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In Time of Sickness and Death 
Holy Resurrection Orthodox Church 

Clinton, Mississippi    

Preface - This paper is intended to help our members know about the Church s ministry 
and customs in time of sickness and death, and help them plan for burials. Since many of 
our members next of kin are not Orthodox, I suggest sharing this paper with them so 
they can know what to expect and respect the Orthodox members funeral plans.   

Some of this material is taken from the Guidelines for Clergy published by the 
Holy Synod of Bishops of the Orthodox Church in America, and from the article Death, 
Funeral, Requiem -- Orthodox Christian Traditions, Customs and Practice, by Archpriest 
Victor Sokolov, published on the website of Holy Trinity Cathedral, San Francisco 
(www.holy-trinity.org/liturgics/sokolov-death.html. )     

Sickness - When any Church member is seriously ill, is hospitalized or has surgery, the 
priest should always be notified immediately. Don t assume that he knows it. Non-
Orthodox family members should be made aware of this and given local priests phone 
numbers. If the pastor is out of town, call one of the other local priests, then call the 
pastor if possible so he will know about it. Even if the person was estranged from the 
Church, the priest should be notified. If a family member has a cell phone, please give the 
number to the priest, as it can be difficult to find people in large hospitals. Family 
members should keep the priest apprised of the sick person s medical condition; medical 
personnel are no longer allowed to do so because of privacy concerns.   

The Priest s Visit - Normally the priest will visit the sick person, say prayers for him, 
and offer the Holy Mysteries of Confession, Anointing, and Holy Communion as 
appropriate. He will also do this from time to time for those who are not acutely ill but 
are unable to come to Church. When the priest arrives, the television should be shut off. 
In general, television in a sickroom should be minimized; any illness should be a time of 
reflection and repentance.  

Family members should make a point of discretely allowing the sick person some 
time alone with the priest. The sick person may want to speak of something private and 
be shy to ask for this. Family members also may wish to speak with the priest privately.   

Other Concerns - The sick person should be allowed to voice his concerns and fears; 
don t discourage this by too-easy reassurances. The devil is active at times of sickness 
and family quarrels often erupt; Christians must resist this, praying that this may instead 
be a time for repentance and reconciliation. Make the priest aware of it; perhaps he can 
help.   

Liturgical Prayers - The Book of Needs contains a rich treasury of prayers for the time 
of sickness and death. These forms are quite long; the priest may use only part of them as 
appropriate to the circumstances. Many of the prayers for the sick may be read by 
laymen; ask the priest to recommend some. Reading the Bible is always good; most 
hospital rooms have a Gideon Bible. Just reading straight through the Psalms or the 
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Gospels is a good method. Even if a person appears unconscious he may still hear it. 
(Never assume that an unconscious person does not hear you.)   

Confession is of course appropriate any time, but especially in time of sickness, not 
only as a preparation for death but as facilitating healing.    

Anointing of the Sick is not just for the dying but for any serious illness. It is one of the 
Mysteries of the Church so is only given to Orthodox members; others may be anointed 
with blessed oil from a shrine if they wish. The priest will anoint the sick person on the 
forehead, eyelids, ears, nostrils, chest, and hands. Please have some tissues available to 
wipe off the excess, which the priest will take with him and burn.   

Holy Communion may be brought to the sick person from the Holy Gifts which are 
saved on the Altar for this purpose. If possible it will be brought first thing in the morning 
before the communicant has had other food, but if this is not possible it will be given at 
other times. If Holy Communion is to be offered at home, it is preferable, if the sick 
person is able, to come to family icon corner or the dining room; otherwise the priest will 
come to the bedside. A small table, such as the meal table in a hospital room, should be 
placed near the bed. The priest will bring an icon, candle, cross, etc. Everything else 
should be removed from the table. Please have a glass of water for the communicant to 
drink after Holy Communion.    

