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Guidance Note on Funeral Arrangements, Churchyards and Memorials

This Note has been written as a framework to be adapted into a booklet tailored to suit the needs of individual parishes or benefices. It could easily be varied to form a general guide for archdeaconries. Items in Italic script in text boxes must be changed or omitted to suit local circumstances.



The parish of Saint Doris the Improbable

Little Idyll-on-the-Busroute, Lower Yorkshire

A short guide to funeral arrangements, 

the churchyard and churchyard memorials

Introduction

A note from the incumbent, archdeacon or bishop offering sympathy and a Christian view of death and bereavement. 

This is a sad time for you, your family and your friends. The death of a loved one is one of the most difficult times of our lives, and is a time when we might prefer not to have to deal with some of the lasting decisions that are forced upon us. This little booklet has been written to help you find your way through some of the decisions that lie ahead; decisions about funerals, graves, ashes and memorials. 

If, after reading it, you feel you need further advice or assistance, please get in touch with the vicar or one of the people or organisations given at the end.   

The introduction might include a prayer or scriptural quotation.

The Parish Prayer List

Is there one? Why? Will the name of the deceased be added, and what will this mean? When are prayers for the dead or dying said?

The Funeral Service

You will probably have decided whether you would like the funeral to take place in church or at the crematorium. If the service is to be at the crematorium, you should discuss any musical arrangements with the Funeral Director, although the minister conducting the service will usually be pleased to help and advise you on what may or may not be appropriate.
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If the service is to be in church, it is usual to choose two hymns. The Order of Service of the Church of England will be set out in the church service book, but there are plenty of opportunities for the family to add personal touches. The most obvious way is through music. Are there any suitable favourite pieces that your loved one appreciated or found comforting or inspiring? Did he or she have favourite hymns which might be appropriate? You might like to consider a poem or a recitation, and perhaps friends might be invited to read a psalm or a lesson from the Bible. Some families like to place a valued object on the coffin at the start of the service. All these things will need to be agreed with the minister who will be very pleased to be asked to help and guide you. 

Any practical changes you may wish to make - like having the coffin carried by friends or family members, for example - must be discussed in advance with the Funeral Director. 

After the Funeral

In the weeks and months following the death of someone we love, we should expect to feel many different and difficult emotions. How we respond will be personal and individual, and strong feelings may take a long time to come to the surface, but common reactions include disbelief, shock, anger, guilt and depression. Often people are overwhelmed by a strange numbness which makes it hard to face everyday life, or are subject to frightening mood-swings, or find themselves re-living again and again the events leading up to the death. These are all perfectly natural reactions and are part of coming to terms with terrible loss. Many people are comforted by the thought that they can create a tangible memorial to their loved one. 

When may a Memorial be erected?

This may be when the issue of whether or not to erect a memorial first arises. A simple wooden cross may be placed to mark a grave until a decision has been made about a more permanent memorial. If there is already a stone marking a family grave then it may be a matter of adding to an existing inscription, but often it is a question of erecting an entirely new memorial.

At least six months must elapse from the date of death before permission can be given for a new headstone on a grave or a plaque over cremated remains (additions to an existing stone may be approved sooner). For a grave, this is for the practical reason that the disturbed ground must be given plenty of time to settle before any stone can be erected in safety. It also allows the family time to consider the design and wording of this important commemoration of your loved one. It pays to take time and to consider all the options very carefully. The longer you leave things, the better your decisions are likely to be. After all, memorials are intended to last a long time, and good ones can be expensive, so it is important and sensible not to rush into a decision when feeling emotionally vulnerable. You do not need to think about a memorial until well after the funeral. 

If the memorial is to stand in the churchyard, you must talk to the vicar and churchwardens or take advice from the diocese. It is important that whatever you choose is right for everyone, and is something of which all visitors to the church or churchyard will continue to be proud many years into the future. The application for a memorial must be made by the next of kin or the executor of the deceased, and none may be erected until proper approval has been given. 

The Churchyard

Churchyards are important public places. In many towns they are treasured as quiet and restful green oases. In the country they are mostly ancient and important parts of the village scene. Many generations may have cared for them and made them places of great tranquillity and harmony from which we all benefit. We have a responsibility to ensure that any additions or alterations are in keeping 
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with the spirit of the place and with what has gone before, so that we can pass on the same beauty and benefit to future generations.   

A churchyard is not the same as a cemetery. It is not only a place for burials, but also the ground around a place of worship and thus is concerned with the living as well as the dead. It is often the setting for a church building of historic or architectural importance, and ancient churchyards may be Scheduled Ancient Monuments of great archaeological sensitivity.  

The care of churchyards embraces many aspects of life of great concern to people today: a concern for conservation, both of wildlife and the natural environment and of our national architectural and artistic heritage; a concern for the landscape and local amenity; a concern for high standards of design and lettering; a hunger for places of quietness and solitude; a need to contemplate the great mysteries of 

life, death and salvation. They are a valuable part of our heritage and contain the documents of our parish history written in stone. 

