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DIA DE LOS MUERTOS:
All Souls’ Day

Introduction

Since the earliest centuries of the Church, Christians have prayed for the dead, entrusting them to God’s
mercy and remembering them especially in the celebration of the Eucharist. This spiritual practice is
rooted in the Church’s faith in the communion of saints—the spiritual union of all the faithful in Christ:
those living on earth, those being purified after death, and those already enjoying God’s glory in heaven.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) teaches: “By virtue of the ‘communion of saints,” the Church
commends the dead to God’s mercy and offers her prayers, especially the holy sacrifice of the Eucharist,
on their behalf” (CCC, 1055). These prayers are not merely acts of remembrance or expressions of grief;
they are acts of faith in the power of Christ’s saving sacrifice and in the bonds of charity that unite the
members of his Body, even beyond death. As we pray in one of the Prefaces for the Dead, “life is changed
not ended” (Roman Missal, “Preface I For the Dead,” 78). Thus, our relationship with those who have
gone before us continues, though in a different way.

For this reason, “the Eucharistic sacrifice is also offered for the faithful departed who ‘have died in Christ
but are not yet wholly purified...”” (CCC, 1371). Through the Mass, the Church asks that these souls may
be purified from every remaining attachment to sin and welcomed into the fullness of Christ’s light and
peace. This practice was already evident in the early Christian liturgy. St. Cyril of Jerusalem testified that
the Church prayed for those who had fallen asleep, believing that these supplications benefited their souls
because Christ was present in the Eucharistic offering. Thus, when the Church prays for the dead at Mass,
she does so as one family in Christ—grateful for the lives of the departed, confident in God’s mercy, and
hopeful that all who have died in Christ may enter fully into the peace and glory of heaven.

All Souls’ Day

All Souls’ Day, celebrated on November 2, is the Church’s Commemoration of all the Faithful Departed.
It is a day especially devoted to praying for the dead, particularly through the celebration of the Mass,
asking God to cleanse and receive those who still need purification before entering the fullness of heaven.
Catholics visit cemeteries, offer Masses, pray the Rosary, set “altar de muertos”, and perform works of
charity for the deceased.

All Souls’ Day is truly a celebration of Christian hope. It proclaims Christ’s victory over death and renews
the Church’s faith in the resurrection of the body and eternal life. Thus, the dead are remembered with
honest grief, but also with hope in the resurrection promised by Christ. For Catholics, this day becomes
an opportunity to recognize that our earthly lives are finite, and in humility we must seek repentance,
deeper faith, greater charity, and trust God as we prepare to meet Him.

Inculturation
The Catholic principle of inculturation applies not only to the liturgy but also to popular piety, through
which the Gospel becomes embodied in the cultures and devotional practices of particular peoples .

I The Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy explicitly has a section entitled “Inculturation and Popular Piety”
(nos. 91-92). While paragraph no. 91 reiterates: “popular piety is the first and most fundamental form of the faith's
‘inculturation’”, it also connects popular piety with the encounter between the Gospel and culture: “The encounter

between the innovative dynamism of the Gospel message, and the various elements of a given culture, is affirmed in
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Second Vatican Council provides the foundational principle by recognizing that the Church does not seek
“rigid uniformity in matters that do not affect the faith or the good of the whole community.” Rather, the
Church respects and fosters “the genius and talents” of different peoples and is willing to receive cultural
elements that are not bound to superstition or error when they can be harmonized with the Christian faith
(ctf. Sacrosanctum Concilium [SC], 37-40). Applied to popular piety, this means that cultural traditions,
symbols, customs, celebrations, gestures, music, art, and devotional practices can become authentic
expressions of Catholic faith when they are consistent with the Gospel of Christ and the Church’s teaching.
Inculturation, therefore, does not require popular devotion to look the same in every culture; instead, it
allows the universal Catholic faith to be expressed through the legitimate cultural forms of particular
peoples.

At the same time, the Church teaches that not every cultural practice is automatically compatible with
Christian faith. The Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy (2001) emphasizes the need for
discernment and pastoral guidance so that popular piety remains authentically Christian and maintains a
proper relationship with the liturgy. Cultural practices may be received and encouraged when they express
genuine faith, direct people toward Christ, and are consistent with the Church’s teaching; practices
containing superstition, magic, syncretism, or elements antithetical to Christian belief require purification,
correction, or rejection. In this sense, inculturation is a process of receiving, discerning, purifying, and
fostering the cultural expressions through which people live their Catholic faith. The goal is not simply to
preserve a cultural tradition for its own sake, but to allow the Gospel to take root within a particular culture
while allowing that culture to express the faith in ways that are genuinely its own. As Varietates legitimae
(1994) explains in its treatment of inculturation, this process involves a mutual enrichment between the
Gospel and human cultures, always within the unity of the Catholic faith.

