeral director would not let anybody see him. While I think that was the right decision under the circumstances, not seeing his body left a sense of unreality to the whole event. Personally, I advise an open casket before the funeral—or at the very least a private viewing for family members—and a closed casket during the funeral service. But this is a decision each family should make for themselves.

Grief counselors tell us that people who try to live with unresolved grief often develop problems that can’t be solved by tranquilizers and long vacations. There must be closure in both the heart and the mind, and a proper funeral service can help to provide it.

Personally, I do not have a problem with most of the practices common today in expressing grief. Before we move on, though, I want to take a different look at some of our customs…not that they are wrong in and of themselves, but perhaps the point to something else that is. The final chapter of the book I mentioned earlier, Death: Jesus Made It All Different, is entitled, “Grandma’s Funeral: A Painful Postmortem.” Bruce Reichenback writes,

Her death wasn’t a shock, really; we knew it would happen sooner or later. That it happened when it did was not really the disturbing issue. Rather, my disturbance was caused by my own failures in my relationship with her, due largely to that very human trait: putting off until later for the sake of self’s ease.

We knew she was very sick. We discussed visiting her. But eastern Michigan is so very far from Minnesota, a good day’s drive. And we would have to sacrifice time needed for studying and work. So we waited and called her again, and were cheered by her seeming recovery. Yes, we would be sure to see her this summer.

As I stood by the casket, I wondered how sad she must feel that she had not seen us before she died. Oh yes, she no longer knew that, or could feel sad, but somehow if only.... She would surely have wanted to see us, to visit with us. It would make such a difference to her. But it really makes no difference now either way: she’s dead. What difference could a past visit make now; she no longer knows anything. And yet…

We made the long day’s trip to see her dead. She does not know it, and it really does not matter to her. We remember but she does not; we know we “sacrificed” our time to come but she does not. We made the long, tedious trip to visit the dead—why not to visit the living? True, even if we had made the visit two weeks earlier, it would make no difference to her now—she’s dead. But somehow, that little fact does not seem to ease the feeling of guilt, of remorse. For the point really seems to be that we failed her in life. We could have meant so much to her, have touched her and her us. We could have brought mental, if not physical, healing. We could have brought joy, if only momentary, to a person. We could have relished the living; instead we reverenced the dead.

The issue here is simple. We loved ourselves, our security, our money, our ease better than we loved her. We “sacrificed” the very same things to make an appearance at her funeral; would it not have been infinitely more valuable to have made a sacrifice for the living? Perhaps death can teach us that relating to the living is intrinsically more valuable than mourning the dead, that life manifested in persons (whatever eternal value it also has) must be faced on its here and now basis. It is the present relationships which matter now…
Then there was the funeral. Grandmother never had much when she was alive. She worked incredibly long hours almost up to the end. Her home was a clean but crowded trailer, twenty feet by eight, with an old stove that refused to produce anything less than eighty degree heat. Her bed had all the lumps a mattress could safely hold. Her clothes were old—why did she need new ones? Who would know—or see—or care? And she never had the fifty dollars to fix her hot water heater that froze during the winter, so she had to heat on the stove all the hot water she used.

But there she lay, snuggled in satin, the soft, pink kind she could never afford to enjoy while she was alive. And the casket, a gleaming, decorated bronze one, was shiny and new. When did she last have something so shiny and new to catch her fascinated gaze? Five, ten years ago? We gave her a lovely, expensive coffin to top off a poverty-stricken existence. We were generous with the money for the tombstone—indeed it cost more than all of the last three Christmas gifts combined. She has luxury now—but she’s dead and cannot know….

She is dead, but perhaps her death has a message for us, the living. “Your values,” death says, “are turned upside down. You defer to the dead, but despise the living. You donate generously to the dead, but refuse comfort to the living. You eulogize the dead, but gossip to ruin and hurt those alive. You are suddenly concerned with the soul of the departed, but continually forget the spirit of those present. In short, you love the dead, and hate the living. Cannot I teach you at least this: it is to the living that you must respond: Let the dead bury the dead. Come, love your family, your neighbor, now!”

Something to think about, isn’t it? We speak of “honoring” the deceased with a “decent burial,” but I wonder who we’re really honoring at that time? Are we tempted to spend lavishly on a funeral to ease the guilt of what we did not do while the person was still alive?

How Advisable is the Cost?

This leads to the second question, how advisable is the cost? According to the National Funeral Directors Association, the national average cost of a funeral with viewing and burial for calendar year 2014 was $7,181. If a vault is included, something that is typically required by a cemetery, the median cost is $8,508. The cost does not take into account cemetery, monument or marker costs or miscellaneous cash-advance charges, such as for flowers or an obituary.
 Now the cost is upwards of nine- to ten-thousand dollars.

The funeral home industry—and funeral directors personally—have come under heavy criticism for taking advantage of people at a most vulnerable time, of exorbitant prices for services and objects such as caskets, urns, or headstones. I know of one instance where a funeral director tried to sell the survivors a casket with box springs—“for extra comfort!” Yes, these do exist, but I have found they are the exception rather than the rule. Most staff people in a funeral home are thoughtful and patient and want the family to select merchandise and services that they feel are appropriate and affordable.

We also need to remember that more is involved in professional funeral preparation than most people realize. From the first service call to pick up the body to the cleaning up of the chapel and parking lot after the service, the funeral director could easily spend more than thirty hours per funeral. He must also add more time for the preparation of the body if it was not in good shape.

