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Introduction


Life is not a horizontal line. Instead, it is full of opposites, ups and downs, sorrows and joys. Life is short. Because of the culture’s deception about death, death has become a part of the cycle of life. We experience it with our loved ones, our friends, and our neighbors. Unless Christ returns first, we will all experience death.

So we open our book with one of our favorite texts, Ecclesiastes. It reflects on and speaks to the truth of the life we currently live. It gives a vast understanding of the cycle of life, of which death is a part.

For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:



a time to be born, and a time to die;

a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;

a time to kill, and a time to heal;

a time to break down, and a time to build up;

a time to weep, and a time to laugh;

a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

a time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together;

a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;

a time to seek, and a time to lose;

a time to keep, and a time to cast away;

a time to tear, and a time to sew;

a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

a time to love, and a time to hate;

a time for war, and a time for peace.



What gain has the worker from his toil? I have seen the business that God has given to the children of man to be busy with. He has made everything beautiful in its time. Also, he has put eternity into man’s heart, yet so that he cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end. I perceived that there is nothing better for them than to be joyful and to do good as long as they live; also that everyone should eat and drink and take pleasure in all his toil—this is God’s gift to man. I perceived that whatever God does endures forever; nothing can be added to it, nor anything taken from it. God has done it, so that people fear before him. That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been; and God seeks what has been driven away. (Ecclesiastes 3:1-15)


In the end even death falls under God’s control. Therefore, we need to recognize that death is a part of the human experience. Thus, this book’s goal is first to recognize death will happen to those we love, those we know, and even to ourselves. Death can invade our lives in the blink of an eye. We want you to be prepared to talk about death, hopefully before it arrives at your doorstep, but we also want to help you learn how to care for those facing death or who are walking toward it. We’d like to provide you the necessary tools to plan for your own death, burial, and funeral well in advance of it happening.

People die every day, and many of us are simply ill prepared for death. Not just physically, but without any plans for our families, our loved ones, and our church on how to care for our body after death has taken place, let alone our funeral and burial. Since this conversation hasn’t taken place, those we love are left trying to figure things out while physically numb, dealing with the effects of your death. This should not be the case.

Take for example the case of a husband who dies unexpectantly. His wife has no idea what kind of funeral or burial he would have wanted because they never discussed it. This is a huge burden to any family, but it also opens the door for funeral homes to “tell you” what your loved one would have wanted. At the weakest point in your life, you are left making huge personal and financial decisions. The best gift anyone can give your family and loved ones is a conversation about your death and burial plan prior to your dying. With this book, we hope you will consider the route of natural burial, which can provide intimate care of your body both before and after death.

Discussing death openly does not hasten its arrival, but it does inform us of the wishes of those we love and those we know and care about, and it allows us to discern our own wishes. If you are a Christian, it also provides the church with a guide concerning the what, where, how, and why of your death and burial. This book will take us on a journey, one that starts at our baptism and courses all the way through death, when you are in the presence of our Lord Jesus, and into the promise of the resurrection. Just as our lives are a journey, so too will this book take you on a sacred journey of preparation for your own death or the death of a loved one.

As we begin this journey, we invite you to walk alongside us, and by the end, we hope you will be willing to lead another on this same path. Life is a journey. We might not be able to know how long it will last or how and when we will die, but this short journey will help you prepare for your last journey into eternal life.

Although we are Christians, we are not writing this book for Christians alone. We will often speak from a Christian perspective, but this book is meant for anyone who will encounter death, anyone who will walk alongside someone who is dying, or, frankly, anyone who will die, and that includes you. Whether we acknowledge death or not, it is our reality as human creatures of this world, and it will come whether welcomed or not. Christians proclaim that we need not fear death. Jesus says, “I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20), and “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). You can’t really ask for much more than that.

Our book is about dying and the journey we take from life into death. The book is also a journey of love, hope, promise, and compassion. It’s a journey through good times and bad, through trials and tribulations. For those who walk alongside the dying, this journey could take weeks, months, or even years. When we journey with our dead, both before, during, and after, we begin to acknowledge that death will happen. Only in this way can we finally know how to participate in the burying of our dead from a more holistic point of view. But in the end, it’s a journey that speaks God’s truth in Jesus and his resurrection into new life in his new creation.