Prayers at the Parting of the Soul from the Body are read as death approaches. These 
are very stark and help to give voice to the strong feelings we have at this time. Orthodox 
family members should use discretion concerning the presence of non-Orthodox at these 
services and prayers; some may find them helpful and others may not.    

Immediately after Death - Call the priest immediately. If possible, he will read the 
Office after the Departure of the Soul immediately. If death occurred in a hospital, ask 
that any tubes, etc. be removed and the body left in the room until the priest and other 
family members arrive for these prayers. If a priest cannot come, the canon of this service 
or portions of  the Bible may be read by laymen. Allow family members to touch or kiss 
the body if they wish to.  

Hospital personnel will ask what funeral home should be called to pick up the 
body. It is desirable that this be decided in advance; see appendix for information on local 
funeral homes. A family member will need to go to the funeral home later to finalize 
funeral arrangements. The funeral home should be told to contact the priest and 
follow his instructions.   

Visitation (Vigil) 

 

If the departed was an Orthodox communicant, we encourage 
bringing the body into the Temple and inviting friends to come there to pay their respects 
rather than in a funeral home. It puts the visitation in a different context from the light 
social atmosphere which often prevails at the funeral home. But Visitation may not take 
place in the Church on Saturday evening, Sunday morning, or the eves and mornings of 
great feasts. While the body rests in the Temple, traditionally we take turns reading the 
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Psalms (if the departed was a priest we read the Gospel.) If Visitation is held at the 
funeral home, the priest can serve a Pahikhida (Trisagion for the Departed) there.   

Bringing the body into the Temple 

 
If possible the priest is present. He meets the 

body at the hearse and precedes it into the Temple with the censer, as the bells are tolled 
and singers sing Holy God to a slow and solemn melody. The casket is placed in the 
center of the Temple with the feet towards the altar. The coffin lid is removed if possible,  
or opened. Usually an icon of the Saviour is placed on the chest of a man, an icon of the 
Theotokos on a woman. A short prayer service is sung and the reading of the Psalter is 
begun.   

The Funeral Service 

  

At Holy Resurrection, if the departed was an Orthodox 
communicant we normally serve the Funeral Service the evening before the burial, and 
the Divine Liturgy the next morning followed by the burial. But if the Divine Liturgy is 
not to be served, the Funeral Service is usually done immediately before the burial. The 
Funeral Service has a structure similar to Matins (Orthros), with hymns based on Psalm 
119, a Resurrectional Canon, funeral hymns by St. John of Damascus (d. 780), 
Beatitudes, Epistle and Gospel readings and sermon. It is a stark and  realistic service that 
invites us to meditate on the reality and tragedy of sin, Satan, and death, to honor the 
body as God s creation and temple, to pray for the forgiveness of the departed, and to 
prepare ourselves for our own death. As someone said, it gives us permission to mourn. 
It concludes with the Last Kiss 

 

mourners have an opportunity to file past the body 
and express their affection by kissing the icon which rests on the body, and the hands and 
forehead if they wish.    

The Divine Liturgy -  This is similar to what is done in the Church every Sunday. The 
Liturgy is our experience in this age of the saving events of our Lord s Death and 
Resurrection and the Age to Come, so it is the answer to the tragedy of sin, Satan, and 
death that we meet whenever someone dies and that is presented so starkly in the Funeral 
Service. In it we participate already in this age in the mystical supper that Our Lord spoke 
of when He said we shall eat and drink at His table in His Kingdom (St. Luke 22:30), so 
this is when we are closest to those Christians who have gone before us and also share 
that Table. At the end we have another Last Kiss and follow the body to the grave.    

The Burial 

 

This service is very short. We sing the Trisagion Prayers and the body is 
lowered into the grave. The priest takes a shovel of earth and pours in onto the coffin 
with the words The earth is the LORD S, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that 
dwell therein. (Psalm 24). The people file past and each casts on  shovel of earth.    

