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Anumber of weeks ago, I was reading The Register, the 
newspaper of the Diocese of Altoona-Johnstown, Pennsylvania 
and came across an article that was recounting the 

introduction of The Leadership Roundtable, a Catholic organization 
that is dedicated to increasing lay involvement and implementing best 
business practices in Catholic dioceses and parishes.

The article included a question/comment by Bishop Mark 
Bartchak citing the example of parish cemeteries as one area where 
lay people could be of tremendous assistance to pastors with parochial 
cemetery responsibilities, especially important since that diocese has 
approximately 80 such facilities. The statement sparked some interest 
as I am familiar with both the Diocese of Altoona-Johnstown, being 
originally from Johnstown, and The Leadership Roundtable, as that 
organization has, through the efforts of Jim Lundholm-Eades, reviewed 
and certified The ToolBox for Parish Cemeteries as qualifying under 
the umbrella of “Best Practices.” Consequently, I’m hopeful that  
The Leadership Roundtable’s work in that diocese will include  
The Toolbox as the hard work of documentation and creativity has 
already been organized.

Because of recent Catholic church sexual abuse scandals 
a clarion call continues to be made for complete openness or 
transparency in the various offices and ministries of the Catholic 
church. The Catholic parish cemetery is no exception, and as Bishop 
Bartchak indicated, these facilities are a great place to begin.

In order to do this, the first place to start is to define the 
relationship between the diocese and the cemetery. Is the cemetery 
owned/operated by one parish? Is it one cemetery designed to meet 
the needs of multiple parishes? Is the diocese working as a corporation 
sole? Or is the diocese comprised of many individual corporations, 
i.e. parishes, schools, cemeteries? Getting that issue addressed first 

enables the parish/cemetery to proceed along the proper path toward 
developing a more transparent structure. If the cemetery is a separate 
corporation, it will require officers and a corporate board. If it falls 
under the corporate sole of the diocese, then an advisory board would 
be the proper structure. If a corporate board is required, it is also 
possible to have an advisory board.

Here I would like to focus solely on the Advisory Board as 
structures will already be in place where corporate boards are 
required. What are the necessary steps? How should they be 
sequenced? What all might be included for consideration in the 
process?

Let’s start with some fundamental questions: Will this be a new 
board? Or is this an attempt to awaken an existing board with new 
members and energy? Where does the pastor fit into this structure? 
Will the board be consultative or have autonomous authority? Is 
this movement toward a board the result of a parish restructure with 
multiple cemeteries now coming under the umbrella of one new 
parish?

These are all questions that need to be addressed first, but 
keeping certain fundamentals in mind. The first of these fundamentals 
is the issue of governing law/documents. There is the question of civil 
law and the parish/diocesan attorney needs to make sure how religious 
cemeteries fit or do not fit under civil law. Then there is the Canon Law 
of the Catholic Church, and that law gives particular responsibilities to 
the duly appointed pastor/administrator of a parish, under which will 
come responsibility for both parish facilities and ministerial services. 
This means that the pastor is in a position to establish the level of 
delegated responsibilities to a cemetery board. And it is best, within 
this structure, that the cemetery board be constituted as “advisory” 
with a commitment that the members of the board, including the 
pastor, are committed to working toward consensus-building in all 
decisions.

Then there is the question of membership. The first and best rule 
of thumb is that board members have a vested interest in the parish 
cemetery, i.e. either have family buried in it or own spaces themselves 
for future use. An important caveat, however, is that no one should be 
appointed to the board because of a single issue, i.e. a desire to change 
a particular rule or regulation.

How large should the board be? How long should people 
serve? Can an individual serve successive terms? How many? There 
should be officers, at least a chairperson and a secretary as board 
meetings should have minutes and be operated on regular rules of 
order/conduct. How often should a board meet? What sort of issues 
should they address? If there are employees, how does the board relate 
to them? And if there are multiple cemeteries because of a parish 
restructure, how many cemetery boards should there be?

