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1. Introduction

The Holy Trinity–Holy Cross Greek Orthodox Cathedral in Birmingham, Alabama –
chartered in 1906 as one of the oldest Greek Orthodox parishes in the American
Southeast – is undertaking the establishment of a dedicated Orthodox Christian
cemetery. This paper serves as a comprehensive study to guide the parish’s
cemetery committee, composed of both clergy and laity, in understanding the
historical, theological, and missional dimensions of creating sacred ground for the
burial of the faithful. We will explore the rich history and tradition of Christian
cemeteries in Orthodox practice, examine Anglo-American and Southern burial
customs for local context, consider how the ethics of beauty and liturgy inform
cemetery design, and discuss the missiological implications of an Orthodox
cemetery as a witness to the Resurrection. Additionally, we will provide illustrative
images of inspiring cemetery designs (Orthodox, Southern, and modern), and
conclude with a reflective hymn from Orthodox tradition. By drawing on Scripture,
Patristic wisdom, and Orthodox liturgical texts – as well as relevant cultural
practices – this paper aims to ensure that Holy Trinity–Holy Cross’s new cemetery
is not only functional, but a true extension of the Church’s ministry: a place of
memory, prayer, beauty, and hope in Christ’s victory over death.

2. The History and Tradition of Cemeteries in Orthodox Christianity

Consecrated Ground and Christian Burial
From the earliest days of the Church, Christians have treated the burial of the dead
as a sacred duty and the burial place as hallowed ground. The very word cemetery
comes from the Greek koimeterion, meaning “a sleeping place,” reflecting the
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Christian belief that the departed faithful merely sleep awaiting the Resurrection. In
Orthodox theology, the body is honored as the temple of the Holy Spirit even after
death (cf. 1 Cor. 6:19) – it is sown in the earth like the seed of a plant, in sure hope
that it will rise in newness of life (1 Cor. 15:42-44). Thus, the Church traditionally
insists on burial (as opposed to cremation) as an affirmation of belief in the bodily
resurrection. The ground in which Christians are laid to rest is typically consecrated
– set apart by prayer and holy water – to be a continuation of the holy space of the
church. Just as altars and temples were consecrated in ancient Israel, the early
Christians sanctified their catacombs and graves of martyrs, often celebrating the
Eucharist atop the tombs of the saints. In time, churchyards became the natural
burial ground for the Christian community, reinforcing the idea that in death as in
life, the faithful remain within the fold of the Church.

Patristic Insights on Death and Burial
The Church Fathers offer profound wisdom regarding the meaning of death and the
treatment of the departed. St. John Chrysostom (4th c.) taught believers not to
excessively lament the death of Christians “like those who have no hope” (1 Thess.
4:13), but rather to temper grief with the joy of Christ’s victory. He urged that
funerals be occasions of prayer and remembrance, not despair. Many Fathers extol
visiting cemeteries as spiritually beneficial – a humbling reminder of mortality that
encourages repentance and godly living. As one early saint observed, the equality
of all in the grave (rich or poor, ruler or slave) reveals the vanity of worldly
distinctions. The Orthodox funeral service itself, largely composed by St. John of
Damascus (8th c.), includes poignant hymns that voice Patristic theology in poetic
form. One such hymn laments: “I weep and wail when I think upon death, and
behold our beauty, fashioned after the image of God, lying in the tomb disfigured,
bereft of glory and form.” This evocative verse acknowledges the tragedy of human
mortality – the disfigurement of sin and death – yet it is immediately answered by
Christian hope: “O marvel! What is this mystery concerning us? How have we been
given over unto corruption? But in truth, as it is written, God who loves mankind has
commanded it: ‘Earth thou art, and unto earth shalt thou return,’ – restoring the
departed to life everlasting.” Through such hymns, the Fathers remind the faithful
that physical death is a consequence of the Fall, but Christ’s Resurrection has
overturned its finality. As the funeral service declares in prayer, “With the saints give
rest, O Christ, to the soul of Thy servant, where there is neither sickness, nor sorrow,
nor sighing, but life everlasting.” In Orthodox understanding, every Christian burial
is thus a small Pascha – a participation in Christ’s death and resurrection.
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Orthodox Burial Rites and Practices
The Orthodox funeral rite is a deeply theological and yet pastorally sensitive
service. It centers on prayers for forgiveness and rest of the departed soul, and on
consoling the bereaved with the Gospel of resurrection. Traditionally, the body of
the deceased is brought into the church temple one last time, and the coffin is
placed in the center with the feet toward the altar (so that at the Second Coming,
the person “rises” facing east). Psalms are read over the body (a practice of
keeping prayerful vigil, often done by family and friends), recalling how the Psalter
has always been the Church’s companion in both joy and sorrow. The next day, the
Divine Funeral Service is celebrated by the priest, replete with Scripture readings,
litanies, and hymns. Notably, the Orthodox funeral has a didactic character for the
living: as one guide explains, “the funeral service is equally for the attendees –
educating them in what a Christian life is, and comforting them in their grief with the
hope of the general Resurrection.”. At the end, the congregation approaches to give
the “last kiss” – a final gesture of love to the departed, usually by kissing the icon of
Christ placed on the chest of the reposed (or the cross in their hand or their
forehead). This practice underscores the belief that nothing, not even death, can
sever the bonds of love in Christ.

