
The Liturgy of Death

Orthodox theology of death and dying 
as manifested in the services of the 

Church – funerals, burial, and 
commemoration of the departed



What is Death?

• “As the separation of the soul from the body is 
the death of the body, so the separation of 
God from the soul is the death of the 
soul…[the death of the soul] also rendered the 
body itself subject to fatigue, suffering and 
corruptibility, and finally handed over to death 
(i.e., of the body).” (St. Gregory Palamas)

• See Genesis 2:17 (5:5); 3:17-19.



Sin resulted in death, and death in sin.

• “Thus the violation of God’s commandment is 
the cause of all types of death, both of soul 
and body, whether in the present life or in 
that endless chastisement.  And death, 
properly speaking, is this: for the soul to be 
unharnessed from divine grace and to be 
yoked to sin.” (St. Gregory Palamas)

• See Wisdom 1:12-16; Romans 5:12; Ephesians 
2:1-3.



Death and Life in Christ

• “As the death of the soul is authentic death, so 
the life of the soul is authentic life.  Life of the 
soul is union with God, as life of the body is its 
union with the soul.  As the soul was 
separated from God and died in consequence 
of the violation of the commandment, so by 
obedience to the commandment it is again 
united to God and is quickened.” (St. Gregory 
Palamas) – Romans 5:8-11, 15-17.



Resurrection and Eternal Life
• “The death of the soul through transgression and sin is, 

then, followed by the death of the body and by its 
dissolution in the earth and its conversion into dust; and 
bodily death is followed in its turn by the soul’s banishment 
to Hades.  In the same way the resurrection of the soul – its 
return to God through obedience to the divine command-
ments – is followed by the body’s resurrection and its 
reunion with the soul.  And for those who experience it the 
consequence of this resurrection will be true incorruption 
and eternal life with God; they will become spiritual instead 
of non-spiritual, and will dwell in heaven as angels of God.” 
(St. Gregory Palamas)

• See John 5:24-30; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 1 Corinthians 
15:42-45.



Terminology of Death and Dying
• Death of the body is called “falling asleep,” when the soul, 

or spirit, leaves the body (3 Kgm. 17:17-22; Lk. 8:49-55; 
Matt. 27:50, 52; Jn. 19:30; Jn. 11:11-13; 1 Cor. 15:20-22; 
etc.).

• Those having fallen asleep in the body have “departed” this 
mortal life, and the faithful “rest, or repose” in the 
deathless Kingdom of God also known as “heaven, or 
paradise” (Phil. 1:21-23; 2 Tim. 4:6; 2 Pet. 1:13-15 [exodus];
Lk. 16:22; 23:42-43; Heb. 12:22-24; Rev. 6:11; 7:14-17).

• “Hades” (Gk.; Sheol [Heb.]), sometimes simply meaning 
“grave” (Gen. 37:35; 3 Kgm. 2:6), is the general term for the 
realm of souls departed from the body because of death 
and sin (Ps. 15:10; 54:16; Eccl. 9:10; Lk. 16:23).



Services for the Dead (1)

• Parastas/Panikhida – short memorial vigil service 
at the place of dying (e.g., hospital, home) and/or 
viewing (e.g., home, funeral home, Church) prior 
to the funeral;

• Funeral – service in the Church declaring the 
meaning of death in Christ for the faithful 
departed;

• Burial/Committal – service for interring the body 
of the departed in the earth in the hope of the 
Resurrection.



Services for the Dead (2)

• 40-day Panikhida – memorial service forty 
days after bodily death (declaring the 
departed’s communion in the heavenly 
kingdom with Christ who ascended to heaven 
40 days after His Resurrection);

• Commemoration of the Departed – general 
prayers for the departed faithful, plus specific 
services of remembrance, e.g., 2nd, 3rd, and 4th

Saturdays of Lent, Grave blessings, etc.



Two Emphases of Funeral Services
• One, the Paschal reality is the foundation of our life: “O 

God of spirits and of all flesh, who hast trampled down 
death and overthrown the devil and given life unto Thy 
world: Do Thou, the same Lord, give rest to the soul of 
Thy departed servant…” (Prayer for the Departed)

• Two, the appalling corruption of death causes us to 
yearn for the Kingdom to come: “I weep and I wail 
when I think about death, and behold our beauty 
created in the likeness of God, lying in the tomb, 
disfigured, bereft of glory and form.  O marvel!  What 
is this mystery concerning us?” (Tone 8 Hymn of St. 
John of Damascus)
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