In his foreword to the book Every Moment Holy, Douglas Kaine McKelvey writes:

From the moment of our baptism into the death of Jesus, we begin the practices of dying by degrees—dying to self and to our self-centered pursuits. . . . What we don’t always see is how that daily dying to self is a part of the same process that finds its culmination for the believer in physical death. For in that last leg of our mortal journey we release all material goods we’ve accumulated, all comforts and entertainments and pleasures of the world, all illusions of our own power or mastery over life, and all temporal human relationships, and we grasp instead in our finally emptied hands, the hand of our Lord and Shepherd, who is the only constant, the only relationship that we do not release in that transition from life to death to life everlasting.1


When we are finally ready to let go and release control of our lives, we can more easily grasp the hand of our loved one and journey with them as they leave this world and transition fully into the life of Christ.

Over its long history, the Christian church has journeyed with their dead, taught the art of dying, provided care during the death process, buried their dead with a renewed hope, and comforted the mourners. But today the church has largely lost its ability to teach the art or theology of dying. We hope the publication of this book will help the church begin to take center stage again in the Ars Moriendi, the art of dying, for the Christian and for all, as all will die.

As we each walk through the valley of death, either with a loved one or on our own, we do it all with the hope that only Jesus can bring. He is the only one who has conquered death. Because Jesus has been raised from the dead, we too will one day be raised from the dead to be with him, with our loved ones that have gone before us, and with all the renewed creation. But for now, let us care for, love, nurture, and journey with our dead, holding on tightly to that promise of the resurrection of our bodies. Resurgam! We will rise again!









  


  1


  In Christ the Dead Will Rise


  

    

      The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out by the Spirit of the Lord, and set me down in the midst of the valley; it was full of bones. And he led me round among them; and behold, there were very many upon the valley, and lo, they were very dry. And he said to me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” And I answered, “O Lord God, you knowest.” Again he said to me, “Prophesy to these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you shall live. And I will lay sinews upon you, and will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and put breath in you, and you shall live; and you shall know that I am the Lord.” So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and behold, a rattling; and the bones came together, bone to its bone. And I looked, there were sinews on them, and flesh had come upon them, and skin had covered them; but there was no breath in them. Then he said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, Thus says the Lord God: Come from the four winds, slain, that they many live.” So I prophesied as he commanded me, and the breath came into them, and they lived and stood upon their feet, an exceeding great host.


      
EZEKIEL 37:1-10 RSV 1977



    


  


  

    They lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army.” Ezekiel’s prophecy is about the dry, dead bones of the people of Israel, but the promise God gave Ezekiel to proclaim is one of restoration, the resurrection of the house of Israel. Although our book is about death and burial—dead bones—we begin with the promise Christians hold dear, the promise of the resurrection. Christ’s resurrection assures us of our own resurrection. In him, we are made whole and renewed. In Christ the dead will rise!


    

      Jesus Has Conquered Death


      The call came in the middle of evening choir rehearsal at my congregation. It was my (Kent) mom. My dad, Allen Burreson, had fallen and suffered severe head trauma and bleeding in his brain. The prognosis was that he would not recover. If we wanted to say our goodbyes, our family would have to drive the six hours from Saint Louis, Missouri, to Cincinnati, Ohio, in the middle of the night. So I rushed home, and my wife, our two daughters, and I drove to Cincinnati, my childhood home, to make the final journey with my dad.


      We arrived at the hospital and after the initial hugs and tears, our entire family joined in vigil around my dad. It is one of the most sacred experiences that I have had in my earthly life. Surrounding my father, I led all of us in the rite that commended him, a child of God, into his heavenly Father’s arms. With death pounding on the door of his life and leading the rest of us into life without him, we all needed to hear a word of promise from God.


      Reading for all of my family to hear the words of the risen Jesus to Mary Magdalene outside his tomb from John 20,1 I placed my hand on my dad’s head and said, “Go in peace, Dad. May God the Father, who created you, may God the Son, who redeemed and saved you with his blood, may God the Holy Spirit, who sanctified you in the water of holy baptism, receive you into the company of saints and angels to live in the light of his glory forever.”2 It was a reminder of the promise that my dad, baptized into the death and resurrection of Jesus, would share in the Lord’s victory over death. “‘O death, where is your sting?’ . . . Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 15:55, 57). Jesus has conquered death and all those who believe in him shall be victors over death as well.


