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Here are three main ones:
1. Funerals and ground burials are

expensive
Although figures differ depending on

the source, families are spending an av-
erage of over $8,000 on funerals, rang-
ing from $6,700 in Mississippi to just
under $15,000 in Hawaii, according to
the World Population Review.

That compares with $1,000 to $2,000
for a direct cremation, in which the cre-
matory or funeral director doesn’t pro-
vide any services beyond the actual cre-
mation of the body, as the blog Parting.
com, which compares the pricing of fu-
nerals and cremations, points out.

However, many survivors don’t
choose to do the least costly cremation.
The National Funeral Directors Associa-
tion noted that for a funeral with a cre-
mation, the median cost was over
$6,000 – certainly a savings, but not the
enormous amount many websites pro-
claim.

Additionally, this is not a new devel-
opment: Direct cremation was far
cheaper than a full burial in 1960 or
1990, too.

2. Environmental costs
Cost clearly plays a role, but not a de-

termining one for such a rapid shift in
cultural practices. A second major fac-
tor is environmental concerns related to
a conventional interment, in which a
body is placed in a casket and the casket
is buried or entombed.

Alexandra Harker, a landscape archi-
tect working to improve America’s sus-
tainable environments, has described
how concerns about such burials in the
cemetery range from issues about the
use of the land to the methods by which

the body is prepared and stored.
Some people are increasingly upset

by the environmental costs of a burial. A
conventional burial necessitates the
body being embalmed, usually with
formaldehyde; placed in a casket, often
made of hardwood or steel; then low-
ered in many cases into a concrete or
steel grave liner or vault, with the sur-
rounding lawn typically kept green by
the use of pesticides. Roughly 1.5 million
burials or entombments means Ameri-
cans are using thousands of tons of cop-
per, bronze and steel, over 800,000 gal-
lons of embalming fluid and millions of
feet of wood.

In a related concern, Harker notes
that in a survey by the Cremation Asso-
ciation of North America in 2008, 13% of
people chose cremation because of wor-
ries about cemetery land scarcity. Cre-

mation internments take up much less
space than ground burials.

However, people are exploring the
idea of “green” burial in some new cem-
eteries where money earned from buri-
als can serve to fund a “conservation
easement” that protects the space so it
will be there long after those interned
have become part of the land.

Conventional cremation burns the
body by use of natural gas, which is not
considered as environmentally sensi-
tive as simply burying the body without
the use of harmful chemicals among
other materials. Natural gas emits par-
ticulate matter and hard metals such as
mercury, especially in older crema-
tories.

3. Fewer Americans belong to a
church

A third factor is the disruption of

people’s connection to religious institu-
tions, which leads them away from the
cemetery.

In 2021, only about 47% of Ameri-
cans belonged to a church, synagogue or
mosque, compared with 1999, when
more than 70% of adults stated they
were affiliated with one such religious
institution.

A growing number of younger Amer-
icans in particular are not tied to the re-
ligious institution where their grand-
parents and parents may have had a
service after their death or from which
funeral corteges would have left for the
cemetery. 

The result is that they are more likely
to opt for a method of disposing the
body that places them in control of the
remains.

Is cremation here to stay?

Will the rise of cremation affect other
elements of the way Americans respond
to deaths?

Americans have long been accused of
having “death anxiety,” a fear of even
discussing death. For many families,
the control that cremations give them
has been accompanied by a increased
willingness to publicly mourn, as evi-
denced by the rapid spread of roadside
shrines, memorial tattoos and other
“everyday memorials” that are utilized
by a widespread number of families.

Most Americans are now comfort-
able with cremation as a practice. They
like the power that it gives them to inter
the remains in the cemetery, keep them
at home, or scatter them in forests,
parks, oceans and streams.

Alternatives, such as green burial,
will challenge this practice, but for the
foreseeable future, Americans have
joined much of the world in embracing
cremation.

Cremation
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A colleague gave me a remarkable
book by an unfamiliar author. His name
is Henry Beston and the book is “The
Outermost House.” Written in 1929, it’s a
narrative of one year the author spent
living on Cape Cod. Having lived for a
few years myself in a small cabin on an
island washed by salt water, I immedi-
ately felt an affinity with Beston.

In the Foreword he reveals one theme
of his work: “It is the meditative percep-
tion of the relation to Nature (and I in-
clude the whole cosmic picture in this
term) to the human spirit.” In his mind,
“Nature is a part of our humanity, and
without some awareness and experi-
ence of that divine mystery man ceases
to be man.” Since he doesn’t refer to any
particular religious belief, I assume we
can interpret his use of “divine” as an-
other layer of mystery—another great
unknown in the vastness of the natural
universe.

In a particularly vivid chapter, “Night
on the Great Beach,” Beston observes
that we “have fallen out of touch with
many aspects of nature, and with none

more completely than with night.” Given
our darkness-phobia and addiction to
flooding the night with light, I’d have to
agree. He says: “With lights and ever
more lights, we drive the holiness and
beauty of night back to the forests and
the sea.” Like him, I wonder if we are
simply afraid of night, or the unknowns
in the dark, or both. 

