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Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord,  

And let perpetual light shine upon them.  

And may the souls of all the faithful departed,  

through the mercy of God,  

Rest in Peace.  

Amen.  

Grave of Father Thomas Merton  
at Gethsemane, Kentucky   

"This is what I think about the Latin and the chant: they are masterpieces, which offer us an irreplaceable 
monastic and Christian experience. They have a force, an energy, a depth without equal é  As you know, I 
have many friends in the world who are artists, poets, authors, editors, etc. Now they are well able to appre-
ciate our chant and even our Latin. But they are all, without exception, scandalized and grieved when I tell 
them that probably this Office, this Mass will no longer be here in ten years. And that is the worst. The 
monks cannot understand this treasure they possess, and they throw it out to look for something else, when 
seculars, who for the most part are not even Christians, are able to love this incomparable art."  

   ð Thomas Merton wrote this in a letter to Dom Ignace Gillet, who was the  
      Abbot General of the Cistercians of the Strict Observance (1964) 
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Praying for the Dead  
The Carrols were among the early founders of Maryland, but as Catholic subjects to the Eng-
lish Crown they were unable to participate in the political life of the colony. This was a time 
when Catholicism was illegal, and no Catholic churches were allowed to be built on British 
soil, so their Catholicism was lived out in private chapels on their estates, which they opened 
up to the poor Catholics in the community who would not have otherwise had a place to 
freely worship. Charles Carroll was the only Catholic signer of the Declaration of Independ-
ence. He was the best educated of all the Signers. As a Catholic he was forbidden education 
in Protestant lands so he had no choice but to go to Europe for education. Charles Carroll 
was also the wealthiest of all the Signers and had the most to lose. But as a Catholic his fami-
ly had known religious persecution at the hands of the British Crown for generations, so 
when the opportunity arose to form a new republic, he signed up.    

I 

Requiescat in Pace  
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Called THE FIRST CITIZEN, he was also the last of the Founding Fathers to die (at 95). His 
funeral rites occurred in 1832 at the nationôs first cathedral, which he had helped to 
build, and which the revolution had made possible. After the Requiem Mass was offered, 
his body was taken home through the constant rain to Doughoregan Manor in Ellicott 
City, Maryland. There he was buried in the floor of the family chapel between the altar 
and the pew where he long knelt in devout prayer. At his death, the whole nation 
mourned THE LAST OF THE ROMANS.  
 
And yet still in the month of November many generations hence his descendants and oth-
ers can gather in that same chapel and have offered a Mass for the eternal salvation of 
Charles Carroll of Carrollton, and for the deceased members of his family, and for all the 
faithful departed. As heroic as his Catholicism was, no matter how great a man, no matter 
how profoundly moral a man he was, we still pray for the repose of his soul, because we 
are Catholics.  
 
This is, in many ways, such an American story, and yet it is the story of a family whose ties 
and history go beyond our nation all the way back to the beginning of our Church. As 
American Catholics, we can make great citizens, and we love our nation, but we love first 
our Lord, and want to be able to express our ancient Faith in this new land. We are unit-
ed to our non-Catholic neighbors in so many ways, and our history, as English speakers, is 
not just ñAmericanò but also broader in the English speaking world (even though we, like 
Charles Carroll, may not all be ethnically English). So we share a patrimony that is not 
just American, but is also European in its origin, and universal in its scope.  
 
Still, there are things that distinguish us from our neighbors. As Catholics we have a 
shared history and understanding that others may not have. To that end, we hope that 
what follows helps us, as Catholics in 
America, to find our true voice, to wor-
ship in an authentically Catholic way, to 
remember our beloved dead, and to pray 
for them and all the faithful departed. 
We also hope this helps parishes form 
parochial norms that are more in line 
with our Roman rite and Tradition. And 
of course, ultimately we want to find our 
redemption in the saving blood of the 
Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of 
the world.  

II 

Doughoregan Manor in Ellicott, Maryland  
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The old Log Chapel on the campus of Notre Dame University 
marks the historic center of the old missions to the regionôs Na-
tive Americans, and covers the grave of Father Stephen Badin.   
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NUNC DIMITTIS  
 
 
 
 

Lord, now let your servant go in peace;  
 

your word has been fulfilled;  
 

my own eyes have seen the salvation  
 

which you have prepared in the sight of every people;  
 

a light to reveal you to the nations  
 

and the glory of your people, Israel.  
 