      All Christian burials are declarations of victory. The church buries its dead in the sure and complete confidence that God the Father will raise from the dead that body we entrust into the ground. This confidence in the resurrection in the face of death’s destructive power is born from the living Word that proclaims Christ has risen from the dead and is the “firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:20). As the prayer at the end of the committal rite in my tradition proclaims, “Receive our thanks for the victory over death and the grave that He won for us. Keep us in everlasting communion with all who wait for Him on earth and with all in heaven who are with Him, for He is the resurrection and the life.”3 Christ reigns over the great enemy, death, and so do all who trust in him.


      That promise of victory is not empty. It looks empty as we place the cold, lifeless bodies of those we cherish in the ground. Death stings. As we stand around that grave, we taste death in our mouths, we breath it into our nostrils, we touch it with our hands. But “The Strife is o’er, the battle done; NOW is the victor’s triumph won.”4 Christ’s victory and the promise of our victory over death are filled with a specific hope: the resurrection of our bodies. It is the promise that God will raise the body we place to rest in the ground. He will raise a dead and decayed body and it will be imperishable. It will never die again. God will clothe it in immortality, in eternal life. Death that no longer holds sway over Jesus will no longer hold sway over our resurrected bodies. This is a mystery. We cannot comprehend it, but it is the hope proclaimed at the grave, embodied in the imperishable and immortal body of the risen Lord Jesus.


      In the hope of the victory of the resurrection, the church waits. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:7-9, “As you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.” In fellowship with the risen Lord, we participate in the building of his kingdom. He came to establish God’s rule and reign over all creation: destroying the power of sinful humanity, death, Satan, and hell. At the center of that kingdom stands Jesus’ resurrection.


      His victory over death is the animating pulse that enlivens every inch of God’s kingdom, filling the lives of all who are the first fruits of his resurrection. As the angels in Revelation sing, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever” (Revelation 11:15). Into that kingdom the Lord will invite those who have died and whom we place through burial in the Lord into the ground.


    


    

    

      The Great Renewal Story


      “Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” These words are spoken at many funerals. When we place our human bodies back into the ground from which God created them, we confess something about this kingdom that God establishes through his Son Jesus Christ and by his Spirit. We confess that it is a kingdom of the earth and that it is for the creatures that God created from the stuff of the earth. God’s kingdom is one of renewal, restoration, and recreation. God the Creator will renew the creation rent asunder by human rebellion and death’s destruction. The resurrection of our bodies is part of the culmination of God’s re-creative activity.


      This story of God’s kingdom expresses itself in the written Word of God in several different ways. Through Israel, God seeks to bear witness to and accomplish the renewing activity of his kingdom. Through the prophet Ezekiel he promises such living renewal to the exiled people of Israel:


      

        I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the countries and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules. You shall dwell in the land that I gave to your fathers, and you shall be my people, and I will be your God. (Ezekiel 36:24-28)


      


      The Lord promises to re-create his people—give them a new heart and a new spirit—and so to demonstrate his kingdom of renewal to all the nations. Ezekiel 36:29-30 goes on to detail that he will re-create the land as well with abundant grain and fruit. The renewal God intends is a complete renewal of his creation.


      Jesus, when he appears on the scene in the Gospels, proclaims, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:14-15). And the sign for the coming of God’s kingdom of restoration was at hand in the last prophet, John the Baptizer. As the disciples are coming down the mount following Jesus’ transfiguration, they ask him, “Why do the scribes say that first Elijah must come?” That is, why is the coming of God’s kingdom preceded by the coming of Elijah. In the tradition of Ezekiel, Jesus responds by saying that “Elijah does come, and he will restore all things” (Matthew 17:10-11, emphasis added). Then he affirms that Elijah has come in the person of John the Baptizer. The one who was promised, the great prophet Elijah, the forerunner who would announce the renewing kingdom of God, has come, Jesus says. Now God’s great kingdom, renewing the creation that humanity polluted and corrupted, is here. God has begun his great renewal project.