After the church service, the body is solemnly accompanied to the grave. If the
burial is not in an Orthodox cemetery, the priest first blesses the plot of ground,
thereby sanctifying it as holy. The coffin is often opened one last time at the
graveside so the priest may anoint the body with oil in the sign of the Cross (a final
anointing that parallels the initial oil of gladness at baptism). The priest then chants
the Trisagion (“Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us”) as the
coffin is lowered. In traditional practice, the mourners themselves may help fill the
grave with earth, while singing the anthem of resurrection – “Christ is risen from the
dead, trampling down death by death, and upon those in the tombs bestowing life!”
This participatory burial rite allows the family and community to enact their
farewell and their faith: each shovelful of earth is both an act of sorrow and an act
of hope, foreshadowing the moment when “the earth shall give birth to her dead”
(Isaiah 26:19). Finally, a wooden cross is placed to mark the grave, often bearing
the inscription “IC XC NIKA” (Jesus Christ Conquers) or “Αἰωνία ἡ μνήμη” (“Memory
Eternal”), indicating the eternal remembrance of the departed in God. In Orthodox
tradition, the centrality of the Cross on each grave is non-negotiable – as one
Orthodox cemetery in America stipulates, “all graves and monuments are required
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to display a cross as the focal point”. The cross atop the grave preaches Christ even
in a silent cemetery, proclaiming that the person buried here died in the hope of the
Crucified and Risen Lord.

The Continuity of Tradition in the Diaspora:
As Orthodoxy spread beyond its ancient heartlands into Western Europe and the
New World, immigrants sought to carry these sacred traditions with them. In
America, early Orthodox communities often did not have the means for their own
cemeteries, so they would purchase sections of public cemeteries or collaborate
with local Anglican or Catholic cemeteries to set aside consecrated plots for
Orthodox burials. Over time, as communities grew, some established parish or
monastery cemeteries. For example, the Russian Orthodox Metropolia (later OCA)
founded cemeteries like Novo-Diveevo in New York, which by the late 20th century
became the largest Russian Orthodox cemetery in the U.S., with thousands of
graves each marked by the distinctive three-barred Orthodox cross. In such
cemeteries, the interment is typically restricted to Christians (often specifically
Orthodox Christians and their immediate families), preserving the cemetery’s
identity as an Orthodox holy place. Where dedicated Orthodox cemeteries were not
available, Orthodox clergy made efforts to “orthodoxize” the burial practices in
other cemeteries – for instance, blessing each individual grave with prayers, and
ensuring the orientation of the body and the use of the cross followed Orthodox
norms.

In the American Orthodox diaspora, certain adaptations occurred due to local laws
and customs (such as the use of vaults, embalming requirements, etc.), but the
core ethos remained: to treat the burial of a Christian as an act of faith and an
extension of liturgical life. Many Orthodox parishes in the U.S. established annual
Memorial Saturdays and cemetery visitations, keeping alive the practice of regular
prayer for the departed. Foods like koliva (boiled wheat sweetened with honey and
raisins) are prepared for memorials – an edible symbol of resurrection (after
Christ’s words, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains
alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit,” John 12:24). This bonding of the Old World
and New is perhaps most beautifully seen in places like Alaska, where Russian
Orthodox missionaries in the 19th century baptized Native Alaskan peoples. At
Eklutna, a Dena’ina Athabascan village, the Orthodox cemetery features brightly
colored wooden spirit houses built over the graves – a local custom that was
blended into Orthodox practice. These small gabled roof houses, painted in family
colors, cover the resting place of the departed for a period of years. Though not an
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Old World practice, the Orthodox clergy there allowed it as a cultural expression of
reverence for the dead, provided the cross of Christ surmounted everything. Today,
the rows of Eklutna’s spirit houses with Orthodox crosses atop them stand as a
touching testimony to how Orthodoxy sanctifies culture: the Christian gospel of the
Resurrection can take root in any culture’s soil, consecrating even its unique funeral
customs to the service of Christ.

In summary, the Orthodox tradition approaches the cemetery as an extension of the
Church – literally, an outdoor church where the departed await the resurrection. It
is sacred ground, often consecrated with the same holy water and prayers used for
a church building, and sometimes even containing a chapel or shrine in its midst.
Surrounded by the visible signs of faith (crosses, icons on tombstones, inscriptions
of Scripture), an Orthodox cemetery is meant to be a place of both mourning and
hope: mourning, because the Church is realistic about the pain of separation and
the tragedy of death; hope, because as the late theologian Fr. Alexander
Schmemann wrote, Christians face death in the light of Christ’s Resurrection – “O
Death, where is thy sting? O Grave, where is thy victory?” (1 Cor. 15:55). Every
tombstone in a consecrated cemetery silently echoes this Scripture. Thus, in
establishing its own cemetery, Holy Trinity–Holy Cross will be reclaiming an ancient
and holy part of Orthodox Christian life, creating a space where generations of
faithful can be laid to rest “in the hope of resurrection unto life eternal.”

