Religious Ceremonies

Protestant funerals are generally preceded by a visitation period. The casket will be open or closed depending on the family's wishes, but it is usually closed during the actual funeral service. Those attending a Protestant service often send flowers or gifts as an expression of their concern and feelings, although it is not uncommon for the family to request a donation to charity.

Protestant ceremonies usually include scripture lessons that relate to death and the Christian concept of resurrection. The service may also include prayers, a sermon, and a group reading or singing of hymns. 

The Roman Catholic funeral follows relatively formal guidelines. On the evening before a Roman Catholic funeral, a wake or prayer service or rosary recitation is held at the funeral home. Friends of the family may send flowers or gifts, although it is not uncommon for the family to request a donation to charity. Friends can also ask that a mass be said for the repose of the deceased person's soul, then send a mass card to the family. 

The Roman Catholic funeral ceremony often begins at the funeral home, proceeds to the church for a mass, then proceeds to the graveside, where additional liturgy is performed. The casket is closed at a Roman Catholic funeral service, but usually opens at the wake. 

Jewish funeral services vary somewhat among the Orthodox, Conservative and Reformed branches, but in general the funeral itself is the beginning of ceremonies instead of the end. Plain wood caskets are the norm in Jewish funerals as well as the deceased wearing a shroud. The placing of dirt from Israel in the casket is also common. 

The Jewish ceremony is relatively short compared to Christian ceremonies. The ceremony usually consists of prayers that praise life and affirm that a life was lived. Traditional Jewish families remain at home for seven days after the funeral. During this time, friends and relatives visit to offer their support. 

Some families may attend services every day for the next year to commemorate the deceased, becoming part of a community of bereaved persons with whom they can share feelings. 

In contrast to Christian ceremonies, a deceased Jewish person's memorial stone or tablet is often unveiled months after the funeral, which gives family and friends another opportunity to gather in remembrance. The deceased person's name is also read aloud during synagogue service every year on the anniversary of his or her death. 

Humanist Ceremonies
While religious ceremonies serve their important role, about half of all Americans are not formally religious. It is common in this circumstance for the bereaved to request a religious funeral from a church they had a relationship with in the past. 

Because relating death to religious teachings is only one purpose of a funeral, many non-religious people these days elect to hold humanist ceremonies. During humanist ceremonies, as in religious ceremonies, families and friends gather to acknowledge the death, offer support to each other and express their grief. A friend or family member may preside over the ceremony, or the family may ask a pastor to conduct a ceremony that avoids religious imagery. Humanist ceremonies commonly feature music, group singing and readings of poetry or literature that held some meaning for the deceased. 
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