      It reaches its pinnacle in the resurrection of Jesus. “For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead” (1 Corinthians 15:21). Here is the cornerstone of the restoration of the entire living cosmos that God created. The firstfruits are not just human creatures, but the entire creation. The kingdom of renewal God planned from the beginning culminates in humanity’s resurrection, along with the renewal of the whole creation. All that has been subjected to bondage to evil and death from human rebellion, God will re-create. This is the great story of renewal that God proclaims in Christ Jesus and which he brings to fruition in and through his Son and by his Spirit.


      When we place our bodies into the ground at death in natural ways—in ways that respect the honor accorded to our bodies as God created them and that reflect their origins from the earth that belongs to God—we confess this story of God’s kingdom. We confess that God created our bodies from the earth. We confess that he is the Creator of all things, even of our lives. We proclaim that his story is one of re-creating all things through the life, death, resurrection, and second coming of his Son in the power of the Spirit. We confess, with Paul, that we await eagerly the redemption of our bodies at the coming of the Lord Jesus.


      The kingdom of the Lord and of his Christ is a kingdom of new life. We place our bodies into the ground to await the day of resurrection in the trust and hope that God will restore all things to full life when his Son comes again. What we sow in the ground is perishable. The body is dead and decays. But what God raises is reborn, imperishable, re-created. It is a human body fit for God’s kingdom, and all the cosmos gets to take the ride of rebirth to new life with us.


    


    

    

      Jesus’ Paschal Journey


      The journey to rebirth begins and ends in Jesus’ paschal journey. His Pascha, or passover, from death to life is the very shape of the journey of all God’s children toward his rule and reign. To arrive at the resurrection, you must pass through death. Apart from Christ’s death there is no victory over death. As Paul indicates in Romans 5:14, “Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sinning was not like the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come.” Apart from Christ, physical death only leads to an eternal dying, but for those who make the journey through Christ’s death, life reigns. Paul goes on to say,


      

        For if, because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man, much more will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ. . . . As sin reigned in death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 5:17, 21)


      


      Participation in Jesus’ paschal journey is the way to the kingdom of life and light, the way home.


      Every aspect of Jesus’ story participates in this renewing and restoring work of God. Through the incarnation of the Word, God the Father indicates the intention to restore human creatures and their bodies, to make them holy as God intended. Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River is a full-bodied symbolic experience of radical cleansing through death and resurrection. At his transfiguration, Jesus revealed his glorified body along with the nature of the glorified bodies those united to Christ will obtain at his return and the resurrection of all. Through his death and resurrection, Christ restores humanity to the full and complete life that God intended his creatures to have.


      The implications are clear in Paul’s letter to the Colossians:


      

        For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority. In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead. And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him. (Colossians 2:9-13)


      


      At his ascension, he takes the human body that he has glorified to the right hand of God, and those who are baptized into him journey with him in his body into the kingdom. It is a foretaste of the kingdom to come.


      At his second coming, God will fulfill all that he has accomplished for his creatures in Jesus. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15,


      

        The first man was from the earth, a man of dust; the second man is from heaven. As was the man of dust, so also are those who are of the dust, and as is the man of heaven, so also are those who are of heaven. Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven. (1 Corinthians 15:47-49)


      


      We shall bear his living image and shall live, move, and have our being in him. We will be created anew in the image of the man of heaven when he comes again in glory.


      But the implications of Jesus’ journey don’t end there. Jesus’ paschal journey is the way home for the entire cosmos that God created. It is how God renews all creation. His is the journey of everything that has been created and is held together by the Word of God. As Paul recounts in Romans 8,


      

        For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. (Romans 8:18-25)


      


      So, we wait, and the creation groans with us for that final and glorious day when we cross the threshold of death into the new life of the rule and reign of God.


      God the Father turned the horrific act of the crucifixion of his Son into the very means by which he would renew his creation. It is an unfathomable act of grace. Christ Jesus’ death and resurrection is the journey God has made to restore the created order of all things. When we place the body of a child of God into God’s good earth, we do it knowing this is the last stop before the resurrection of all flesh. Then God will reveal the mystery of the journey into Christ’s death and resurrection for all.


