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Church Policy on the Occasion of Death 
First Presbyterian Church, Belmont, NC 

Introduction 

The Memorial and Funeral Policy is intended to serve as a guide for the members of First 
Presbyterian Church.  Approved by the Session and in keeping with our reformed Protestant 
heritage, the following statement seeks to establish the standard by which this congregation will 
function on behalf of our church family. 

Statement of Belief 

A Memorial Service or Funeral Service in the Presbyterian Church is a Service of Witness to the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Such services are also a gathering of family and friends as a 
congregation of Christian believers in celebration of the life of the one who has died.  Through 
shared fellowship and the power of music and prayer, we experience the presence of God.  We 
gather to remember those we have lost through death, but we also gather to reaffirm our faith, a 
faith that equips us to look beyond the boundaries of earthly vision to life everlasting. 

Death is a painful mystery.  Most of us do not choose when or how we will die any more than we 
choose when or how we will be born.  For many, death is an enemy; yet for some, death may be 
a welcome friend.  Whenever death occurs, however, it brings into sharp focus the promises of 
Christian faith. 

The Director for Worship in the Book of Order (BOO) of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) 
speaks clearly to our Reformed understanding of death in light of the good news of the gospel 
and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

The resurrection is a central doctrine of the Christian faith and shapes Christians’ 
attitudes and response to the event of death….  In the face of death Christians  
affirm with tears and joy the hope of the gospel.  Christians do not bear bereavement 
in isolation but are sustained by the power of the Spirit and the community of faith. 
The church offers a ministry of love and hope to all who grieve. (BOO, W-4.10001) 

Because it is difficult under emotional stress to plan wisely, the session should 
encourage members to discuss and plan in advance the arrangements which will be 
necessary at the time of death, including decisions about the Christian options of 
burial, cremation, or donation for medical purposes.  These plans should provide for 
arrangements which are simple, which bear witness to resurrection hope, and in 
which the Christian community is central.  The session is responsible for  
establishing general policies concerning the observance of services on the occasion 
of death.  (BOO, W-4.10002) 
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Notification of the Pastor 

The Pastor should be contacted promptly when death occurs.  In order to avoid conflicts with 
respect to the scheduling of church facilities, the Pastor should be consulted before setting a time 
for a service.  Funeral Homes are reminded that no service may be scheduled or announced in the 
newspaper without the Pastor’s prior consent. 

Location 

Since the church is where one is baptized, makes profession of faith, unites with God’s people, is 
married, and is nourished in the Christian faith, it is fitting that a Memorial or Funeral Service be 
conducted in the sanctuary or chapel.  These services are intended to worship God, to reaffirm 
our belief in the resurrection, and to comfort those who mourn. 

The Service on the occasion of death ordinarily should be held in the usual place 
of worship in order to join this service to the community’s continuing life and  
witness to the resurrection.  The service shall be under the direction of the pastor. 
(BOO, W-4.10003) 

Types of Services 

All services conducted by the pastor(s) of First Presbyterian Church are Services of Witness for 
the community of faith.  While the form of service may differ, each is a Service of Witness to the 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Memorial Services are services where the body is not present.  Internment of the 
remains in a Committal Service has either preceded the Memorial Service or will 
take place at a later time. 

Funeral Services are services where the body is present in a casket and the service 
is concluded with a Committal Service at the burial site. 

Graveside Services are services that take place at the burial site where the  
Committal Service is part of the Graveside Service. 

Visitation 

The parlor and chapel provide a warm and familiar place for visitation with family and friends.  
The sanctuary may also be used if requested.  Use of these facilities is encouraged preceding or 
following a Memorial, Funeral or Graveside Service.  These facilities may also be used the day 
prior to the service if the family does not wish to use the facilities of a local funeral home.  In 
such instances, however, the casket may not remain in the church overnight.  With the exception 
of the casket spray and those flower arrangements to be used during the service (see below), all 
other flowers in memory of the deceased should always be sent to the local funeral home or to 
the home of immediate family members.  Additionally, personal items, memorial boards, family 
portraits and memorial DVD’s are permitted, but only in the parlor and chapel.  Taped music 
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may be used during the visitation following consultation with the Pastor and Director of 
Music/Organist. 

There is no cost for the use of church facilities for Memorial or Funeral Services or for the 
visitation before or afterward. 

The Service of Witness to the Resurrection of Jesus Christ 

Memorial, Funeral and Graveside Services celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ as the 
essence of our faith.  As a Service of Worship, everything that takes place should be consistent 
with this central belief and the Christian focus on the Worship of God. 

The service begins with scriptural sentences.  It is appropriate for worshipers to  
sing hymns, psalms, spirituals, or spiritual songs which affirm God’s power over 
death, a belief in the resurrection to life everlasting, and the assurance of the  
communion of the saints.  Scripture shall be read; a sermon or other exposition of 
the Word may be proclaimed; an affirmation of faith may be made by the people. 
Aspects of the life of the one who has died may be recalled.  Prayers shall be 
offered, giving thanks to God….  The service ends by commending the one who 
has died to the care of the eternal God and sending the people forth with a 
benediction.  (BOO, W-4.1004). 