 
 
 

Canticle of Simeon 
 

Luke 2:29-32 

 

HELPFUL EXPECTATIONS  
 

With this document we sincerely hope to help others restore the liturgy, and to see a path in their 
own parochial setting to incrementally put the proper pieces of the liturgy back into place. Not every 
parish is exactly the same. Each parish has its own strengths and challenges. This document 
(written by a priest) is based on his own experience serving in three different parishes as either a pa-
rochial vicar or as a pastor. Ours is a peculiar parish in that we know what the propers are, and in 
that we actually sing them. We are proud of that. Experienced pastors and choirmasters with PhDôs 
may certainly disagree with even the premise of singing the propers, but the expectations of the 
Church are clear. So if you want to embrace the liturgical documents of the Church, and really sing 
the Mass, we hope this will be helpful.  



St. Roch Cemetery in New Orleans  
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PRAYING FOR THE DEAD:  
A PASTORôS PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE  
This was lecture prepared for parish musicians for a one day workshop on the Essential Music for 
the Funeral Rite. It was written by the pastor of Our Lady of the Mountains parish in Jasper, Geor-
gia in September of A.D. MMXV  
  
An anthropologist once explained that he could judge the culture of a people by how 

they cared for their dead. Well, if burial rites are an essential telltale of the cultural health 

of our society, then as a priest I must tell you that does not bode well for our present age. 

Why? Because most people today are un-churched, so when death happens, they impro-

vise. They have the cremated remains delivered to them in a plastic bag or a cardboard 

box and then a handful of people stand around trying to say something ñmeaningfulò be-

fore they scatter the ashes on a dirty river all the while trying not to let those same ashes 

blow back on their clothes. This (or a variant upon this) has almost become the norm to-

day.  
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The family might call the priest at the last moment, because maybe 
they start to feel just a little bit of guilt, because after all their parents 
were Catholic, but then again they might not, and if they do call the 
priest, his part in their plans may be very, very limited. For when Bud-
dha votive sculptures decorate our homes, and folks do yoga instead of 
praying, respect for the body has been more and more lost. If we have 
lost our Christian hope then we feel no obligation to reverently put 
our deceased loved ones to rest to await the day of resurrection .  
 
Sadly, this cultural loss has seeped into our Catholic thinking as well. 
A pastor once shared with me his frustration when he buried a highly 
ranked general. The priest was frustrated because the Catholic part of 

the funeral rite was so trivial, barnacled over by sentiment and sentimental music, where-
as the military part of the funeral rite was, by comparison, so dignified. This priest knew 
that Catholic funeral rite was by nature filled with gravitas, and so it should be dignified, 
yet the rite was being lost, primarily through someoneôs ideas of their favorite hymns and 
longwinded or even jokey eulogies too painful to endure. Sadly the idea that this is ñmyò 
Mass (as opposed to ñtheò Mass) has not helped things either. If it is ñmyò Mass, then I 
can dictate my favorite music no matter if it is my wedding or my funeral. Yet weddings 
and funerals are vastly different things, and they necessarily require music that is proper 
to each. Imagine that!  
 
Indeed, we have lost much. When we lose respect for the dignity of the body, when we 
lose our religion, and when our culture becomes shallow or pop, then we also lose our 
ritual. Sometimes, with that loss, we try to improvise and make up some sort of pseudo-
rituals, but that is almost always too painful to observe, and embarrassing in hindsight.  
 
The reality is we human beings need ritual, especially at the time of mourning, when 
words fail us. Have you noticed that when the media goes to the house of a grieving par-
ent to interview them a day after their child was shot, those interviews are often bewilder-
ingly incoherent. Letôs leave these good people alone! The parent feels an obligation to 
speak, but his or her words are usually non-sensible at best. Or have you ever observed 
folks trying to comfort the grieving with platitudes that just fall flat. The grieving person 
instinctively knows that death is not Godôs will, and that death does not always mean that 
their loved one is automatically in a better place, and yet over and over again, folks who 
feel like they have to say just that. We want something to do and to say. What we need to 
do and say are prayers!  

St. Maryôs in Aiken, SC 
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The point of our funeral ritual is to help express meaning when our ordinary words fail 
us. We need ritual, and we need to let the Catholic funeral be the powerful thing that it 
is. We have to let its ritual and words wash over us and carry us through, and allow us to 
mourn. These complex series of prayers that have become the funeral rite are important. 
Their words, their meaning, their placement and their purpose work together to demon-
strate the paradox of grief and hope that we as Catholics feel when we bury our beloved 
dead. And these prayers should not be always joyful. Burying a teenager killed in an auto-
mobile accident, or a young parent who has died of cancer, or a loved one who has com-
mitted suicide, or a soldier sent home to us in a box ï these are not joyful events. So our 
prayers and music should sustain us with faith given the reality of death.  
 