Here at Little Idyll-on-the-Busroute, we are very proud of our ancient church and churchyard. The church of Saint Doris the Improbable was first built over 800 years ago, and is a Grade II* listed building, much-loved by local people. The oldest part of the churchyard contains fascinating memorials up to 300 years old, and several are listed in their own right. A number of our mature trees are also protected. 

At the north end is an extension containing twentieth century burials with modern headstones and grave-markers, and to the east space has been legally set aside for the burial of cremated remains. Both areas are now almost full. Recently we have begun to bury again in the old churchyard immediately around the church, and any new memorials in this area must conform to special regulations to respect the character and setting of the church and the surviving old gravestones.

Part of churchyard is traditionally managed for its wildlife value and is regularly used for nature study by the local primary school. In Spring we have a hay meadow, and in the Autumn part of the churchyard is grazed by sheep. The area of nettles beside the River Busroute provides a valuable food-source for caterpillars, butterflies and moths. 

The Need for Regulations

To ensure that high standards are upheld, that out churchyards remain places of peace and beauty and that they can be appropriately and safely maintained, there are regulations about what is and is not permitted by way of churchyard memorials. Naturally, each family wants the best for its loved ones, and sometimes the regulations can seem impersonal and unhelpful, but they are there to make sure that everyone is treated equally. They help to discourage the introduction of alien materials or designs likely to spoil the harmony of a place in which everyone has an interest. You should be aware that some individual churchyards are governed by special conditions or restrictions to preserve their special character, or because they harbour rare plants and animals. 

Please remember that a churchyard is not a municipal cemetery, and different rules apply. Many things permitted in the local cemetery will probably not be allowed in the churchyard.      

Decisions about what may or may not be done in a churchyard are made by the Chancellor of the Diocese, who is a judge appointed by the Archbishop of York. However, to make things quicker and simpler, the Chancellor allows the vicar of the parish to give permission for the erection of memorials and gravestones providing they fall within certain limits and rules. These are summarised in the text of this leaflet, but reputable Monumental Masons or artists and letter-cutters who carve memorials will have a copy of the full Churchyard Memorial Rules for the diocese and should be able to assist you with any enquiries.
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It can be a problem that what already exists in a churchyard is not always a reliable guide to what is actually allowed. Regulations change over the years, and sometimes memorials have been erected that break the rules.

There are already few examples of prohibited memorials in Saint Doris’ churchyard, and people might easily say that it is unfair that others could have them while they cannot. The reason is that most of them were introduced before the present guidelines came into effect. Unfortunately, we have to start somewhere, and for a while the church will have to live with the anomaly. We hope that this leaflet will help to ensure that it does not happen again. 

Choosing a Memorial

A. Monumental masons generally offer a fairly standard catalogue of stones, designs and lettering, all of which may be appropriate in cemeteries but not necessarily in churchyards. A glance at 

the ‘Yellow Pages’ will show you that there are many firms of such masons. You are free to choose any you wish, whether local or at a distance, but check that they are aware of the regulations in the 

diocese where the burial is taking place and that any memorial you are considering complies with the current regulations in all respects. 

B. Specialist artists and letter-cutters are able to offer a more individual service, and to collaborate closely with you on the creation of a unique memorial which is also a work of art. These may take longer to commission and design, but can be surprisingly comparable in price with catalogue items and often enhance the beauty of the churchyard. Usually artists are careful to design them within the regulations, but the Chancellor and the Diocesan Advisory Committee for the Care of Churches encourage examples of fine, hand-crafted work in churchyards. Very helpful information about commissioning can be obtained from Memorials by Artists and contact with local artists can be obtained through the Diocesan Advisory Committee office, where they may be able to show you examples of work (for addresses see Further Advice and Information, below).

If families wish to erect memorials or headstones that do not fall within the regulations they must apply for a ‘Faculty’ (legal permission from the Chancellor) for a special dispensation. This may take several months and cost about £180, and there is no guarantee that permission will be granted, although an application that is sympathetic to its setting and is a work of real artistic merit or craftsmanship is likely to succeed. The vicar can advise you on the correct procedure.   

Gravestones and Types of Memorial

Most families are content with a memorial or gravestone that falls within the regulations, and in these cases the vicar will be able to give formal permission based on a sketch supplied by your mason or craftsperson. 

The Rules for the Diocese of York include clear and detailed information on the permitted sizes and shapes of memorials, the materials from which they can be made, the nature of the surface finish on stones, and on the provision of flower vases. They also offer very helpful advice on inscriptions and epitaphs, on appropriate styles and methods of lettering and on pictures or images. 

The Rules encourage the use of traditional foundations where the stone is set directly into the ground for a really good depth, and traditional local materials (like native limestones, sandstones and slates). The modern fashion for hard, shiny granite (now common in municipal cemeteries) means that memorials will not mellow in the old way, and their smooth or hard surfaces may never be colonised by the mosses and lichens that make many churchyards so attractive.
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Copies of the full Churchyard Memorial Rules for the diocese can be obtained from the DAC Office or from the Diocesan Registry, and it is essential that families considering placing a memorial in a Church of England churchyard should first study them carefully.