The Holy Scriptures provide God’s healing word of love and assurance in our grief.  Worshipers 
participate through music, the spoken affirmation of faith, and in corporate prayer.  God’s 
promises are proclaimed as attested by Christ’s resurrection from the dead and to the sure and 
certain hope that Christ has gone before us to prepare a place for the children of God.  There is 
no better consolation than to hear this good news surrounded by our church family who shares 
this faith and who promises to continue to care for us as the Body of Christ. 

Scripture from the Old and New Testaments testifies in a fundamental way to the 
faith of the church; therefore, every service on the occasion of death should 
contain a reading from the great passages of Scripture which have meant much to 
Christian believers in every age.  No such service should be without readings 
from the Psalms, John 14, Romans 8, I Corinthians 15, or Revelation 21. 

Hymns are also opportunities to bear witness to the faith, especially those that  
center attention upon God.  While the Pastor and Organist will guide the selection 
of appropriate music, examples of hymns particularly appropriate for such 
services are:  “For the Beauty of the Earth,” “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” 
“Thine Is The Glory,” and “Now Thank We All Our God.” 

The Casket, when present in the church, should be closed and remain closed in 
order to center more readily our thoughts on God and the resurrection rather than 
the power of death.  A pall, available for use only at the church, may be draped 
over the casket while in the sanctuary.  An American flag, which can remain with 
the casket at all times, may also be used in lieu of the pall. 
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A Cremation Urn is usually not present in the sanctuary or chapel for a Funeral 
Service, but is present at the time of the Committal Service following or 
Preceding a Memorial Service. 

Flowers can add comfort and beauty to the service, yet must be limited to the 
casket spray (if the pall or American flag is not used) along with one arrangement 
on either side of the casket and one arrangement beneath the Memorial Window 
at the front of the sanctuary.  All other flowers in memory of the deceased should 
be sent to the local funeral home or to the home of immediate family members. 

Ushers from the church (deacons, elders, and other members) will be present to 
assist in any way possible and will secure pallbearers if requested. 

Carillon music can be arranged prior to and/or following Memorial and Funeral  
Services and for Graveside Services (in Greenwood Cemetery) based upon the 
availability of the Carillonneur. 

Other Rituals of a fraternal, civic, or military nature are separate from the service 
itself and “should be conducted separately.” (BOO, W-4.10005)  These rituals 
may not be conducted in church facilities, but may follow the conclusion of the 
Committal Service at a graveside. 

Music which has a secular association (taped accompaniments, popular tunes, 
sentimental favorites, etc.) can be distracting from the primary focus of the  
service and are not appropriate. 

Fees are not charged for use of First Presbyterian Church or for the services of the 
Pastor, Director Music/Organist, Carillonneur or other church staff.  The family 
is responsible for the flowers they provide and for any guest musicians they  
request. 

A Final Comment 

Long ago in North Africa during the 5th Century when challenged to explain the brutality that 
Christians experienced at the hands of the Goths in the fall of the Roman Empire, the great 
Augustine of Hippo commented in his classic work, The City of God, that the difference between 
Christians and non-Christians was not in what happened to them in the world, but in “their 
response” to what happened to them.  Christians were distinguished by the faith, hope and love 
with which they responded to the tragic and dark events of human life. 

It is the hope of the Session that this policy will enable those experiencing the loss of loved ones 
to remember the good and gracious influence of those who have died and to be grateful for their 
lives.  Likewise, may we be comforted and strengthened by the knowledge that the God who 
made us continues to care for us “in life and in death.”  (The Heidelberg Catechism in the Book 
of Confessions) 
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PROCEDURE FOR THE CHURCH OFFICE WHEN A DEATH OCCURS 

When notification is given of a death in the congregation, the Office Administrator will 
do the following immediately: 

 Confirm the information with the Pastor and the entire church staff. 

 Transmit a Congregational Email informing the congregation. 

 Contact the Compassion Coordinators of the Presbyterian Women to alert them of 
the need for a Bereavement meal on the day of the Memorial/Funeral Service. 

 Contact the Funeral Coordinators so preparations can be made in the event the 
visitation and/or service will be at the church.  If the visitation and/or service is at the 
church, the Funeral Coordinators will do the following: 

1. Contact the Housekeeper to ensure the church facilities are clean and in excellent 
condition. 

2. Contact the Weekday School to ensure that the Weekday School staff is aware of 
a potential visitation and/or service at the church. 

3. Contact the Head Usher for the month and ensure that ushers are available for the 
visitation and/or service. 

4. Contact the Worship Committee Sound System Coordinator and ensure that a 
sound system operation is available for the service. 

5. Contact the Sanctuary Guild Coordinator and ensure that appropriate paraments 
are in place, the pall is pressed and available (if needed), and fresh greenery is 
provided at the front of the church for the visitation and/or service (if needed). 

Once the day and time of the visitation and/or service has been set, the Office 
Administrator will: 

 Transmit a Congregational Email informing the congregation of the arrangements. 

 Contact the following individuals informing them of the definite date and time: 

1. PW Compassion Coordinator 
2. Funeral Coordinator 
3. Housekeeper 
4. Weekday School Director and/or Weekday School Assistant Director 
5. Head Usher of the month 
6. Worship Committee Sound System Coordinator 
7. Sanctuary Guild Coordinator 