3. The Anglo-American Tradition and Southern Distinctives

To successfully found an Orthodox cemetery in Alabama, it is important to
appreciate the broader American burial landscape – especially the traditions of the
American South – which form the cultural backdrop for our project. Orthodox
immigrants coming to the United States encountered an existing set of burial
customs and notions of sacred space for the dead that sometimes differed from
those of the Old World. By understanding these Anglo-American traditions and
Southern distinctives, the cemetery committee can sensitively integrate Orthodox
practice with local expectations, and even use the cemetery as a point of dialogue
between Orthodox and non-Orthodox neighbors.
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From Churchyards to Garden Cemeteries:
In colonial America and into the early 19th century, the typical Anglo-American
burial place was the churchyard or small town graveyard. These were often
attached to churches or meetinghouses, reflecting the transplanted European
notion that burial should take place in blessed ground near the church. Early
American graveyards (such as those in New England villages) were utilitarian but
not without spiritual meaning – one finds Biblical motifs and pious epitaphs on
many 17th- and 18th-century tombstones (alongside morbid imagery like skulls
and hourglasses reminding viewers of mortality). By the mid-1800s, however, a
significant shift occurred with the rise of the rural cemetery movement.
Overcrowding and sanitation concerns in city churchyards led American cities to
establish large, park-like cemeteries on their outskirts. Pioneering this movement
was Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, founded in 1831 as the
first “rural” or “garden” cemetery in the United States. Mount Auburn was
intentionally designed as a landscaped arboretum with winding paths, lakes, and
classical monuments. It marked “a distinct break with Colonial-era burying grounds
and church-affiliated graveyards”, adopting instead the term “cemetery” (from the
Greek for ‘sleeping place’) to emphasize a softer, more hopeful view of death. The
garden cemetery idea quickly spread; by the mid-19th century, cities like New York,
Philadelphia, Richmond, and New Orleans had their own spacious cemeteries (e.g.
Green-Wood in Brooklyn (1838) and Hollywood Cemetery in Richmond (1849))
modeled on Mount Auburn.

The American South embraced this trend in its own way. Southern cities such as
Richmond, Charleston, and Atlanta developed large Victorian cemeteries that often
became important civic spaces – both memorial parks and botanical gardens. In
rural areas, however, the South also held onto older patterns: family burial plots on
homesteads and small church cemeteries remained common well into the 20th
century. These family and church graveyards often reflected a close-knit,
patriarchal culture where generations of kin are buried together under the shade of
old oak trees or magnolias. The practice reinforced ties to ancestral land and local
church communities. Unlike the more transient North, the Southern attachment to
land and lineage meant that cemeteries in the South were (and still are) treasured as
repositories of family memory. It is not uncommon for Southern families to visit and
tend ancestral graves regularly, even if they’ve moved far away.
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Southern “Decoration Days” and Communal Memory:
One distinctive folk tradition of the U.S. South (and Appalachia in particular) is the
Decoration Day – an annual day for cleaning and decorating graves, often coupled
with religious services and family reunions. These observances pre-date the
establishment of the national Memorial Day and likely inspired it. In a typical
Southern Decoration Day, members of a community will gather at their local
cemetery on a Sunday in late spring or early summer. They will spruce up the
graves (clearing weeds, scrubbing tombstones) and adorn them with fresh flowers.
Often, a worship service is held in the cemetery itself, complete with singing of
hymns or gospel songs and a preached message. Afterwards, it is common to share
in “dinner on the ground” – a potluck picnic spread on the cemetery grounds or
adjacent churchyard. Oral histories and folklorists note that the tone of these
gatherings is not morbid but reverent and familial: it is a day to honor ancestors,
reconnect with relatives, and reinforce community bonds through shared faith. As
folklorist Alan Jabbour observed, “on that day, everybody who’s connected to each
other and to the people underground convene and have a religious service in the
cemetery… [it] becomes a way of establishing spiritual connections between present
and earlier generations.”. This resonates strongly with Orthodox sensibilities – the
idea that the Church consists of both the living and the departed, all bound together
in Christ. Indeed, one might see the Decoration Day tradition as a sort of natural (if
unofficial) Panikhída (memorial) service in the Baptist or Methodist style: Scriptures
are read, loved ones are remembered by name, and everyone sings “I’ll Fly Away”
or “In the Sweet By and By,” affirming belief in reunion after death. For Holy Trinity–
Holy Cross, being aware of Decoration Day practices can help in planning our
cemetery’s annual events – perhaps the parish could invite the faithful to an
Orthodox Soul Saturday observance that dovetails with the local culture’s grave
decoration day, thereby building bridges.

Another Southern hallmark is the use of flowers and foliage to beautify graves. In
the Orthodox Old World, it is traditional to plant flowers or ivy directly on graves,
symbolizing life and remembrance; similarly, Southern graves are often blanketed
with seasonal blossoms on Decoration Days or anniversaries. The committee might
consider incorporating a design that encourages planting hardy flowering shrubs or
groundcover on plots, harmonizing with both Orthodox and Southern customs of
floral tribute to the departed.
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Cultural Perspectives on Death – Faulknerian Themes:
Southern literature has richly depicted the region’s complex relationship with
memory, death, and the past. Nobel laureate William Faulkner, a Mississippi native,
famously wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”. In the context of
Southern cemeteries, this quote rings true: the dead are palpably present in
Southern consciousness. Old graveyards in the South are not merely historic; they
often figure in storytelling, local legend, and identity. Many Southern families can
recite genealogy by walking through a graveyard. Faulkner’s novels themselves
feature graveyards as stages for moral lessons or haunting reminders. In As I Lay
Dying (1930), the journey to bury Addie Bundren in her family cemetery is
essentially a pilgrimage testing the family’s cohesion and faith. In The Sound and
the Fury (1929), the Compson family’s decline is underscored by their cemetery
plot – a symbol of a disappearing world of honor and memory. Such literary
allusions remind us that in the South, a cemetery is far more than a final disposal
site; it is a narrative in stone, a storybook of a community’s past. Gothic elements
often appear too (moss-draped live oaks, crumbling Victorian angels) giving
Southern cemeteries a romantic, even mystical aura in popular imagination. While
an Orthodox cemetery will have its own iconography and sensibility, it can also
consciously embrace this milieu – perhaps through landscaping choices that suit
the Southern climate (e.g., live oaks, crepe myrtles, magnolias), or through modest
adoption of beloved Southern cemetery features like benches for contemplation or
wrought-iron fencing reminiscent of old family plots.