GUIDELINES FOR THE PLACEMENT AND DECORATION OF AN
ALTAR DE MUERTOS (Altar of Remembrance)

The following guidelines are intended to help ensure that the placement and display of an altar de muertos
(altar of remembrance) respects the Catholic faith, liturgy, and the sacred character of the space. When
displayed on church property, the altar should remain consistent with Catholic teaching and serve as an
authentic expression of prayer, remembrance, communion with the faithful living and deceased, and hope
in resurrection.

1. The placement of an altar de muertos on church property, whether inside or outside a sacred space, is an
expression of popular piety. It may serve as a meaningful way to remember deceased loved ones and to
express familial love, gratitude, and solidarity with those who have died. These practices can be consistent
with the observance of All Souls’ Day—when the Church prays for the dead and proclaims the Christian
hope of the resurrection, eternal life, and the communion of saints.

2. For this reason, a parish or Catholic school may appropriately display an altar de muertos or memorial
offering near a church, cemetery, parish hall, or another suitable location. Such a display should express
Christian faith in Jesus Christ, particularly faith in his saving Death and Resurrection and his promise of

popular piety.” Furthermore, this particular section also discusses the adaptation or inculturation of particular pious
exercises, including language, music, artistic forms, and gestures (no. 92).
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eternal life. It should recall the communion of the faithful, living and deceased, recognizing the spiritual
bond shared by the Church on earth and those who have gone before us in faith.

3. An altar de muertos should also encourage prayer for the dead, thus entrusting deceased loved ones to
God’s mercy and care while fostering Christian hope in the resurrection of the body and eternal life with
God. In this way, the altar can serve as an opportunity to honor and remember the deceased while directing
attention to the central Gospel Message of hope found in Christ’s victory over death.

4. Thus, when displayed on church property, the altar should remain consistent with Catholic teaching and
serve as an authentic expression of prayer, remembrance, communion with the faithful living and
deceased, and hope in the Resurrection.

Christian Meaning of the Altar de Muertos
5. The devotional display should communicate the Catholic understanding of death: “I am the resurrection
and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live.” (Jn 11:25)
The principal theological themes should be:
a. thanksgiving for the life of the deceased;
remembrance of family and members of the Christian community;
prayer for the dead;
the communion of saints;
Christ’s victory over sin and death;
f. and hope in the resurrection of the body and of eternal life.
The display should, therefore, direct the faithful ultimately to Jesus Christ, rather than treating the
deceased as purely spiritual beings with no connection to God the Creator, the source of all life. The
Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy recognizes cultural expressions surrounding death and
encourages forms of popular piety that lead the faithful toward authentic Christian faith, while
warning against superstition and practices incompatible with the Christian understanding of salvation.
Appropriate Location
6. An altar de muertos must never be placed on the Eucharistic sacrifice, attached to it, or constructed in
such a way that it appears to be an extension of the altar of the Eucharistic sacrifice. The altar is the center
of the Eucharistic celebration and signifies Christ. Only those things required for the celebration of Mass
are to be placed on the altar table.
The preferred location is a place outside the sanctuary, such as:
a) aside chapel;
b) adesignated devotional area;
c) atransept or side aisle, where appropriate;
d) the narthex or vestibule;
e) or another suitable area of the church.
The display should not obstruct: the ambo, the baptismal font, the tabernacle, the presidential chair,
processional routes, emergency exits, access for persons with disabilities, or the normal movement of
ministers and the faithful. Additionally, the placement should allow the faithful to pray before the display
without interfering with the celebration of Mass.
7. The altar de muertos should not be constructed so prominently that it becomes the visual center of the
church during Mass. More importantly, it should never draw attention away from the liturgical action
taking place in our parish communities.

oo o
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Photographs of the Deceased
8. Photographs of deceased family members and members of the parish community may appropriately be
included. These photographs should:
a) be presented respectfully;
b) identify the deceased when appropriate;
c) be arranged in an orderly manner;
d) avoid excessive visual clutter;
e) preferably be accompanied by Christian symbols or Scripture.

9. So long as the photographs should be understood as memorial representations of the faithful departed for
whom we pray to God, they serve as reminders of those who have died and of our Christian duty to
commend their souls to God in prayer.