Sadly in our times, our Catholic ritual has become more and more underappreciated of 
late, and is consequently being lost. There are multiple reasons for this. Here in the 
American South, the funeral home employees are kind enough people, but they are al-
most always Protestants and lack any liturgical sense. Consequently the events surround-
ing the dead sometimes feel like they are dictated to us by non-Catholics who give the 
Catholics some time to do ñtheir thing.ò Funeral home employees are also often Free Ma-
sons (proudly wearing their pin upon their lapel), so their sense of ritual isnôt always 
Christian. Even if these employees want to help, it is doubtful they know how Catholics 
worship. Often times they treat Catholics like everyone else. The priest or parish may not 
be the familyôs starting point, and planning is hard to redirect once it is set into motion. 
Moreover, even our own Church fails to respect or protect of our ritual for the most part, 
as clergy and choirmasters are too often ignorant of their tradition. There are many chal-
lenges to overcome in all of this.  
 
Just consider the differences between Catholic and Protestant notions of death. We Cath-
olics here in the south are so well integrated into what was once a predominantly 
Protestant part of the world, so non-Catholic ideas about death and funerals begin to in-
fluence us. The most profound difference between Catholic and Protestant thoughts 
about the dead is that the founders of Protestantism rejected the tradition of praying for 
the dead, where as we Catholics continued to pray for the dead, so as to assist our be-
loved dead with our prayers. In this priestôs opinion, this essential difference seems to be 
at the core of our present challenges to right our rite.  
 
Too many Catholic liturgists likewise presume that our beloved dead are all already in 
heaven, so they slowly began to turn a funeral rite into a celebration. They wanted priests 
to always wear white vestments to deny the reality that Christians mourn (even as every-
one in the congregation still quite naturally wears black). The funeral home directors are 
also influencing this thinking by calling the funeral a ñCelebration of Life.ò 
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A deacon recently came back from a funeral of a life-long colleague 
and friend shaking his head, saying the whole experience was more 
akin to a retirement party than it was a funeral. But a funeral should 
not be a ñgraduationò party. Moreover, this is not a Mass of the Resurrec-
tion. Jesus rose from the dead. The rest of us will sleep until he comes 
to raise us from our sleep. We should not presume that everyone who 
dies is in heaven. The reality is we will be judged, and even the blessed 
may need purification. So our funerals should be solemn. They 
should be prayerful. We should respect the reality that death is tragic, 
and yet as people of faith, we also have hope in Christ Jesus who has 
overcome death. And certainly we can give thanks to God for the life of our loved one, 
but that should not prevent us for praying for them when they die either.  
 
Now, so that we are clear, Catholics still pray for the dead. The official Catechism of the 
Catholic Church that came out in the last decade of the twentieth century surprised 
some folks by reminding us of that fact. But we should not have forgotten. After all every 
ñHail Maryò a Catholic prays ends with the words ñpray for us sinners, now and in the 
hour of our death.ò And every anaphora (or Eucharistic Prayer) we hear day after day in-
cludes a prayer for those ñservants who have gone before us with the sign of faith and 
who rest in the sleep of peace. (Eucharistic Prayer I)ò Because we still remember ñour 
brothers and sisters who have fallen asleep in the hope of the resurrection, and all who 
have died in [Godôs] mercy. (Eucharist Prayer II)ò And we still ask the Lord to give them 
ñkind admittance into [His} kingdom. (Eucharistic Prayer III)ò And this is not new. St. 
Paul remembered the deceased Onesiphorous praying that he would find mercy on Judg-
ment Day (II Timothy 1:16-18). The Christian funeral epitaphs of the catacombs in Rome 
are certainly evidence enough of this early Christian practice. Saint Perpetua prayed for 
her deceased brother (himself a pagan) around A.D. 203. St. Augustine prayed for the re-
pose of his saintly motherôs soul until his own death in A.D. 430. Protestants who deny 
our tradition may dismiss these countless and ongoing examples throughout the ages, but 
we  Catholics should not. We are charged to remember!  
 
So we have briefly explored our predicament. We are cognizant of the differences we 
have, and what makes us unique. We better understand why our funeral rites should be-
come more Catholic. But given all of that, how can we restore a ritual that has been all 
but lost in our times? Where should we begin rediscovering this more sublime theology 
and prayer? We propose that we begin with the essential prayers and texts of the ritual, so 
as to try to appreciate why they are there, and what is their purpose.  