Many funeral directors have sacrificially served families that were unable to pay them, and perhaps only the county health department knew about it. Some morticians have a policy of giving free burial services to infants, as well as to men and women in the police and fire departments who are killed in the line of duty.

Joseph Bayly, who buried three sons all before they reached the age of 18, suggests,

If caskets have become more ornate and expensive, if cemeteries have become more country-club-like, if services provided by the funeral director have become increasingly elaborate, it is because we have demanded these things. A funeral can be as simple and inexpensive as the law allows and the decision-maker desires.

He goes on to write,

Where law and rules end, we take over. And it is here that we have ourselves, not the funeral director, to blame for a show of affluence and ostentation. Why do we do it? What makes us, or so many of us, throw ordinary fiscal caution to the winds when we’re planning the funeral of a close relative?

On the surface, we want to show our respect and affection for the one who has died. In our gift-oriented, materialistic society, this means spending as much money as possible. Even if we feel that this makes little or no difference to the one who has died, there are the other relatives to consider, friends and neighbors. What will they think?

Economists speak of this motivation as conspicuous consumption. A more subtle motivation in large expenditures of money for funerals is guilt. Most of us have not been as kind, as considerate and self-giving toward the one who died as we know we could have been or ought to have been.

We didn’t take her for an automobile ride last Sunday. We didn’t write often enough. We didn’t give him that set of golf clubs for Christmas. We never got around to anything more than talk about a wonderful trip to Disneyland.

So now we make amends, or at least give our guilt its outlet, by means of elaborate and expensive funeral arrangements.

If living with ourselves becomes easier as a result, if we can find even partial release from our burden of grief and guilt, it is probably money well spent.

But let’s not blame the funeral director.

Some will suggest that your love for the deceased will show itself in a costly funeral. But don’t be led into debt by pleas that this is your last tribute to your loved one.
 Just remember this: A funeral doesn’t have to be expensive to be meaningful. A simple, personalized service can be far more meaningful to the survivors than an elaborate, expensive one.

As we learned this past weekend at our seminar, we can preplan our own funeral services and decide what we want done when the time comes. One author writes, Our witness can extend beyond our death if in our will we continue our stewardship by insisting that our burial be free of the wasteful extravagance so frequently surrounding the “American way of death.”
 Thousands of dollars are spent on flowers that could be channeled to Christian missions. Here is opportunity for your loved one to have another witness, even after death. But you must act quickly! This decision must be made in time for your funeral director to notify the newspaper of your desire.

How Acceptable is Cremation?

Finally, how acceptable is cremation? I have been asked this question more than any other by Christians and unbelievers alike. Cremation has become a popular alternative to burial in our times, for reasons of expense, space, sanitation, and personal reasons. In my study I found representatives on both sides of the argument—some more strongly advocating their views than others—as to a biblical view on the practice.

One pamphlet I have is entitled Burial or Cremation? written by Arno Froese. Although he represents those most vehemently against cremation, he admits that “the method in which a person chooses to dispose of his or her body at death has no direct relationship to their salvation.”

Froese (and others such as J. Vernon McGee,
 Hank Hanegraaff,
 and Norm Geisler
) argue from Scripture that in both Old and New Testaments, the Israelites did not practice cremation, even though there is no Scripture prohibiting the practice. Froese concludes, “Burial is the method God has instructed His people to use when disposing of a body,”
 but he bases that on practice and not on precept. True, the Israelites did not practice cremation, but neither did they practice embalming—yet I found none of these authors condemning the present embalming of a corpse before burial!

Others object to cremation because it was practiced by pagan religions. Some unbelievers have wanted to be cremated and have their ashes scattered so that “God can’t put me back together for Judgment Day.” This only proves they don’t understand Christian theology. Resurrection is not reconstruction. God doesn’t gather the particles and put them back together again. At the resurrection the believer receives a new body that is suited to the new heavenly environment. In fact, cremation accomplishes in a few hours what nature does to a buried body over many years: both turn the body to dust.

My own father, who died this past year and was cremated, wrote,

Many people have died without being buried, or buried without a coffin. Some have perished at sea, and some have been vaporized in some sort of explosion. Even some who die today in our part of the world will be cremated, rather than buried. It matters not—the material that made up the body still returns to the earth whence it came.

The Scriptures say nothing directly about cremation, but do make it clear that the body is empty of a soul and spirit after death, calling it an “earthly tent” (2 Cor. 5:1–4). Because the Bible is silent on this issue, and the rituals of our present culture do not ascribe any pagan significance to it, cremation can be considered an option for Christians. Ultimately, the method selected to dispose of the body is up to the individual or family.

For what it’s worth, I believe that either burial or cremation is an acceptable option for the Christian. Much of my reasoning is purely practical—cremation is much more economical than traditional burial—and partly personal. When my brother died, we buried him at a cemetery that was about thirty miles from my parents’ home and about five miles from his in-laws’. But within two years, both families moved away, and at present no one in Ed’s family lives within 75 miles of his grave. I’ve been there once in 28 years. I’m not sure I could even find his burial site today. I would rather have my loved one’s remains with me in an urn that can be transported if I moved away. But that’s just me. I will not condemn or criticize anyone who opts for cremation or burial.

In conclusion, we realize that many questions about death are shrouded in mystery in the Bible. God’s Word has nothing to say about organ transplants or other death-delaying medical procedures. It doesn’t describe the kind of funeral customs we should follow. What it does tell us, and tell us clearly, is that by the death of Jesus Christ on a cross, death itself has been conquered, its bitter sting has been removed, and in a day yet to be, it will be destroyed. (We will consider this 

And that is enough.
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