One Southern distinctive that Orthodox planners might note is the approach to
grave markers and epitaphs. In traditional Orthodox practice, markers were often
simple crosses or slabs, occasionally with icons or church-slavonic script,
emphasizing the spiritual over the personal. In the American South, especially 19th
century, tombstones became an art form reflecting both piety and personality:
marble monuments carved with clasped hands (symbolizing farewell in hope of
reunion), lambs for children (innocence), or Bibles, and often inscribed with tender
epitaphs or verses. There is also a tradition of highly individualized epitaphs and
even humorous or poetic inscriptions (as famously seen in the Merry Cemetery of
Sapanta, Romania – a place outside the South but interestingly similar in its folksy
epitaphs). While maintaining the primacy of the Cross and Orthodox symbols, our
cemetery might allow families some leeway for personal epitaphs that reflect both
faith and the uniqueness of the person. After all, every life is a story woven into
God’s greater story; a well-chosen verse on a tombstone can continue to preach to
passersby for decades.
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Local Customs and Regulations:
Practically speaking, the committee must also navigate local norms and laws. In
many Southern states, there is great respect for the autonomy of religious
cemeteries, but also legal provisions to ensure their maintenance (since the neglect
of rural cemeteries has at times been an issue). Alabama law will govern the
establishment of a new cemetery – including surveying, platting, access rights, and
perpetual care arrangements. Traditionally, Southern churches that have
cemeteries often establish a “cemetery fund” or perpetual care endowment, and
sometimes an association of family members for upkeep. Holy Trinity–Holy Cross’s
cemetery plan will need to include a sustainable care model, possibly learning from
local Protestant churches that have long-managed burying grounds. Additionally,
Alabama’s climate should inform decisions about grave vaults, irrigation, and
choice of materials (for instance, marble tombstones weather faster in the humid
South than granite).

In blending Orthodox tradition with Southern context, one might consider a small
pavilion on the cemetery grounds for use during interment services (common in
Southern cemeteries to shelter mourners from sun or rain), but design it in an
Orthodox style, perhaps as a domed kiosk or open chapel. Likewise, incorporating a
section for infant/child burials (often marked by little lamb statues in Southern
cemeteries) can be done with an Orthodox sensitivity – maybe an icon of the Holy
Innocents or guardian angel at that section.

Ultimately, the Southern religious ethos – even outside Orthodoxy – is one that
respects the dead, clings to memory, and ritualizes remembrance. These instincts
align naturally with Orthodox Christianity, which has from its beginning practiced
the Memorial Service (Panikhída) and kept Saturdays for the departed. The new
cemetery will be an opportunity for the parish to engage in a practice our Southern
neighbors already understand: lovingly caring for and visiting the graves of loved
ones, and affirming that those who have “fallen asleep in the Lord” remain part of
the family. If anything, the Orthodox presence can enrich the local tapestry:
imagine the spectacle of a Greek Orthodox Paschal liturgy at the cemetery on Bright
Monday (a custom in some places) where the priest processes and chants “Christ is
Risen” among the tombs – a powerful scene even a Baptist onlooker could
appreciate. In planning our cemetery, therefore, we honor both Orthodox tradition
and Southern heritage, knowing that the two are not at odds but can mutually
illumine the care for sacred ground.



10

4. The Ethics of Beauty in Cemetery Design

Modern Orthodox thought has increasingly emphasized the role of beauty in our
spiritual life – not as a luxury, but as a theological necessity. Dr. Timothy Patitsas, in
his recent work The Ethics of Beauty, argues that in Orthodox spirituality beauty is
not an afterthought; it holds a “firm priority” as a means of encounter with God. The
world, he suggests, presents itself liturgically, full of meaningful patterns and
symbols, and a proper aesthetic attunement can lead us to truth and healing. When
applying this insight to designing a cemetery, we realize that a burial ground should
not be merely efficient or cost-effective – it should be sacramental in character,
communicating the beauty of the Orthodox Christian vision of life, death, and
resurrection.

Beauty and Liturgy:
Orthodox worship is a symphony of beauty – in iconography, chant, vestments,
architecture, even in the choreography of processions and incense. This beautiful
liturgy is not extraneous; it is didactic and salvific. By surrounding ourselves with
icons and sacred art, we are continuously taught and reminded of the Kingdom of
God. So too, an Orthodox cemetery can be conceived as a liturgical space under the
open sky. How might this be achieved? First, through deliberate placement of
sacred art and symbols: for example, constructing a central Cross-shaped garden or
fountain could serve as a focal point, orienting all who enter toward the Cross and
Resurrection. Pathways might be arranged in ways that recall a processional route,
perhaps even numbering “stations” (not unlike Stations of the Cross in a Catholic
context, but here possibly key scenes of Christian hope – such as an icon shrine of
the Resurrection, an icon of the Theotokos, etc. – where people can stop and pray
while walking the grounds).

Patitsas also speaks to how beauty relates to healing trauma and grief. In The
Ethics of Beauty, he recounts how encountering beauty – in nature or art – can
gently lead a wounded soul toward wholeness by providing a safe, non-coercive
manifestation of God’s love. The death of a loved one is a trauma of its own kind; a
well-designed cemetery can aid in the healing process. Consider the difference
between a bleak, rigidly geometric grave field and a thoughtfully landscaped
memorial garden: the latter, with its living trees, flowers, flowing lines, and
harmonious art, invites mourners to breathe, reflect, and find solace. In the
Orthodox aesthetic, nature and grace cooperate – gardens have always been
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significant (Christ rose in a garden; many monasteries are oases of cultivated
beauty). Thus, incorporating natural beauty (trees that give shade, blooming plants
that mark the seasons, maybe a water element like a pond or brook) is not merely
cosmetic but ethically sound: it affirms life amidst death.