      In Paul’s words,


      

        Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. . . . Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Corinthians 15:51-52, 57)


      


      By burying our bodies as naturally as possible, we confess the Father who created us, the Son who redeemed us, and the Holy Spirit who will bring our sanctification to completion at the day of Christ’s coming. God will raise our bodies, renew them spiritually to new life, and lead us into his eternal home here on earth. Only then will our paschal journey in Jesus’ story be at an end.


    


    

    

      Our Bodily Resurrection


      When we begin to talk about bodily resurrection, we need to turn our attention first to the importance of our body. Throughout this book, the importance of the body arises in many ways. Christians believe, teach, and confess that their body is a gift of the Creator. We are creatures who our Creator cares for and loves, for we are wonderfully crafted and beautiful in his sight. Since the body is of vital importance to the Creator, then it must be important to us. An entire book could be written on the importance the Creator places on the human body.


      With that in mind, we turn to the resurrection promise Jesus provided. Prior to his death, he claimed, “The Son of man, after three days, will rise from the dead.”5 In Christ’s crucifixion, the creature has been brought back into relationship with the Creator. Death no longer has dominion over them. Rather, we too will be raised from physical death because Jesus has died and been raised from the dead.


      The body dies because of sin. All human beings, including Christians, at some point will recognize and acknowledge this fact. Death is a result of sin, plain and simple. “Death is a power pitted against all life, is in fact the destroyer of life, the breaker of promises, the slayer of love and communion. Death is not to be welcomed with an embrace but resisted and fought against as the final enemy.”6 Death will take our loved ones from us, and we too will die, but Jesus will raise our bodies from the dead. This is the gospel message of Scripture. Jesus’ resurrection is not some figment of the Christian’s imagination.


      When Jesus first appeared to his apostles after his resurrection, Thomas was not with them. It is at Jesus’ second appearance that Thomas is present, when the apostle places his fingers into Christ’s wounds and his hand into Christ’s spear-wounded side. Jesus’ victory over death is bodily victory. The body Thomas touched was the same but transformed. Christ was appearing in all his glory. Jesus’ transformed body passed through not only a sealed tomb but closed doors. He could appear whenever and wherever he desired. We can only imagine what his body looked like through the accounts of these eyewitnesses, but his body was resurrected.


      Because we are justified, brought back into a right relationship with the Creator, we walk in newness of life. We are the same, yet different. This is of vital importance to the Christian life, and in this newness, we find a new respect for the value of our body. In 1 Corinthians, Paul asks, “Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ?” (6:15), and “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God?” (6:19). These verses help us to better understand that the care of our bodies, both now and in death, has purpose and value. Embodied in Jesus we see the divine image of the human body. When God the Father said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 3:17), he revealed to us and all creation the Word made flesh, the Logos embodied, the created human body in Jesus’ body.


      Jesus’ bodily resurrection promise is for you. “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Romans 6:5).7 Once we are able to realize this resurrection promise, the next logical question is what will bodily resurrection look like? Do we know? Yes! In fact, Scripture asks similar questions and then answers them. “How are the dead raised? With what kind of body do they come?” (1 Corinthians 15:35).


      Scripture highlights four qualities about the resurrected body:


      

        	

          1. It will be changed from perishable to imperishable (1 Corinthians 15:42).


        


        	

          2. It will be glorious (1 Corinthians 15:43).


        


        	

          3. It will be raised in power (1 Corinthians 15:43).


        


        	

          4. It will be a spiritual body (1 Corinthians 15:44).


        


      


      For those who place their trust and hope in Jesus, the one who has already conquered death, we too will be victorious over death. We will be raised to new life in him. In a sense, we will once again be molded and shaped by the Creator.


      This resurrection of the body, as Paul indicates, is a mystery. We have no idea what it will look like or what it will mean to be changed. Yet, Christ’s resurrected body provides us with a pattern for our own resurrection. Christ in us will fill us and enliven our resurrected bodies. We too will live in glorified bodies. We will bear the image of the man of heaven, Jesus the Christ.


      So, the next time you recite the Nicene Creed, focus on these words: “I look forward to the resurrection of the dead.” If you speak the Apostles’ Creed, pay attention to the statement, “I believe in the resurrection of the body.” Together, we confess that God will raise this body of ours in the image of his Son, Jesus. In Romans, Paul writes, “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall be united with him in a resurrection like his” (Romans 6:5). Jesus’ resurrected body is the key.