National Shrine 
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Too often, we see the music of the Roman Rite as optional. We understand that Gregori-
an Chant is valuable, and should be preserved, but we have no experience with chant. No 
one in our parish knows how to read it or how to sing it. We have lost so much. Maybe 
even our own pastor would rather us not rock the boat. Letôs just keep the peace, and 
keep doing what weôre doing. Maybe he is comfortable with just leaving things as is. May-
be our own choir members would balk (or even rebel). There are many reasons not to 
change, but there are some better reasons to try to change bit by bit, little by little, so as 
to rediscover our tradition.  
 
The thing we need to tell ourselves is that the chant is integral to the Mass. It is proper to 
the Mass. Chant is an essential part of the Mass. Things that are essential are the very at-
tributes that make a thing what it is. Propers are proper to the formulary of the funeral 
Mass (or the Missa Defunctorum). These chants form it into what it is. The Requiem Mass 
should begin with the words of the Introit Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine (in Latin) or 
Grant them eternal rest, O Lord (in English). So then, what are these proper prayers that we 
are meant to sing in the liturgy of the funeral rite? Let us take a look at them individually, 
shall we?  
 
Just consider that in the Order of Christian Funerals, when we read in the General Instruc-
tion, we see that music is ñintegral to the funeral ritesò and that ñefforts should be made 
to develop and expand the parishôs repertoire for use at funerals.ò That is what we are 
about today. Moreover, the General Instruction encourages organists, other instrumental-
ists, cantors and even choirs to be able to assist families at 
this time. But how can we if we donôt know how? Letôs 
learn! About the music, we go on to read that the music 
should be simple and beautiful so as to reflect the reveren-
tial rites. Again and again the General Instruction asserts 
that preference should be given in singing the acclama-
tions, the responsorial Psalm, the entrance and commun-
ion songs and especially the song of farewell. But do we? 
Clearly, we need to acquaint ourselves with this music so 
we can do just that.  
 
 
 
Rev. Father Charles A. Byrd, S.T.L.  

Our Lady of the Mountains  
Jasper, Georgia  
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LOOKING AT THE PROPERS  
Regaining our Catholic Theology by considering the whole funeral liturgy  
 
Early in our Churchôs history the Requiem Mass was long established but there were 
slight variants or differences between regions or religious orders. With the Council of 
Trent a more clear standardization occurred, but even after that, there was some ongoing 
organic development. For example not every composer set every proper into their poly-
phonic Requiem. Perhaps they left a section for chant, or perhaps they ignored it and in-
stead opted to set to musical composition some part of the Divine Office, especially as 
Requiem Masses began to be composed as concert music. The point is it was set, but it 
might continue to have some variations in practice. I read somewhere that there are over 
2000 different musical compositions of the Requiem Mass, though I am only familiar 
with a handful. Still, one example of this post-Trent organic textual development is the 
Pie Jesu, which is a relatively new text that comes from the Dies Irae (which is itself only 
about 800 years old). So the Requiem is set, but it is also living and evolving over time.  
 
Even officially, with the reforms after Vatican II we see the Dies Irae move from the Mass 
of the Dead in the ordinary form and move instead to the Liturgy of the Hours for the 
last days of the liturgical year (stressing the end of times). Moreover, if you sit down with 
chant books, the Missal and the Order of Christian Funerals, you find curious inconsist-
encies. Therefore we have to allow the tradition, our skill 
sets, and our parochial resources help us discern what we 
can and cannot do at our parish. So when we assess these 
texts/chants/music, we should keep in mind that there is 
some flexibility here (even in languages of Latin or Eng-
lish), but there is also tradition. And tradition should guide 
us here. Practically speaking, we will let our emphasis be 
the Novus Ordo, and using as much as possible the official 
books that our priests have at hand to introduce us to the 
official music of the rite.  
 
So again, just so weôre clear, our emphasis will be on the 
ordinary form of the funeral liturgy, and our primary re-
sources will be the official books from the period of time 
after the Second Vatican Council, including the Order of 
Christian Funerals, the Graduale Romanum, the Graduale Sim-
plex, and the Liber Cantualis. We will also consider vernacu-
lar options and hymnody. 

The Cathedral in old St. Augustine  
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ñAll I ask is that you remember me at the altar of God.ò  
 

Saint Monica (d. 387)  

Not infrequently our people may wander off from the Church and essentially stop living as Catho-
lics for years (like St. Augustine). Then someone gets terminally ill or dies (like St. Monica) and they 
need a funeral. But in all this time, the survivors have not been praying or worshipping as Catho-
lics. They may have gone to non-Catholic funerals, or seen some funeral on television, and that is 
what they want. As faithful Catholics, we also will have to help these people who have long separat-
ed themselves from their tradition, but we donôt help them by letting them reinvent our funeral rites. 
They need these prayers more than anyone.  