The Mercy Meal 

 

Orthodox funerals are normally followed by a meal attended by all 
the family members and friends. At Holy Resurrection this normally takes place in the 
Parish Hall after the burial and is provided as a pot luck by members of the Parish. The 
Mercy Meal provides an opportunity for mourners to share their remembrances, both 
serious and amusing, of the departed, or inspirational reflections. If it is desired that a 
non-Orthodox clergyman speak at the funeral, this may take place during the Mercy 
Meal. 
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Subsequent Memorials 

 
Traditionally a Panikhida (Prayer Service for the Departed) 

is served on the fortieth day and the year anniversaries after death. These give an 
opportunity to structure mourning and remember the departed. Family members should 
speak to the priest to schedule these as the time approaches. If the departed was a 
member of the parish these may be done following the Divine Liturgy on the nearest 
Sunday; otherwise they may be done before Vespers or other times as desired. They are 
not done during Holy Week, Bright Week, and major feasts. Koliva is boiled wheat 
mixed with raisins, chopped nuts, sugar and spices. It is often placed on a table with a 
candle in the Church during the Panikhida and eaten afterwards. The wheat is used by 
Our Lord as a sign of Death and Resurrection: Except a corn of wheat fall into the 
ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit. (St.  John 
12:24). A recipe for Koliva is provided in the appendix.   

Grave Stone or Marker 

 

See Cemetery Choices below. The grave stone is usually 
placed a few months after the burial to give time for the earth to settle. It may be 
purchased from  a vendor other than the funeral home. Orthodox tradition requires a cross 
over a grave, and there is a special blessing for it. When it is installed, call the priest to 
come and bless it.  
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Planning Considerations   

Advance Directives are legal documents (recognized by the Mississippi law) that allow 
you to give instruction/direction for your medical care if you become incapacitated and 
cannot communicate your wishes, and to designate an agent with Medical Power of 
Attorney for Health Care to make decisions for your care if you become unable to do so. 
For more information on this see appendix. These do not include funeral instructions.   

Autopsy and Organ Donation 

 

Unless there is a specific legal reason, an autopsy 
ought to be avoided. ... Nevertheless, this is a decision that the family itself must make. 
The Church is concerned that respect for the body as a temple of the Holy Spirit be 
maintained. Donation of organs after death may be allowed as long as respectful care is 
exercised toward the body before, during, and after the extraction operation. Care must be 
taken that the organs are given as a gesture of altruism, free of any commercial 
overtones. (OCA Guidelines for Clergy) If you specifically wish or do not wish organ 
donation, inform your family members and write this in an Advance Health Care 
Directive (see appendix).   

Who decides? By law the next of kin has sole authority to dispose of a body by any 
legal means. So if you want a funeral in accordance with Orthodox practice, you must ask 
your next of kin to allow this. This is particularly important if your next of kin is not 
Orthodox. You may share this article with your next of kin, use the form in the appendix 
to express your wishes, or just ask your next of kin to call your priest and follow his 
direction. Putting funeral directions in a will has no legal effect; in any case a will is 
usually not probated until long after a person is buried.    

Orthodox Clergy Deaths - At the death of an Orthodox clergyman, the Bishop and the 
other local Orthodox clergy should be notified immediately, and the funeral arrangements 
made as directed by the Bishop. The other clergy will wash and vest the body.   

Cremation is absolutely forbidden for Orthodox Christians. We express our faith and 
hope by what we do with our dead. Historically cremation has been the practice of those 
who did not believe the dead will live again, or who believed one does not survive as a 
person but is merged with world soul, or who believed that death is the liberation of the 
soul from the body, which has of no value. Christians (and Jews) bury their dead 

because they believe that the body is holy, that the human person is a unity of soul and 
body created in the image of God, which will be raised to new life still a unique person. 
The OCA Guidelines for Clergy state that Cremated remains are not to be brought into 
the temple for a burial service or for any other reason. ...the Funeral Service over 
cremated remains is denied, the remains may be buried only with the hymn Holy God    