Theological Aesthetics – Icons and Architecture:
A paramount principle in Orthodox church art is that form and content are
intertwined. An icon is beautiful because it conveys truth; its beauty serves truth. In
cemetery design, every element could be imbued with meaning. The use of
iconography is one way: perhaps at the entrance gates, a mosaic or icon of the
Resurrection (Christ’s Descent into Hades, pulling Adam and Eve from their graves)
can visually proclaim the cemetery’s theological theme. Individual gravestones
could include small porcelain icons of the deceased’s patron saint or of Christ,
reminding that even in repose the person is under the protection of Christ and the
communion of saints. The architecture of any ancillary structures (like a chapel,
gazebo, or columbarium if we include one for ashes of those converted from other
traditions who had prior cremains – though Orthodoxy doesn’t encourage
cremation, pastoral economy might allow housing of urns of non-Orthodox
spouses, etc.) should likewise reflect Byzantine or Orthodox vernacular styles, not
generic modernist slabs. This doesn’t mean opulence; it means harmony and
symbolism. A simple wooden shrine with a cross-shaped finial can be more
spiritually resonant than a costly marble rotunda devoid of religious symbols.

In The Ethics of Beauty, Patitsas also underscores hospitality through beauty –
beauty invites and embraces without words. Our cemetery should be welcoming to
visitors, even if they are not Orthodox. One way is to include explanatory signage or
plaques with brief quotes from scripture or saints about death and resurrection,
artfully rendered so that a passerby might pause and read. Another way is to ensure
the cemetery is accessible (paths for those with limited mobility, benches for rest
and contemplation) – these are functional aspects that, when done with care,
become aspects of beauty (a bench can be a work of craft, a path can have
beautiful brickwork).

Ethics of Design – Proportion, Rest, and Reverence
In his discussion, Patitsas dialogues with thinkers ancient and modern about how
order and proportion in design contribute to a sense of the sacred. Following the
example of Orthodox church architecture, which often adheres to classical
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proportions (like the golden ratio in iconostasis or dome design), the layout of burial
plots and sections might avoid any impression of brute rows by introducing subtle
proportional rhythms. For example, rather than endless grids, consider grouping
plots in small clusters with intervening walkways or trees after a certain number of
graves, so that each “section” feels like a distinct little neighborhood instead of part
of a mass field. This humanizes the space and prevents visual monotony. The
arrangement can be vaguely reminiscent of a monastic cemetery, where crosses
seem organically placed among trees (yet there is usually an order known to the
monks).

We should also think of the liturgical use of the cemetery. Will we have an annual
Memorial Day panikhída there, or Procession on Thomas Sunday (the Sunday after
Pascha, which in some cultures is cemetery visiting day)? If so, is there a gathering
area? Perhaps a covered pavilion or an open-air altar (simply a raised platform with
an analogion for icons and a table for koliva) could be built. This structure could be
modeled on traditional Orthodox outdoor chapels. The aesthetics here must marry
beauty with function: it should be clearly a sacred focal point but not so large as to
dominate the landscape. A small domed baldachin on four columns could serve
well, for instance, placed in the midst of the graves, signaling that prayer and
Liturgy can be offered there.

The Ethics of Beauty might also prompt us to consider who the design serves.
Beauty in Orthodoxy is never merely self-referential; it serves to uplift those who
encounter it. In a cemetery, the primary “users” are mourners and those who
maintain the memory of the departed. Therefore, an ethical, beautiful design will
include spaces for people to grieve and remember comfortably. In practice, this
means not crowding every inch with graves – allowing some breathing space in the
form of green lawns or gardens. It means possibly creating a memorial wall or
ossuary where people can place memorial candles or flowers for those buried far
away or for the souls of the departed in general. This could be an adaptation of the
Western concept of an “All Souls Altar” but within Orthodox norms (perhaps an icon
of the Resurrection flanked by small tables where candles can be lit and sand to
place them). The sight of flickering candles amid darkness in a cemetery is
profoundly beautiful and moving – recalling the Paschal vigil.

Lastly, consider sound and silence. Beauty is not only visual. An Orthodox cemetery
might incorporate the use of bells or chimes. For instance, a solitary bell hung in the
chapel could be tolled when a burial begins – a solemn, beautiful sound marking
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the event. Wind chimes in a tree (if not liturgically intrusive) could add a gentle
auditory beauty on quiet days. Conversely, areas of intentional silence (perhaps a
corner with a simple bench labeled “Prayer Corner – Silence”) could encourage a
meditative atmosphere.

In sum, guided by an “ethic of beauty,” we aim to make the cemetery a place of
resurrectional beauty. This doesn’t imply lavish expense; rather, it requires integrity
of design. As Orthodox architect Andrew Gould (known for church and liturgical
design) has noted, even something as ordinary as a grave marker can be an object
of beauty and meaning if done in the spirit of tradition and fine craftsmanship. A
hand-carved wooden cross or a well-cast bronze cross can far outshine a
commercial polished tombstone in spiritual effect. We might look to examples of
Orthodox monastic cemeteries: often very simple wooden crosses, but arranged
with such prayerful care amid natural surroundings that the result is aesthetically
striking and serene.

By prioritizing beauty, we fulfill not just an artistic vision but a theological mandate:
to honor the image of God in the departed, to confess our belief in the coming
transfiguration of all creation, and to provide a healing, hopeful environment for the
living. As Dostoevsky’s character in The Idiot says, “Beauty will save the world.” In
an Orthodox cemetery, we let the saving beauty of Christ’s triumph radiate quietly
through every pathway and plant, every icon and inscription – so that all who mourn
there might, even without realizing, find themselves touched by the peace of God.

