
 
 
March 2023 Message for Congregations and Lay and Rostered Leaders 
 
Dear Beloved of God -  
 

Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
 
Death is a reminder of the brevity of life on earth and of the universal, inescapable nature of 
life’s end. In the face of death, care for the dying and those who have died is a fundamental 
sign of humanness, giving expression to deeply held convictions about the meaning of life. 
 
The church’s most deeply held conviction is the paschal mystery: Christ’s saving passage 
through death to resurrected life as the new creation – the same passage that Christ calls the 
baptized to follow. When the church gathers to mark the end of life, the paschal mystery in 
which the baptized live is our source of worship, the heartbeat of mutual consolation, the hope 
of healing, and increasingly, I am becoming convinced, the opportunity for practices that speak 
to the “dust” of our existence as part of care for the earth. 
 
For some time now, I have been thinking about green (or “natural”) burials, which focus on 
reducing the environmental impacts on the earth by promoting simplicity and sustainability, 
seeking to reduce the carbon emissions, toxins released, and waste produced. 
 
Broadly speaking, natural burial means caring for the dead with minimal environmental impact. 
Natural burials use no embalming chemicals, use a shroud or a biodegradable coffin, and avoid 
cement, steel, and non-biodegradable materials conventional burials put into the earth. A 
natural burial also lacks the carbon footprint of cremation, which has been calculated as the 
equivalent of a 500-mile car journey. 
 
For some people natural burial also involves a more participatory burial process: washing and 
dressing your loved one’s body at home, accompanying them to the grave site, physically laying 
them into the ground, and then fully covering their body with dirt. 
 
This contemporary Western resurgence of green burials began in 1993 when Ken West, head of 
bereavement services for the city of Carlisle, England, opened up an area of grassland bordering 
the municipal cemetery for burials. His goal was to find a way to integrate wildlife with burial, 
so he also offered families the option of planting an oak tree at the grave site instead of 
erecting a gravestone. 
 
The idea took off. When three British researchers studied burial grounds in the United Kingdom 
in 2013, they found that 268 natural burial sites had been created in the two decades after 
West’s initial project.  
 



The Green Burial Society of Canada (www.greenburialcanada.ca) defines green and natural 
burials by five simple principles: 
 
No Embalming — In natural burials, embalming is not done as the chemical agents used in this 
process are harmful to the environment. With that in mind, bodies can still be prepared for 
burial and viewing made possible with refrigeration and the use of environmentally sensitive 
soaps, lotions, and disinfectants.  
 
Direct Earth Burial — The body is wrapped in biodegradable material, often a shroud, and 
interred directly into the earth. Alternatively, the shrouded body can be placed into a casket or 
alternative container, where the casket or container is also made of sustainable and fully 
biodegradable materials. Ideally, the shroud or casket will be locally sourced, as close as 
possible to the deceased’s place of death and burial. 
 
Ecological Restoration and Conservation — Visitation to the green burial site is sensitively 
managed, such as staying on designated pathways, to ensure the peaceful cohabitation of 
wildlife and visitors wanting to commemorate loved ones. Preservation is a key component, as 
green burials aim to integrate gravesites into the natural ecosystem. Once a natural burial has 
been completed, the surface of every grave is planted with locally indigenous plant materials, 
using a combination of groundcover, shrubs, and trees.  
 
Communal Memorialization — For green burials the use of individual memorials is discouraged. 
Instead, communal memorialization, again using naturally sourced materials, is placed in the 
natural burial cemetery. Ultimately it is the green burial site as whole that becomes a living 
memorial to the persons interred there. 
 
Optimized Land Use — The site is designed to optimize land use to further promote natural 
sustainability and the environment it is located in. 
 
This Lent I will be thinking more, and making decisions for my burial, mindful of the paschal 
mystery, including both my baptism into Christ and care for the earth.  
 
In Christ Jesus –  
Shalom, +Larry 

http://www.greenburialcanada.ca/