    


    

    

      Resurrection Renewal of All Things


      When we look to Jesus to understand our bodily resurrection, we must also look to him to see that he not only renews and restores his people, but the entire universe. This renewing, restoring work is a cosmic event. Think of it as if seeing the entire world through a panoramic lens. The whole creation receives his restorative power.


      For now,


      

        the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now. (Romans 8:19-22)


      


      When we bodily groan, “Come quickly, Lord,” we join with the whole creation yearning for his resurrection power to come and renew all things in heaven and on earth. We await his promise of a new heaven and a new earth, the resurrection of all creation.


      We also make this same plea when we pray the Lord’s Prayer. In the second petition we recite, “Thy kingdom come.” Come now, Lord Jesus, but also come and renew your entire cosmos. Resurrect us. Create new life in us and all creation. Put an end to the death that surrounds us.


      So, what does the renewal of all creation look like? Scripture talks about the feast that awaits us, one that includes the finest wines and richest food.8 There will be no more pain, no more sorrow, as all these things will have passed away.9 We will see and participate with those who have gone before us.


      In this resurrected kingdom, we will eat and drink. We will be with those we love and none of it will ever die. Death no longer has dominion over us or creation. We will feast with the Lord for eternity because it all comes from the source of life.


      

        Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.” (Revelation 21:1-3)


      


      God, in the new creation, not only comes to dwell with us, he makes all things new, restoring his paradise (Genesis 2:8). This is the kingdom of God where our resurrected bodies will dwell on the resurrected, restored, and renewed earth.


      At the center of this abundance, we find communion with God in true trinitarian fashion. God’s redeemed creatures will be in perpetual communion with the heavenly Father through his Son, Jesus Christ, and the presence of the Holy Spirit. Through the new creation itself, we will literally participate in the love, grace, and life of God. The life of the Trinity will permeate the entire new creation. When we eat and drink, when we laugh and sing, when we touch and embrace, when we are overwhelmed by the glory of the vistas of the new creation, when we see and interact with animals and plants of every type that God created without threat or harm, we will share in the life of the God whose word and breath are both life and existence.10


      This is a kingdom, a life, a world, we can get excited about—a creation with the very best of everything God has to offer. For now, as Paul says, “We see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Corinthians 13:12).


      Resurrection renewal of all things, although still a mystery to us in many ways, can be dimly seen in the beauty of creation each day of our lives. We see it in the color of flowers, grass, and sky; in the rainbow after a spring shower; in the dew that sits upon a windowsill on a chilling winter morn or the beauty of falling leaves as summer ends its days. God’s glory will be abundantly clear and on display when he redeems his creation. “All the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD” (Numbers 14:21).
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In the Ground

Burying the Body Naturally


Whatever we do for the bodies of the baptized should be consistent with our identity, namely, the anticipated resurrection that flows from the story of God the Creator. God created our bodies from the earth. He re-created them through the death and resurrection of his Son. The enlivening breath of the Spirit will glorify them with complete physical, human life in the kingdom of God. Our provision for the bodies of our deceased brothers and sisters should proclaim and practice that story. This means that burial in the earth, following the pattern of Jesus’ own placement in a burial chamber, is the practice that best reflects God’s story about his human creatures. God will raise our physical bodies on the last day. We will live a full bodily life in God’s rule and reign in the new heaven and the new earth.

Natural burial is the best way to practice that story toward its completion. So what is natural burial? It entails four primary characteristics:


	1. Elimination of embalming in caring for the body.


	2. Burial in a biodegradable covering/casket.


	3. Placement of the covering/casket directly in the ground without a vault.


	4. Burial in an environmentally conscious and responsible burial ground that encourages the natural decomposition of the body and its return to the earth from which the Lord created it.




That is the core vision of natural burial. In this chapter we will explore the topic further, answer questions that will help you envision natural burial, and guide you in planning your own burial.