5. Missiology and Gospel Witness

An often overlooked aspect of Christian cemeteries is their potential role in mission
and witness. The establishment of an Orthodox cemetery at Holy Trinity–Holy Cross
is not only a service to parish families – it is also a public statement to the broader
community about what we believe regarding life, death, and salvation. How can our
cemetery speak to those outside the Orthodox faith? How can its very existence
and design embody the truth of Christ’s Resurrection for all to see? This section
explores the missiological dimensions: the cemetery as a locus of evangelism,
catechesis, and a testament to the Gospel.
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The Silent Witness of the Cemetery In predominantly non-Orthodox regions like
Alabama, an Orthodox cemetery itself is a curiosity that may draw visitors or
inquiries. The imagery and practices we employ can themselves communicate core
truths. The fact that every grave is marked with a cross, for example, proclaims
Christ crucified and risen as the hope of our people. In a secular cemetery, one sees
a variety of symbols (or none at all); in ours, the primacy of the Cross and
occasionally the icon or prayer inscribed on a grave can prompt a onlooker to
wonder why. Consider an epitaph like “Waiting for the Resurrection” or “Sleeping in
the Lord” – these short phrases (common in Orthodox burial tradition) are
profoundly countercultural witness to a world that increasingly avoids or
euphemizes death without hope. Even the word “cemetery” – sleeping place – is a
subtle Christian sermon, as noted earlier.

Orthodox liturgical customs around burial can also be evangelistic when visible to
others. If a non-Orthodox neighbor passes by during a burial and hears the somber
chant of “Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal…” or the triumphant singing of
“Christ is Risen,” they encounter theology in musical form. The openness of an
outdoor cemetery (versus the closed doors of a church) means our rites are more
exposed – and thus more accessible – to the public. In that sense, every graveside
service becomes a missionary opportunity (though not in a targeted or intrusive
way). Many funeral attendees at an Orthodox burial are themselves often not
Orthodox (friends, relatives). The cemetery being explicitly Orthodox in character
underscores the message they receive from the service: it’s not just the priest and
chants that are different, but even the ground and the surroundings are
consecrated and full of meaning. One might think of the myriads who have visited
historic Orthodox cemeteries (like those at monasteries) and found themselves
moved or intrigued by the atmosphere of peace and faith that reigns there –
sometimes it leads them to inquire into Orthodoxy more deeply.

Cemetery as Catechetical Textbook In Orthodox tradition, churches themselves
teach through their layout and iconography (the arrangement of icons in a dome, on
an icon screen, etc. presents visually the entire narrative of salvation). We can
similarly design the cemetery to tell a story – the story of salvation – to any who
walk through it. For instance, at the entrance we might place a plaque with Christ’s
words from John 11:25: “I am the Resurrection and the Life; whoever believes in Me,
though he die, yet shall he live.” This bold scripture assures anyone entering that
this place stands under the promise of Christ. Further in, a section of the cemetery
could be named or dedicated in honor of a saint associated with care for the
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departed (for example, calling the infant burial section “Holy Innocents Garden”
after the infants martyred by Herod, or naming the main path “St. Joseph of
Arimathea Way,” since Joseph cared for Christ’s body). These are small touches,
but they pique interest. A visitor might ask, “Who are the Holy Innocents?” – and
thereby learn about a biblical story and the Christian valuation of innocent life even
in death.

If space permits, the cemetery could include standing panels with excerpts from
the funeral service or writings of Church Fathers about death. One might inscribe, in
an elegant manner, the famous Paschal troparion or the kontakion for the departed
(“With the saints give rest, O Christ, to the soul of Thy servant…”). Another powerful
text often etched on Orthodox monuments is from St. John of Damascus’s funeral
hymns: “All things of men are vanity which exist after death; riches do not remain,
glory does not accompany, for when death comes, all these things vanish. Wherefore,
let us cry to Christ: ‘Give rest to him who is departed, in the land of the living.’” Such
inscriptions serve a dual role: they instruct the Orthodox faithful who visit, and they
bear witness to others of an otherworldly perspective – one that neither denies the
gravity of death nor succumbs to its despair.

Outreach through Hospitality and Service A missional approach could also mean
opening the cemetery in certain ways to the surrounding community. This does not
necessarily mean allowing non-Orthodox burials en masse (the primary purpose is
to serve our parish’s Orthodox families), but we might consider a few reserved plots
for exceptional cases – for example, righteous non-Orthodox Christians who were
close to our community or relatives of parishioners who, while not Orthodox,
desired to rest among Orthodox loved ones. Historically, Orthodox canon law was
cautious about non-Orthodox burials in Orthodox consecrated ground, but pastoral
economia and local regulations often allow it with permission (especially for family
unity). Extending such mercy in specific cases can itself witness to the love and
inclusivity of Christ – that we do not reject those of other folds who desire the
blessing of being near the Orthodox Church even in death.

Moreover, the cemetery could host an annual memorial event each spring
(perhaps around Memorial Day or on a Soul Saturday near Pentecost) to which the
public is invited. This could take the form of a general memorial service for all the
departed, followed by a short talk on the meaning of Christian death and a
fellowship meal. This is somewhat akin to how some churches hold “Blue
Christmas” services for the bereaved in winter – only here, it would be an Orthodox
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panikhida in the cemetery, possibly drawing those who might not attend a liturgy in
the church but feel comfortable honoring their dead in a neutral setting. By offering
to pray “for all those who lie asleep here, and for all departed of our town,” we
extend the Church’s prayer outward. Indeed, it is noteworthy that historically at
Orthodox monasteries, monks would pray not only for their own dead but for all
dead whose names were sent to them. We can emulate this by using the cemetery
as a place of intercession for the wider community. Nothing is quite so impactful as
someone of another tradition hearing the Orthodox Church praying for their
departed loved one by name – it shows them our faith in action, breaking down
misconceptions that Orthodoxy is only concerned with “its own.”