Beston poetically expresses a cele-
bration of nighttime on Cape Cod:
“Night is very beautiful on this great
beach. It is the true other half of the
day’s tremendous wheel; no lights with-
out meaning stab or trouble it; it is beau-
ty, it is fulfillment, it is rest.” Unafraid to
walk the invisible beach at night, under
the stars, or in thick fog, he seems to
breathe in the unity of sand and sea, sky
and seabirds. Later in the chapter, the
writer feels the waves of sensations and
mystic-like connections, exhorting the
reader: “Learn to reverence night and to
put away the vulgar fear of it, for, with
the banishment of night from the expe-
rience of [humanity], there vanishes as
well a religious emotion, a poetic mood,
which gives depth to the adventure of
humanity.” Almost meditative in imag-
ery, Beston weaves a web of day and
night, light and dark, sun, moon, stars
and beach. Those awake and alive
enough to notice sense an “awareness of
the mystery of being.” A walk on the

beach—or in a forest grove or mountain
meadow—when the sun is hidden,
awakens something primal, and pri-
mary to what makes us naturally, wildly,
human. 

The “forces of darkness” seem to be a
major fear-driven theme in various reli-
gious traditions. Who rules the dark un-
derworld but the personification of
dark: Satan, whose shadowy demons
stalk the earth seeking to seduce the
faithful. In popular culture, the Dark
Knight of the bat cave is balanced by the
Dark Lord of the Dark Star. In color-con-
scious cultures, blackness is often
feared. Darker skin becomes a threat to
the “purity” of “light-skinned” people.
Heroes and gods look like the dominant
hue. From Snow White to images of Je-
sus as a white man, a preference and
reverence for one shade of body per-
meates the worldview, even the other-
worldly realms. Earth-tone pigment
seems too earthly, literally soiled.

It wasn’t until camping in the moun-
tains that I had to face my own fear of
the dark. If there were no stars, it could
be, as we say, “pitch black.” Not being
able to see what was out there was liter-
ally a wild experience. And maybe that’s
what I was fearing the most: wildness
and wild things. No wonder the discov-
ery of fire by our distant ancestors was
so momentous. 

Lightning strikes illumined the night
and drove away some of the indigenous
fearfulness. Not to mention the techno-
logical advancement: they could now
cook the wild things that roamed the
night. 

Henry Beston emerges from his tiny
cabin nestled in the dunes of Cape Cod,
wraps himself in the ebony cloak, and
steps into the unknown, the beauty of a
shoreless environment. A beautiful ob-
scurity—dark beauty, night beauty. “For
a moment of night we have a glimpse of
ourselves and of our world islanded in
its stream of stars.” Our eyes begin to
adjust, our senses expand, we breathe
deeper and fall into the void (with some
fear but mostly joy), to open ourselves to
step forward courageously, “pilgrims of
mortality, voyaging between horizons
across eternal seas of space and ti-
me…ennobled by a genuine moment of
emotional dignity, and poetry makes its
own both the human spirit and experi-
ence.”

We too might reverence the ocean of
night.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on "Friendly
Freethinker" (www.chighland.com).

Reverence for night in our world of light
Highland Views
Chris Highland
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The oil that will anoint King Charles
III and Queen Consort Camilla on Coro-
nation Day is taking quite a journey be-
fore it will be placed on their bodies in
May. 

Ahead of the king’s first state visits
to Germany and France as monarch, the
Chrism oil that will be used in his coro-
nation later this year was in Jerusalem
last week to be consecrated by the Pa-
triarch of Jerusalem, Theophilos III and
Anglican Archbishop Hosam Naoum. 

The Archbishop of Canterbury Justin
Welby, who leads the Church of Eng-
land, said in a press release that he was
“honored” and “grateful” that the patri-
arch and archbishop were able to con-
secrate the oil before May’s ceremony. 

“(The oil) reflects The King’s per-
sonal family connection with the Holy
Land and his great care for its peoples,”
Welby said. 

During King Charles III’s coronation
service, he will be anointed with the oil
before receiving the orb, scepter and
coronation ring, commemorating his ti-
tle as king. The oil also has a special
connection grandmother and late
mother, Queen Elizabeth II. 

What is in the Chrism oil used for
King Charles III’s coronation? 

The chrism oil, or holy oil, that will be

used at King Charles III’s coronation is
based from the same oil that was used
in Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation in
1953.

Queen Elizabeth II, Britain’s longest
reigning monarch, died in September;
her death immediately put her son on
the throne, giving Charles the title of
King Charles III. 

According to the Royal Collection
Trust, the anointing is the “most sa-
cred” part of the coronation.

Comprised of olives harvested from
the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem, the
oil was taken from groves located at the
Monastery of the Ascension and the
Monastery of Mary Magdalene, accord-
ing to a statement from Buckingham
Palace. 

The Monastery of Mary Magdelene is
the burial place of King Charles III’s pat-
ernal grandmother, Princess Alice of
Greece.

“This demonstrates the deep historic
link between the Coronation, the Bible
and the Holy Land. From ancient kings
through to the present day, monarchs
have been anointed with oil from this
sacred place,” Welby said in a state-
ment. 

Other additives that will be in the oil
include a concoction of sesame, rose,
jasmine, cinnamon, neroli, benzoin,
amber and orange blossom essential
oils.

Contributing: The Associated Press

King Charles III’s coronation oil is now consecrated 
Elise Brisco
USA TODAY

Chrism oil used for King Charles III’s coronation has been consecrated in
Jerusalem. JAMES GLOSSOP/AP