The best instruction to these and a multiplicity of other questions 
can be found in Parish Cemetery Administration, the first manual  
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Archbishop Raymond Hunthausen

The Catholic church radically changed its approach to cemeteries following the Second 

Vatican Council. Prior to the Council, the Catholic cemetery was a disciplinary tool of 

the church, and it was used to assure that Catholics and members of their families abided 

by certain rules or they could not be interred in the consecrated ground of a Catholic 

cemetery.

Among the rules: [1] Be a baptized Catholic; [2] If married, be married before a 

Catholic priest and two witnesses; [3] Make your Easter Duty; [4] Do not be a notorious 

sinner; [5] Be registered in a parish and support the work of the Catholic church. The 

pastor was charged with enforcement and issued ‘priest lines’ to grant admission to the 

Catholic cemetery for those who qualified. General Catholic perception if one didn’t 

qualify, however, was that if one wasn’t good enough to get into the Catholic cemetery, 

then chances at getting into heaven were also slim.

In 1985, when I accepted the director of cemeteries position in the Archdiocese of 

Seattle, Raymond Hunthausen was the Archbishop; he was one of the youngest bishops 

to participate in all sessions of the Second Vatican Council. In my first meeting with him, 

he questioned whether the Catholic church should be in the cemetery business, whether 

North American cemetery practices were theologically correct, and whether having a 

separate Catholic cemetery system might be seen as divisive in a new ecumenical era. 

He determined that the best way to address his concerns would be to form a task force of 

qualified theologians, of which I was a part. We were charged with addressing his issues/

concerns.

The five of us came back to Archbishop Hunthausen with a Mission Statement for 

Catholic Cemeteries in the Post-Vatican II church. He loved it, accepted it, promulgated 

it, and shared with all bishops in the United States, with more than 60 writing back to tell 

him how impressed they were, asking if they could use it in their own dioceses.

Archbishop Hunthausen died recently at the age of 96. Nothing in all the published 

information about the Archbishop addresses this monumental contribution to the Catholic 

cemetery apostolate. This seems to be a good place to celebrate that contribution. May he 

rest in peace!

About the author 
Unless otherwise noted, articles appearing 
in this newsletter are written by Joseph B. 
Sankovich. He is semi-retired after a 45-year 
career in the Catholic cemetery apostolate, 
meeting the Catholic cemetery needs of 40 
client (arch)dioceses. Additional biographic 
details are available at www.sankovich.com. 
[I replaced the picture in the first issue of the 
Newsletter (taken in the restaurant at One 
World Trade Center) with my more formal 
portrait.]

WeB site religious Content
It is important to once again call attention  
to the web site for Gate of Heaven  
Catholic Cemetery, located in Hawthorne, 
NY. The web site for the cemetery is  
www.gateofheavenny.com The reason for 
again calling attention to this web site is the 
content of six of the information tabs that  
are prominently displayed on the site.

The tabs are as follows: Catholic Cemetery 
Tradition, Order of Christian Funerals, 
Cremation, Pre-Need, Bereavement, and 
Eligibility for Interment. The contents within 
each title provide a comprehensive treatment 
of the topic and this material is free to be 
copied and used by those with responsibility 
for parish cemeteries. These topics should/
could be used on parish cemetery web sites, 
as bulletin articles, or even as handouts at 
parish cemetery offices.

I have a question/comment
The goal of this publication is to make it as 
responsive to the needs of those who administer 
or care in any other way for Catholic parish 
cemeteries. If you have a comment, suggestion, 
or question of general interest to pastors, 
managers, superintendents or board members, 
please submit it to Joe@Sankovich.com and 
every effort will be made to address it in a 
future edition of the newsletter.

in The Toolbox for Parish Cemeteries, a collection of six manuals that provide the latest, 
most comprehensive information for Catholic parish cemeteries. In the best case scenario, 
each member of a parish cemetery board should have a copy of this first manual as it will 
provide comprehensive information on issues, unify board members, and guide decision-
making. More information on The Toolbox is also found at www.sankovich.com and an 
order form is always included in this newsletter. As a second step, in the next Newsletter, 
we’ll take up the second manual, Parish Cemetery Self-Evaluation as completion of the 
questions/tables in this document will identify the tasks ahead for the members of the 
Parish Cemetery Advisory Board, i.e. how to have the best and safest parish cemetery.
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Committal services