Resurrectional Worldview vs. Secular Death In our contemporary society, there is
a tendency either to sanitize death (hiding it behind funeral home ceremonies) or,
conversely, to sensationalize it (in violent media, etc.), but very seldom to confront
it with hope. An Orthodox cemetery stands as a quiet rebuttal to secular
materialism. Each grave is a proclamation that the person is more than a memory –
he or she is alive in Christ and will rise again. When outsiders see how lovingly we
care for our graves – with vigil lamps lit on anniversaries, or a priest coming to bless
them at Theophany with holy water – they see faith in practice. The constancy of
prayer is another witness: Orthodox custom encourages regular memorial prayers
(40-day, 1-year, etc.) at the graveside. If our parish sets up a schedule where clergy
or lay ministers occasionally go through the cemetery to chant the short Trisagion
service for all buried there, even when their family members are gone, that shows
that the Church herself remembers her children. Imagine a passerby hearing a
simple chant on a Saturday morning and realizing the Church is praying for those
who cannot possibly repay or respond – that is love without earthly gain, a living
example of Christ’s love. It might draw their heart upward, perhaps even to inquire
or attend church to find that same love.

Furthermore, the visual of an Orthodox priest in vestments censing graves, or a
procession on Radonitsa (the Orthodox day of rejoicing when visiting graves after
Pascha), is a vivid icon of our theology. In Slavic tradition, on Radonitsa (Tuesday
after Thomas Sunday), priests and families go to the cemetery to sing “Christ is
Risen” at each grave and share red eggs – showing that Paschal joy is shared with
those in the tombs. We could introduce this locally; it might at first puzzle
onlookers, but it preaches our belief far more effectively than a tract: it shows we
believe death is conquered and communal joy extends beyond the veil.
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Engagement with the Wider Christian Community Our Orthodox cemetery can
also be a bridge to other Christian churches. The committee might consider inviting
local clergy from other denominations to the consecration ceremony once the
cemetery is ready. That consecration (likely performed by our Metropolitan or
Bishop, with the blessing of the grounds, sprinkling of holy water, and perhaps the
setting of a memorial cross) is not a secret rite – it can be a public event where we
bear witness to the apostolic continuity of blessing graves as the Church has done
since antiquity. In attendance, local clergy or officials will hear the prayers which
speak of “this place where our brothers and sisters shall rest until the Last Day”
and the invocation of the Holy Spirit to make it a place of peace. Such exposure
educates others on the richness of Orthodox tradition and may inspire them to
rethink their own views on sacred space.

We can also share the fruits of our tradition academically: for instance, offering an
adult education session (open to the public) on “Christian views of burial and
cremation” or on the “Theology of the Body in death and resurrection.” This could
be timed around the opening of the cemetery to leverage public interest. Rather
than a polemical approach, it would be an informative talk showing why Orthodox
and early Christians prefer burial and how that connects to the gospel of
Resurrection. People often have many questions about these topics; by addressing
them, we demystify Orthodoxy and present it as a consistent, thoughtful faith.

Lastly, we should not neglect practical service as mission. An Orthodox cemetery
can reflect Christ’s love by its care for the poor and forgotten. Perhaps the parish
can establish a fund for burying indigent Orthodox who die with no family –
ensuring they too receive a proper Christian burial. Or even allow, in special charity,
the burial of a non-Orthodox poor person who has absolutely no one, if local
authorities seek a place (this echoes the early Church’s practice of the
brotherhoods who buried the destitute dead as a mercy). Such actions, if quietly
done, nonetheless become known and admired: “See how these Christians love
even those who are gone.” It turns the cemetery into a missionary in its own right,
preaching mercy and hope.

In summary, the new cemetery can significantly enhance the public witness of Holy
Trinity–Holy Cross. By manifesting the Orthodox ethos of death as falling asleep in
the Lord, by artistically and ritually proclaiming the Resurrection, and by extending
hospitality and prayer to the wider community, this sacred ground will be much
more than a resting place. It will be a living gospel, quietly but persistently
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evangelizing through example. As people encounter it – whether at an Orthodox
funeral or simply passing by – may they be moved to echo the words of the
centurion at Christ’s tomb: “Truly, God is here.” Our prayer is that through this
endeavor, even in the face of death, the light of Christ will shine and draw hearts to
Him who is Life itself.

6. Illustrative Images (Curated Links and Captions)

To further inspire the design and understanding of our project, we have compiled a
list of images exemplifying various elements discussed – from traditional Orthodox
cemeteries to Southern graveyard traditions and modern landscaping ideas. (Click
the URL in each caption to view the image.)