We’ll address questions such as: How can you make natural burial happen for yourself? What resources do you need to rely on to make it happen? Where can you find answers to your questions? What needs to happen for your natural funeral and burial to be conducted legally? Who should you rely on to manage the process for you? These are the kinds of questions we want to answer in this chapter, and we will point you toward resources that you can depend on as you plan for your natural burial.1


The Environmental Benefits of Natural Burial

These four core natural burial practices allow us to entrust our bodies to the good earth God created with a positive impact on the environment as they decompose. By placing the body into the ground, as God created it and in the condition in which it died, we sustain the earth entrusted to human creatures by God. We avoid pouring into the earth each year:


	[image: ] 4.3 million gallons of embalming fluid


	[image: ] 1.6 million tons of concrete


	[image: ] 20 million board feet of hardwood


	[image: ] 64,500 tons of steel


	[image: ] 17,000 tons of copper2




As Joe Sehee, the founder of the Green Burial Council observes, each year “we bury enough embalming fluid to fill eight Olympic-sized swimming pools, enough metal to build the Golden Gate Bridge, and so much reinforced concrete in burial vaults that we could build a two-lane highway from New York to Detroit.”3 In contrast, by practicing natural burial we confess the name of the Creator who fashioned our bodies from the earth and will re-create them on the day of his coming.

Natural burial best represents the creation and re-creation story of God for his creatures. It reflects the language of many funeral rites: “We commit the body to the ground . . . earth to earth,” entailing that we place our bodies back into the earth from which they came without embalming and sealing the body off from the earth, that is without the use of any concrete or metal vaults or grave liners. The body is placed into the ground surrounded by simply made, readily biodegradable materials.

According to the National Concrete Burial Vault Association (NCBVA), which certifies burial vault manufacturers, “a concrete burial vault is a lined and sealed burial receptacle which performs all the functions of the concrete grave liner, and in addition is designed and constructed using one or more lining and sealing materials to increase the overall tensile strength of the finished unit and to reduce the risk of the intrusion of exterior elements.”4 Vaults cover the casket on all sides and are usually made of reinforced concrete, metal, plastic, or some combination of them.

Grave liners, according to the NCBVA, are “a burial receptacle placed in the ground in a cemetery, either sectional, dome or box form designed and built to support the weight of the earth and standard cemetery maintenance equipment and to prevent the grave from collapsing.”5 Grave liners come in two types: one that covers all sides with a removable lid and one that covers only the sides and top of the casket.

By using vaults and liners, we pour enough concrete into the soil in the United States each year to line a two-lane highway two-thirds distance across the country. In contrast, interment directly in the ground honors the body as the vessel of God that is sown perishable but will be raised imperishable (1 Corinthians 15:42). Christians should not conceive of the body as something that is to be preserved, which is impossible in any case. God will transform our lowly bodies to be like his Son’s body.

As Paul reminds us, “Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:49). Placement of the body in a biodegradable burial container directly into the ground affirms this Christian confession. We entrust our bodies into the hands of the Creator so that God can refashion them in Christ into the spiritual bodies he desires to craft for the new heaven and the new earth. It reflects that we humans are made from the earth, returned to the earth at death, and will be re-created from the earth when God culminates his reign.




A Spectrum of Practices

We would encourage you to consider all the potential practices of natural burial since there are a variety of natural, green possibilities that are environmentally hospitable. Yet, in planning your own funeral, you don’t have to swallow all the practices of natural burial hook, line, and sinker. Engaging even just one of the four core practices, such as eliminating embalming, moves toward practices that reflect a Christian understanding of death and resurrection.

But the possibilities certainly don’t end with those core practices! Attending to your body’s resting place encourages you to consider a spectrum of possibilities for countering the American way of death. These include at least three areas of attention we will discuss in subsequent chapters:


	[image: ] Care of your body as you are dying through the final placement of your body in the ground


	[image: ] The funeral rite through which the Christian community bears you, a brother or sister in Christ, to your resting place until the last day


	[image: ] The actual interment of your body in the ground and how it is done




Plotted on a spectrum, whether you embrace all these practices of natural burial or only one or two, in whatever you do you are moving toward practices that reflect the life that God bodily created from the earth and the resurrected hope of that body.




A Good Land: Ecologically Sustaining
Natural Burial Cemeteries

The primary practice in a natural burial approach to death is burial in cemeteries or burial grounds that curate ecologically healthy practices. As already indicated, this includes employing biodegradable containers for burial and forgoing embalming (both of which we will discuss later in detail). Yet such burial grounds will go beyond these practices to promote the ecology of the region. They will support the sustenance, growth, and development of indigenous plants, grasses, flowers, and wildlife. They will commit to ecologically sustaining water and land development. Such burial grounds rejoice in burying people in the surrounding natural environment, seeking to disturb it as little as possible.