My sister Gina died in January 2005. Her Vigil and Funeral Mass was celebrated in 
Johnstown, and her committal took place at St. John the Baptist Catholic (Parish) 
Cemetery in Central City, both in Pennsylvania. Now thirteen years later, and 

living 2,000 miles away from that cemetery, I have no opportunity to visit and pray at her 
grave. But I do have a very strong memory of the Committal Service and every once in a 
while I think about it and it brings me incredible comfort and peace.

As our parents were already deceased, I called my two other sisters and two brothers 
to join me at the casket suspended on the lowering device over the open grave. As the 
celebrant was beginning the Committal Prayer, Gina’s surviving siblings placed our hands 
on top of her casket and held them there while both the prayer was being recited and the 
casket was being lowered into the grave. We literally laid her to rest. We combined prayer 
with action, the absolute best form of liturgical prayer.

 Because God has chosen to call Regina from this life to Himself, we commit her 
body to the earth, for we are dust and unto dust we shall return.

But the Lord Jesus Christ will change our mortal bodies to like His in glory, for He 
is risen, the firstborn of the dead.

So let us commend Gina to the Lord, that the Lord may 
embrace her in peace and raise up her body on the last day.

A person who sees things as they truly are and sympathizes with pain and sorrow 
is capable of touching life’s depths and finding authentic happiness.”

Order of Christian Funerals Rite of Committal, Committal Prayer

For those who celebrate Committal Services, there is real power in this act of 
participating in the lowering of the beloved into the grave when the Committal Service is 
celebrated at the open grave site. This action, however, neither can nor should be taken 
without consent of both the family members (best obtained following the Vigil Service) who 
will take part and the cemetery authority who will be responsible for the actual lowering 
of the casket into the grave. This is just one added value that makes the parish cemetery a 
powerful witness to Catholic belief in resurrected life after death.

seCond interment rights 
With the relaxation of the prohibition of 
cremation for Catholics, many Catholic 
cemeteries are seeing a significant increase 
in cremation interments. Some parish 
cemeteries, along with most diocesan 
cemeteries, permit the interment of one or 
more cremated remains on an existing grave. 
There are complications that accompany 
this permission and the parish cemetery 
administrator needs to be aware of the 
potential pitfalls. The following comments 
should be helpful:

1. The first issue is who has the right to allow 
the interment on an existing grave space? Of 
course, the original owner(s) of the easement 
for interment rights would have the right to 
permit this. When the original owner(s) is/are 
deceased, however, permission needs to drop 
down to all survivors in the next generation, 

unless there are multiple spaces included in 
the easement and the easement has passed 
by inheritance or other legal means to one of 
the survivors; then that survivor would have 
the ability to grant permission. It is always 
good, however, to be assured that there is no 
conflict among family members when this 
type of action is requested.

2. The charges would be the second issue. 
If the original easement does not specify 
a number of interments on an individual 
ground space, then the cemetery is in the 
position to assess a charge for a second 
or more interment rights on the space. 
The typical charge for this second or 
multiple interment rights is half the cost 
of an interment right for a full body in the 
section where the request is being made. 
Additionally, there is a legitimate charge for 
the opening/closing and registration of the 
interment information. Consultation with 

one’s diocesan cemetery program for typical 
interment charges would be a good source of 
information on this matter.

3. The third issues would be the use of an 
outside container/vault for cremated remains, 
the standard location of the interment 
of cremated remains, and the number of 
cremated remains that would be permitted on 
an existing grave space with a body already 
interred. The outside container is highly 
recommended and there are multiple sources 
for small units made of fiberglass or concrete 
that meet this need; the cemetery can market 
these units and cause them to be required. 
The cemetery should determine a standard 
location for interment of cremated remains 
on an existing interment and document 
that location on each lot card/lot electronic 
information. Finally, the cemetery has the 
right to limit the number of cremated remains 
that are interred on an existing grave space 
and this should be included in the cemetery 
Rules & Regulations.