Cemetery Choices 

 

Traditionally Christians are buried facing east (with the feet to the 
east), looking for the Second Coming of the Lord. In most Orthodox traditions clergy as 
well as laity are buried this way. Placement in an above-ground tomb or mausoleum is 
considered the same as burial and is allowed 

 

Our Lord was buried thus. Orthodox 
tradition requires a cross over a Christian s grave, and also forbids placing a cross 



November 27, 2005  p. 6   

horizontally on the ground so that it might be stepped on. Traditionally it is placed at the 
foot of the buried Christian, so he is facing it. It can be engraved on a stone provided it is 
not flat on the ground, or an upright wood or metal cross may be used. Therefore a 
cemetery that only allows flat markers level with the ground should be avoided. The 
gravestone should have at a minimum the person s name and dates. Showy expensive 
markers should be avoided, but some personal information and sentiments are appropriate 
and will be valued by future generations. But if you want more than a minimal 
gravestone, choose your cemetery carefully; many have rigid restrictions on them.  
Information on local cemeteries is provided in the appendix.   

Funeral Choices 

 

A coffin (also called casket) is a wood or metal box in which the 
body is placed for burial. A vault is an outer box of concrete or metal in which the coffin 
may be placed for protection. Orthodox tradition discourages expensive coffins and does 
not require a vault, but some cemeteries require them. Embalming is discouraged for 
Orthodox, but may be required by law and is hard to avoid in our culture. For Orthodox 
there is no particular value in attempting to preserve the body from water or decay.  

At an Orthodox funeral it is desirable to have a coffin from which the whole top 
can be removed during the service, rather than just a hinged lid, as the body is placed in 
the middle of the Church and the people gather around it. Most funeral homes can secure 
reasonably priced plain wood coffins if pressed to do so. Most will use coffins purchased 
by the customer elsewhere; see www.trappistcaskets.com for a very nice example.    

Instructions for the funeral home The priest will normally confer directly with the 
funeral home in advance of the funeral to communicate special Orthodox preferences. 
Specifically the funeral home should be made aware that we want the coffin (and vault 
lid if a vault is used) lowered into the ground during the graveside service, not after the 
people have left as is the usual American practice. If they are reluctant to lower it during 
the service it can be lowered before the graveside service begins. The funeral home 
should be asked to have one or more shovels at the grave for mourners to cast earth on 
the coffin. The earth that was removed from the grave should remain at the grave during 
the service; the mound of earth and the grave itself should not be covered with artificial 
grass.   

Who is the funeral for? Sometimes people make the facile assertion, funerals are for 
the living, and arrange everything (usually minimally) for their convenience. Orthodox 
do not say this. They are of benefit to the living, but they primarily consist of prayers for 
the dead. Every human being is unique and irreplaceable and deserves the dignity of 
being laid to rest in respectful manner.    

When should the funeral be? In recent times some people have begun to postpone 
funerals (usually they call them something else) for weeks or months, until a time family 
members consider convenient. While there is no prescribed interval before burial in 
Orthodox tradition, certainly interrupting our other activities is part of the respect owed to 
a family member, and reminds us that our own lives will be interrupted by death. 
Moreover, the funeral services have a role in the healing process, which is less effective 
if postponed for weeks. Therefore it is best that the funeral be held as soon as feasible, 
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allowing time for all who wish to attend to be present. The Funeral Service is not served 
on Sunday in keeping with the Resurrectional character of that day. If the Burial is 
scheduled for Monday, the Funeral Service may be served on Sunday evening, as 
liturgically this is considered Monday.    

Announce the funeral 

 
Funerals should always be announced at least a day ahead in 

the newspaper or by other means. In the case of a very old person, sometimes families 
erroneously assume that there is no one left outside the family who wants to attend the 
funeral, but often it is surprising that people they did not know show up and appreciate 
the opportunity to say goodbye to a friend. All close family members, including ex-
spouses should be notified, even if they are estranged. The death may providentially be a 
spur to repentance and reconciliation. Needless to say, no Orthodox service can be 
private  anyone who wants to come may do so.     