Most modern cemeteries are lawn-scaped cemeteries. They are often sterile and disconnected from the chaotic beauty of nature itself and they promote the development of practices such as embalming and the use of vaults and liners, which abuse the earth. In contrast, green burial cemeteries and grounds allow us to steward our dead bodies and the earth that God created in mutually beneficial ways.

Challenging the predominant notions of the lawn-scaped cemetery, the natural green burial cemetery appeared first in the United States at Ramsey Creek Preserve in Westminster, South Carolina, in 1996.6 Established by Dr. Billy and Kimberley Campbell, Ramsey Creek continues to be a leader in the natural burial movement, which now boasts over three hundred natural burial cemeteries and grounds throughout the United States.

Charles David Sloane summarizes the ways in which natural burial cemeteries such as Ramsey Creek continue the practices of the pre-funeral-industry past but also forge into new approaches to burial:

The green burial movement retains many conventional American cemetery practices. The burial grounds bury bodies, though not in environmentally unsustainable containers. They create memorial sites, though they abhor ostentation. They promise to keep careful records of burials, so each grave is sacrosanct. They create pathways so that families can visit their loved ones. As they age, most of the conservation burial grounds plan to have a chapel like the one at Ramsey Creek. They plan to build shelters that perhaps remind us of the Adirondacks or other state and national parks. They state that they will develop rituals that draw on the religious and cultural heritages that have shaped conventional cemeteries.7


So, what constitutes a natural burial cemetery as opposed to a lawn-scaped cemetery? Natural burial cemeteries and grounds include these characteristics:


	[image: ] Natural environment for burial consistent with historic land contours and usage in that context (i.e., woodland terrains remain woodland terrains, prairie terrains remain prairie terrains)


	[image: ] Forgoing toxic embalming


	[image: ] Eliminating vaults


	[image: ] Choosing biodegradable containers, caskets, shrouds, and urns


	[image: ] Discontinuing herbicides, pesticides, and fertilizers


	[image: ] Encouraging sustainable management practices


	[image: ] Often using natural stone markers and GPS capabilities to mark grave sites


	[image: ] Often supporting land conservation efforts




At minimum, all natural burial cemeteries embrace the first six criteria above.

While the number of natural burial cemeteries throughout the country is relatively small, it is growing. The Green Burial Council (GBC) is a helpful nonprofit agency in the search for a natural burial cemetery. Their mission is “to inspire and advocate for environmentally sustainable, natural death care through education and certification,” and their vision is “to ensure universal access to information and environmentally sustainable death care.”8 Not all green burial cemeteries are certified by the Green Burial Council, but many are.9 Currently, there are 102 GBC-certified cemeteries among at least 350 natural burial cemeteries throughout the United States.10

The GBC classifies natural burial cemeteries in three categories: Hybrid Cemetery, Natural Burial Ground, and Conservation Burial Ground. The following definitions come from the GBC website.11

A Hybrid Cemetery is:

A conventional cemetery that offers the essential aspects of natural burial, either throughout the cemetery or in a designated section. GBC-certified hybrids do not require vaults and must allow for any eco-friendly, biodegradable burial containers, such as shrouds and softwood caskets.


A Natural Burial Ground is:

A cemetery dedicated in full to sustainable practices/protocols that conserve energy, minimize waste, and do not allow the use of toxic chemicals, any part of a vault (lid, slab, or partitioned liner), markers made of non-native stone, and burial containers not made from natural/plant derived materials.


Finally, a Conservation Burial Ground is:

A type of natural cemetery that is established in partnership with a conservation organization and includes a conservation management plan that upholds best practices and provides perpetual protection of the land according to a conservation easement or deed restriction.12


In addition to the GBC, a helpful resource for locating any of these three natural burial cemetery types is the Natural Burial Cemetery Guide prepared by Ann Hoffner, a comprehensive book providing information about natural burial cemeteries throughout the United States.13 It is updated regularly in electronic form.
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