4. Finally, among the other issues common 
today is the placement of cremated remains 
within the casket of another, i.e. a spouse who 
desired full body burial. What is appropriate 
in this instance? First, the cemetery must 
record this interment and is entitled to assess 
fees; these would include second interment 
rights and a reduced charge for the opening/
closing as this could/should be referenced as 
a recording fee.

All of these are items/issues that manifest a 
need for all parish cemeteries in a diocese 
to be on the same page and conduct their 
responses to the request for second or 
multiple interment requests on an existing 
grave in the same fashion. The information 
above is not a complete list of items/issues, 
but it should be a good starting point.

mailing list information 
Your parish has received this Newsletter 
in hard copy format based on a list of all 
Catholic Parishes in the United States that 
have either a parish cemetery designation 
[PC] or joint parish cemetery designation [JC] 
in the P.J. Kenedy Official Catholic Directory, 
most recent edition. If the listing is incorrect, 
the only way to remedy the situation is to 
contact the office in your own diocese that 
prepares/submits/maintains the files submitted 
to P.J. Kenedy each year. Should you wish 
only to receive the digital notice, an email to 
Joe@Sankovich.com.
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Coldspring Granite
O f f e r i n g  f a m i l i e s  Y O u  s e r v e  O p t i O n s  W i t h O u t  h u g e  C a p i t a l  i n v e s t m e n t s

Many families today are looking for more options than traditional ground burial when considering a final resting place. Cremation 
and above ground burial spaces can be offered by you without tremendous investment and inventory. With proper planning, 
including the site, future development considerations, and an understanding of today’s memorial trends, you can serve your families 
with the options they are seeking!

Coldspring is the industry leader in providing a quick, financially sound, Garden Crypt Mausoleum that includes cremation niches. 
When properly planned and executed, these projects are cash-flow positive, enhance the beauty of your cemetery and provide the 
families with both above ground mausoleum and cremation options. Having a well-rounded product offering will allow you to serve 
your families now and for generations to come.

Contact: Coldspring at parishcemetery@coldspringusa.com or call 1-888-322-2997 and reference Parish Cemetery Program.

© 2018 Joseph B. sankoviCh & assoCiates, tuCson, aZ
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THE TOOLBOX FOR PaRisH CEMETERiEs ORdER FORM
To place an order, complete and return this form by mail or email:

Catholic Funeral and Cemetery Services
4750 Willow Road, Suite 200
Pleasanton, CA 94588

info@cfcsmission.org

  Qty subtotal

administration handbook $80 ___ ______
Cemetery self-evaluation  $50 ___ ______
Cemetery Workbook $70 ___ ______
endowment Care Calculator $40 ___ ______
policies & procedures $50 ___ ______
rules & regulations $50 ___ ______
suBtotal $340 ___ ______

shipping & handling
     individual book $10  ______
     2–5 books $20  ______
     full sets $20  ______

disCount sChedule order/shipping info
     2–9 sets $325
     10–24 sets $300
     25+ sets $275

Custom order disCounts
     orders > $1,000 5%
     orders > $2,500 10%

payment method
By check, please payable to CaTHOLiC FunERaL and CEMETERy sERviCEs

By credit card please select card below and provide card information:

  visa  masterCard  disCover  ameX

Card number _______________________________________  exp. date __________

signature  ______________________________________________  Cvv  __________

name _____________________________________

phone  ____________________________________

address ___________________________________

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

A Better
Cremation Option
For Parish Families

Eickhof Columbaria
1200 Bruce St., Crookston, MN 56716

800.253.0457
info@eickhofcolumbaria.com | eickhofcolumbaria.com

http://www.pontem.com
mailto:sales@holylandstone.com
http://www.HolyLandStone.com
mailto:parishcemetery@coldspringusa.com
mailto:info@cfcsmission.org
mailto:info@eickhofcolumbaria.com
http://www.eickhofcolumbaria.com
http://www.greverandward.com
mailto:info@greverandward.com
http://www.kryprotek.com
mailto:mb@kryprotek.com
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