10. The display should not contain images or representations that are contrary to Catholic teaching or that
could lead the faithful into superstition or religious confusion.

Christian Symbols

11. The altar de muertos should prominently incorporate Christian symbols. Some examples of appropriate
visuals include: a crucifix, an image of Jesus, an image of the Resurrection, the Sacred Heart, an image of
the Blessed Virgin Mary, images of the saints, the Bible or a lectionary, a rosary, baptismal symbols, the
Paschal candle (where appropriate and with permission), the Chi-Rho or other traditional Christian
symbols.

12. A crucifix should preferably occupy a prominent position, making clear that Christian remembrance of
the dead is centered upon Christ’s Passion, Death and Resurrection.

13. The use of sacred images should conform to the Church’s teaching regarding their proper veneration.
Images are signs that direct the faithful toward the persons and mysteries they represent.

Flowers and Natural Decorations

14. Flowers are an appropriate element of an altar de muertos. Floral arrangements accompanying the altares
are to be dignified, harmonious with the church environment and proportionate to the size of the display
while unobtrusive to the display of the Christian symbols.

Candles and Light

15. Candles are traditionally used in Catholic worship to represent Christ as a light for the world and
symbolize Christian hope and prayer. In this context, as we remember our Christian brothers and sisters
that have gone before us, the use of a moderate and dignified display of candles on altares is appropriate.

16. When candles are used, they should be placed in secure holders and kept away from combustible materials.
They should never be placed in such a way that they obstruct passageways or create a fire hazard. When
and whereever necessary for safety, battery operated candles may be used.

Food, Drink, and Personal Objects

17. The pastor or administrator should exercise prudential judgment concerning food and drink as these may
spoil without anyone’s notice and may attract insects or rodents. Additionally, it is important to emphasize
that food is not actually required and that in the Christian context the dead do not need it for consumption.

18. Alcoholic beverages, tobacco, or objects that could create scandal, danger, or conflict with Catholic
teaching should not be displayed on altares de muertos.

Cultural Imagery and Other Elements

19. Images or decorations should not portray death merely as annihilation, glorify death itself, or communicate

ideologies contrary to Christ’s promise of the resurrection of the dead.
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For example, skull iconography is of popular use on altares de muerto. In this case, it should not be
forgotten that some of the saints such as St. Jerome, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Rita and St. Mariana de
Paredes (among others) have been depicted with skulls and/or skeletons. In Christian iconography, the
skull represents humanity’s finite state in this world and the need to prepare for death—which will come
unannounced. The skull represents the saints’ deep contemplation of their own mortality and the judgment
that follows. A healthy remainder of this thought is good medicine for the soul. In this frame of thought,
the use of imagery of skulls is compatible with the Church’s teaching. Pastors are encouraged to use every
opportunity to help their parishioners direct their thoughts, prayer, and even popular piety so they align
with Christ’s teachings.
Lastly, decorations should not obscure the crucifix, sacred images, tabernacle, ambo, or other liturgical
furnishings from the view of parishioners present during their worship.
Parish Prayer Before the Altar de Muertos
It is encouraged that parishes that have altares de muertos provide opportunities for prayer before the
display, particularly after Mass or during designated devotional times. The faithful are encouraged to pray
special prayers for the dead (some are found in the Order of Christian Funerals), De Profundis (Psalm
130), the Rosary or even simply an our Father and Hail Mary. The emphasis should always be on praying
for the deceased and entrusting them to the mercy of God.
Pastoral Oversight
The pastor or administrator should approve the location, design, and content of the altar de muertos before
it is installed. He should ensure that:
a. the display is consistent with Catholic doctrine;
the distinction between popular piety and the sacred liturgy remains clear;
the Eucharistic altar and sanctuary retain their proper dignity;
sacred images are used appropriately;
the display does not introduce superstition or syncretism;
fire and structural safety requirements are observed,
and the cultural tradition is presented in a manner that genuinely promotes evangelization and
Christian prayer.

R e e o

Conclusion

The presence of an altar de muertos in a Catholic church and Catholic properties should lead the faithful
from remembrance to prayer, from mourning to Christian hope, and ultimately, from the mere memory of
our loved ones to Christ’s baptism and resurrection and therefore have His promise of resurrection. The
Eucharistic altar remains the unique altar of the Sacrifice of Christ and must retain its primacy and dignity
within the church. The devotional altar de muertos, when appropriately located and prepared, can stand
as a cultural expression of the Catholic faith in the communion of saints, the reality of death, the efficacy
of prayer for the dead, and the Christian hope of eternal life.
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