Flowers and Plants on Graves

Flowers are most popular form of tribute. They symbolise life, beauty, hope and renewal, and we encourage people to place flowers on the graves of their loved ones. However there are some rules to keep the churchyard looking well-managed. Flowers and wreaths must be removed and disposed of as soon as they start to wither. No artificial flowers are allowed except for Remembrance Day poppies and Christmas wreaths, and these must be removed within two months. Flower containers must be integral to the design of the memorial, not separate. If there is no flower container you can use a removable receptacle, but it must be completely recessed into the ground.   

For your convenience there is a tap close to the gate onto Busroute Walk. A large wheelie-bin is provided for all plastic and non-organic rubbish, and there is a discreet compost heap for dead flowers and other organic items.  

You may like to plant some Spring-flowering bulbs on the grave, but the grave must not be turned into a garden or ‘private plot’ and the grass sward must be allowed to grow naturally so that the whole of the churchyard can be managed tidily. Please remember that all kerbs, edgings, chippings, statues and bird-baths are forbidden, and that trees must not be planted on graves. 

Cremation and The Garden of Rest

If you are having a cremation service, you might wish to consider having the remains interred in a Garden of Rest or a Cremation Burial area, although this will only be possible if the churchyard has an area formally and properly set aside for the purpose. If so, the burial of ashes may be marked by a stone tablet no bigger than 18” x 18” which conforms to the regulations with regard to shape, materials, finish and inscription, however, these are not allowed in all churchyards so please check carefully. 

In some churchyards, ashes may be buried or mingled with the soil and commemorated in other ways, either by a communal memorial stone, an inscription in a Book of Remembrance inside the church or by an additional inscription on an existing stone memorial to a close relative. It is not permitted to scatter ashes in Church of England churchyards. 

Flowers in the Garden of Rest

Flowers may be placed in a single suitable container and permission for this can be obtained when making your application for a memorial stone. Such containers must be made of permitted materials, and must be set flush with the ground to allow easy maintenance of the churchyard. As with graves, the flowers must be real ones and must be removed as soon as they appear withered.    

Other Kinds of Memorial 

Some people prefer to commemorate their loved ones in other ways. You may already have asked for 

donations to be made to a charity, and churches are always grateful for donations of this kind. Why not ask the vicar if the church is currently trying to raise funds for a special project or appeal to which your memorial contribution would be especially welcome? There are also many other schemes available, such as planting trees for the Woodland Trust, supporting your local County Wildlife Trust, or sponsoring anything from a zoo animal to a picture on a hospital wall to conserving a book in an historic library, any of which may make a very fitting memorial. 
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Annual Memorial Service

Does your church hold a memorial service? If yes, when does it take place, what is its purpose and who is remembered? What form does it take and who can attend? Are only those who are buried in the churchyard commemorated? Are candles lit? Can donations be made?

Maintenance of the Churchyard

The Parochial Church Council (the PCC) is responsible for the upkeep of the churchyard. This includes mowing the grass and cutting hay or grazing in season, keeping the pathways clear and in good repair, weeding and preventing damaging self-sown trees from taking root, and the maintenance of the boundary walls, hedges, fences and gates. The fees charged for burials, interments and the erection of memorials go towards the cost of maintenance. 

We do not receive any financial help from the local authority or the wider church, although small grants are sometimes available. At present, most of the work is done by volunteers in the parish who 

cheerfully give a great deal of their time to help with our responsibilities. Like many churchyards, we occasionally have trouble with vandals who have tried to push memorials over and have thrown flower vases through one of the stained glass windows. We try to manage our churchyard for the benefit of wildlife under the Living Churchyards Scheme, which is supported by the Archbishop. Anything you or your family could do to help us manage the churchyard would be greatly appreciated.

Further Advice and Information

Please feel free to contact either the vicar, the Revd. Canon Fodder on 01234 567890, or the curate,

the Revd. Underling on 01234 098765 and here are some other addresses you may find useful:

The Diocesan Advisory Committee, Diocesan House, Aviator Court, Clifton Moor, York YO30 4WJ. 

Secretary: Phil Thomas (01904 699523) E-mail: phil.thomas@yorkdiocese.org 

Adminstrator (01904 699522) Website: www.dioceseofyork.org.uk 

The Diocesan Registry, Stamford House, Piccadilly, York YO1 9PP (01904 623487)

Cruse Bereavement Care, Cruse House, 126 Sheen Road, Richmond, Surrey TW9 1UR

(020 8939 9530) E-mail: helpline@crusebereavementcare.org.uk
Website: www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk 

Memorials by Artists, Snape Priory, Saxmundham, Suffolk IP17 1SA

(01728 688934) E-mail: enquiries@memorialsbyartists.co.uk
Website: www.memorialsbyartists.co.uk
The National Association of Memorial Masons

27a Albert Street, Rugby, Warwickshire CV1 2SG. (01788 542264) 

Website: www.namm.org.uk
The Living Churchyards Scheme, The Yorkshire Wildlife Trust, 10 Toft Green York YO1 6JT

(01904 659570) Living Churchyards Officer (01904 650451) 

Website: www.yorkshire-wildlife-trust.org.uk E-mail: info@yorkshirewt.cix.co.uk
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