Flowers 

 

The mountains of flowers often sent to funerals would overwhelm our small 
Temple. A few vases of flowers may be placed in the Temple but we don t have room for 
displays on standing easels. In the funeral notice, please request that donations be made 
to the Church or some charity instead. (You will still get enough flowers to cover the 
grave.)   

Non-Communicant Orthodox - Membership in the Body of Christ, His Holy Church, 
is defined by participation in the Holy Eucharist. Inasmuch as a person, by refusing to 
partake of the Divine Body and Blood of Christ during his/her lifetime, has chosen freely 
not to be incorporated into the Body of Christ; unless there is reason to assume that the 
person has returned to Christ at the end of his/her earthly existence, that person will not 
be buried from the temple. The burial service of such a person should only be a Service 
for the Departed (Panikhida), including scripture readings for the dead. The priest may be 
vested in the epitrachelion. (OCA Guidelines for Clergy)   

Non-Orthodox Persons - If a priest is asked to bury a non-Orthodox person, he must 
consult with his diocesan hierarch, and with the hierarch s blessing bury the person 
according to the service prescribed in the Book of Needs  (OCA Guidelines for Clergy). 
This service will not be held in the Temple.   

Suicide - The Orthodox Church normally denies a Church burial to a person who has 
committed suicide. However, factors bearing on the particular case may become known 
to the priest who must share this information with the diocesan hierarch; the hierarch will 
consider the factors and make the decision concerning Funeral Services. (OCA 
Guidelines for Clergy)   

Non-Orthodox Texts and Clergy 

 

No words, symbols or music other than those of 
the Orthodox Church may be introduced into the Orthodox services or the Temple. No 
non-Orthodox clergy may take part in an Orthodox service, and no Orthodox clergy may 
take part in non-Orthodox services. If it is desired that a non-Orthodox clergyman speak, 
he may be invited to do so at the Mercy Meal in the Parish Hall or home following the 
service.  
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Rites of fraternal societies such as Freemasons may not be mingled with Orthodox 
services, but the Church does not intend to control or prohibit others from executing 
particular rites after . . .the priest leaves the burial site after committing the body to the 
ground. (OCA Guidelines for Clergy).  

Military ceremonies may take place at the grave. The removal of the flag from the 
casket and presentation of it to the family should take place before the Orthodox service, 
as the casket will be lowered into the ground and dirt cast on it during the service. Other 
military rites such as firing of rifles and playing of Taps should take place after the 
Orthodox service.    

Children at Funerals  Children should attend funerals and be encouraged to view and 
kiss the body. This is helpful to the mourning process for them as for adults. They should 
not be discouraged from weeping. In the context of the Orthodox Temple and funeral the 
body will not seem frightening for most. It is good for children to participate in the vigil 
before the Shroud of the Lord (Epitaphios) on Holy Friday night; then at a funeral it can 
be pointed out to them that the departed is laid in a grave as was Jesus and will be raised 
as He was.   

Clergy Compensation 

 

In many Orthodox churches it is customary for the family to 
make monetary payments to the clergy for serving funerals, panikhidas, baptisms, 
weddings, house blessings and other such rites. Today many clergy who promote tithing, 
as does Fr. Paul at Holy Resurrection, discourage such payments as detracting from the 
concept of tithing. They believe that a person who tithes, or at least regularly gives a 
meaningful proportion of his income to the church, should not be expected to pay extra 
for services as needed. But a person who does not regularly support the church perhaps 
should make such a donation, especially if the clergyman had to drive some distance or 
incur other expenses to do the service. If you have to arrange a funeral in another church 
or involving other clergy, you should offer such a donation; ask a member of that church 
what amount is customary. Sadly, some clergy are paid so little that they depend on such 
payments for their living.             
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