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The hturgy for cremation is from various perspectives a
Christian communication. First of all it is a ritual concerning the human experience of 
death. It deals with handling death in a meaningful way. Secondly cremation liturgy is 
one of the so called hfe cycle hturgies. The participants of these rituals differ in religious 
profile from participants at the Sunday mass. Thirdly there has been no empirical 
research concerning cremation hturgy. These aspects motivated us to choose cremation 
hturgy as our research object.

In the Roman Cathohc Church cremation is allowed for cathohcs only since 
A^aticanum II and the National Conferences of Bisshops have pubhshed models for 
cremation hturgy. Recently an investigation brought to hght that these church approved 
models are not fully in use
their own models from various components, according to their own convictions and to 
the situation of the deceased and the relatives. This situation raises the question of 
adequacy: what is from a pastoraUiturgical point of view a good hturgy of cremation? In 
our study we report an empirical research project concerning cremation hturgy in a 
Dutch Roman-Cathohc context.

The first chapter sketches the context of Roman-Cathohc cremation hturgy today. 
From several perspectives the cultural situation of death and mourning, death rituals 
and cremation hturgy is outhned. What are the consequences of the process of 
modernisation of society for the construction of meaning in the situation of death? Is 
death still hidden from pubhc discourse? Processes of rationahsation, mechcahsation, 
compartmentahsation, desacrahsation and individuahsation are discussed. We stress that 
mourning has become a process which lays a heavy burden on the shoulders of the 
individual. Also the construction of a meaningful ritual of cremation is comphcated by 
the plurahstic composition of the group of participants in view of their rehgious 
attitudes and praxis. Moreover the attitudes of priests and other pastors to cremation 
and to the wishes of participants who are at a distance to the church and the eucharist 
are not always the same. Many mourners who request a catholic funeral feel insecure 
about the ritual of cremation, the Christian faith and the attitude of the pastor. We argue 
that the church has to fulfil an important task in supporting mourners by giving them 
the opportunity to construct a meaningful Christian ritual for cremation in which they 
can express their religious identity.

Geloven in crematiehturgie: Een pastoraaUiturgisch onderzoek naar hedendaagse 
crematieliturgie in een rooms-kathoheke context (Baarn; Gooi en Sticht, 2000) 291 p.; 
ISBN 90-304-0992-4 (UTP-katern 23). Promotie op 4 februari 2000, Katholieke 
Universiteit Nijmegen.
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The second chapter develops a pastoral-liturgical point of view from which an 
empirical research trajectory is designed. Two criteria for adequacy are proposed. First 
of all liturgy is described as symbolic human action which expresses rehgious identity. 
True cremation hturgy expresses the rehgious convictions and feehngs of the partici­
pants. Secondly cremation hturgy should meet with the wishes and expectations of the 
relatives and intimate friends of the deceased. These two criteria are 
concepts from the Scripture and systematic theology. In order to answer 
to what extend the praxis of Roman-Cathohc cremation hturgy deals with these criteria 
a research design was constructed based on insights from symbohc interactionism. In 
this design cremation is described as a social act, with the aspects impulse, perspective, 
manipulation and consummation.

The third chapter describes the empirical research in detail. Questions are formulated, 
methods are discussed. Twelve celebrations 
were subject to an 
expectations concerning the cremation hturgy, their relation to the deceased, their 
experience of the funeral and their rehgious identity. These facts were compared with 
the description of the celebrations. Can the factual hturgy be seen as an expression of 
the rehgious identity of the participants? Did the participants get what they wanted? 
These questions were answered at an individual level. More general conclusions were 
drawn about the adequac)' of the cremation hturgy in a concluding paragraph. The 
wishes and expectations of participants were brought together Ln a profile of 
expectations with respect to the cremation hturgy. People expect a personal celebration 
with the possibihty of a dialogue about the details of form and contents of the hturgy. 
Generally spoken most of the participants are satisfied with the way in which pastors 
deal with their wishes. We must say, however, that the hturgy for cremation is to a 
lesser degree adequate with respect to the second criterion. The expression of rehgious 
identity at the aspects of hturgical model, prayer, concepts of hfe after death, blessing of 
the deceased and personal feelings was insufficient in most of the cases. Most of the 
attention was paid to the person, biography and rehgious identity of the deceased. The 
focus of the pastors and of the mourners is to model the service to the rehgious identity 
of the person who passed away. The deceased is the most important reference other in 
the construction of the definition of the situation of cremation hturgy.

In the fourth chapter we reflect on the results of the empirical investigation from a 
pastoraUiturgical point of view. We mean that the primary goal of cremation hturgy is to 
sustain mourners in their grief and mourning. Leading question is in what way the 
praxis of cremation hturgy can become more adequate, especiaUy with regard to the 
expression of rehgious identity. First we reflect on the profile of expectations: can a 
pastor give the participants all they want? Secondly we 
expression of the rehgious identity of the relatives and intimate friends, and present 
some suggestions in order to improve the expression of rehgious identity in relation to 
the five aspects: hturgical model, prayer, concepts of hfe after death, blessing of the 
deceased and personal feehngs. In a concluding paragraph we suggest pastoral 
diagnostics as a 
should contain a social diagnosis, an investigation in the expectations of het participants 
and a rehgious diagnosis. These suggestions lead to a reflection on chuch pohcy about 
who should preside in cremation hturgy. Our plea is to increase the role of well trained 
volunteers.
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