Figure 1: Traditional Orthodox Monastic Cemetery (Holy Trinity Monastery in
Jordanville, NY) – A peaceful Orthodox cemetery with simple wooden and metal
three-bar crosses marking each grave. The uniform presence of crosses and the
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natural setting reflect humility and resurrection hope.
(Image URL: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/82/2010-12-
11_Jordanville_028_%285268984931%29.jpg)

Figure 2: Brightly Colored Spirit Houses at Eklutna Orthodox Cemetery (Alaska)
– This Alaskan Orthodox cemetery shows the blending of Native Athabascan
tradition with Russian Orthodox burial practice. Small painted wooden houses
cover each grave, with Orthodox crosses on top. The adjacent St. Nicholas chapel’s
onion dome is visible, underscoring consecration of the ground.
(Image URL: https://i.redd.it/7fhb55mfggj31.jpg)
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Figure 3: Southern Churchyard Cemetery with Floral Tributes – A view of
Pleasant Ridge Baptist Church Cemetery in Hueytown, Alabama, from the author’s
personal collection. Though not taken on Decoration Day, the image highlights the
tradition of adorning graves with vibrant flowers, reflecting the Southern practice of
honoring the deceased through communal care and remembrance. (Image URL:
https://r2.falkensmazebbs.net/IMG_0304.jpeg)
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Figure 4: Garden-Style Cemetery Section (Grace Episcopal Church, St.
Francisville, Louisiana) – This image from the author’s personal collection
showcases the historic cemetery at Grace Episcopal Church. Established in 1827,
the church is among Louisiana’s oldest Protestant congregations. The cemetery
features classical monuments, wrought-iron fencing, and lush landscaping beneath
centuries-old oaks draped in Spanish moss, embodying the garden cemetery
aesthetic. Notably, it is the final resting place of figures such as Confederate officer
William Walter Leake and Union naval officer John E. Hart, whose 1863 burial
during the Civil War is commemorated annually as “The Day the War Stopped” .
This tranquil setting exemplifies how thoughtful cemetery design can foster
reflection and honor shared histories. (Image URL:
https://r2.falkensmazebbs.net/IMG_1431.jpeg)
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Figure 5: Orthodox Icon of the Resurrection (Harrowing of Hades) – A Byzantine
icon depicting Christ triumphant over death, lifting Adam and Eve from their graves.
Titled “Ἡ Ἀνάστασις” (The Resurrection), it embodies the theology we wish to
engrain in the cemetery’s art and spirit. This icon could be displayed at the
cemetery entrance or chapel.
(Image URL: https://www.orthodoxroad.com/wp-
content/uploads/2012/12/resurrection2007-1024x887.jpg)



23

Figure 6: Monastic Cemetery at Hilandar Monastery (Mount Athos, Greece) –
This photo shows the small cemetery of the Hilandar Monastery on Mount Athos.
With space for only a few burials, monks are typically interred here for 2–3 years
before their remains are respectfully transferred to the ossuary—seen as the arched
doorway at the base of the building on the left. The practice reflects the Orthodox
monastic values of humility, transience, and reverence for the dead. (Image URL:
https://lh3.googleusercontent.com/p/AF1QipPai3eR_k2i3CJzzq_uQ66b1-
PY2NIDenHCvNEd=h1440)
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Figure 7: Celtic Cross Monument at Rock Creek Cemetery (Washington, D.C.) –
This photograph, from the author’s personal collection, captures a tall Celtic cross
adorned with intricate knotwork, exemplifying the cemetery’s rich tradition of
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funerary art. Established in 1719 and officially designated as a public cemetery in
1840, Rock Creek Cemetery is Washington, D.C.’s oldest burial ground. (Image URL:
https://r2.falkensmazebbs.net/IMG_0391.jpeg)

(The above image links are for reference and inspiration, illustrating key concepts
such as Orthodox burial traditions, Southern cemetery culture, aesthetic design, and
liturgical life among the departed.)

7. Concluding Reflection

In the Orthodox funeral service, as the faithful bid farewell to their loved one, the
Church offers words of profound hope and prayer. Let us conclude with a hymn
from the funeral rite that beautifully captures the essence of all we have discussed
– the transient nature of earthly life, the unyielding hope in Christ, and the prayerful
yearning for eternal communion:

“What earthly sweetness remains unmixed with grief?
All things are but shadows most feeble, most fleeting:
Yet in the light of Thy countenance, O Christ, and in Thy beauty,
shall we behold the joy that never fades.
Therefore to Thee who alone art immortal, we cry:
Give rest, O Lord, to Thy departed servants in the land of the blessed.”

Echoing the prayer of the Church, we implore Christ to sanctify this endeavor of
establishing an Orthodox cemetery. May this “sacred ground” become a place of
prayer, beauty, and missionary love – a tangible witness to our belief that Christ is
risen, and the tombs have been emptied of their power. In the words of St. John
Chrysostom’s Paschal homily: “O Death, where is thy sting? O Hades, where is thy
victory? Christ is risen, and you are overthrown!” By God’s grace, Holy Trinity–Holy
Cross Cemetery will proclaim this truth until the ages of ages, ἀμήν – amen.
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9. Note on Methodology
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This paper was authored by Neal C. Evans, Jr., with the assistance of advanced AI
language models (OpenAI’s ChatGPT-4 and Google’s Gemini Pro, versions as of
April 23, 2025). These AI tools were employed as research aids and writing
assistants in the drafting process. They helped in gathering information from
credible sources, generating organized content based on the author’s outline, and
refining language to ensure clarity and coherence. All generative content was
carefully reviewed, fact-checked, and edited by the author to align with Orthodox
theological correctness and the specific needs of this project.

In accordance with MLA guidelines for transparency, the contributions of AI are
hereby acknowledged. No proprietary unpublished data was accessed via AI; only
publicly available sources were used, as documented in the Works Cited. The
author takes full responsibility for the final content of the paper. Any sections
drafted with AI support were verified and, where necessary, corrected to faithfully
represent the teachings and traditions of the Orthodox Church. This collaborative
methodology was used to enhance comprehensiveness and objectivity, and its
disclosure reflects an ethical commitment to academic honesty.


