
The funeral pall 

 
  A funeral pall is a cloth which covers a coffin or casket at a funeral.   The word comes from 

the Latin pallium (cloak), through Old English.   

  According to Concordia Publishing House’s Altar Guild Manual, a pall is a large piece of 

cloth (approximately 2 x 3 metres) that covers the entire casket and its carriage.   Some 

designs have rounded corners, to prevent soiling.   

  The use of a cloth pall to cover the coffin during a funeral grew during the Middle Ages.  It 

is used widely in Lutheran and Catholic churches in the United States.  Initially palls were 

brightly coloured and patterned.  Later only black was used, as is still the custom in some 

parts of the Catholic church.  More recently white has been the colour used in Lutheran 

churches.  However, the rules for the pall’s colour and use vary depending on religious and 

cultural traditions.  The colour is not fixed, and may also vary with the liturgical season.   

  Commonly today palls in Lutheran churches are white, symbolising the truth that in 

baptism Christians are clothed in the righteousness (purity) of Christ, and that at their death, 

that righteousness is complete in the joyful triumph over death brought about by the 

resurrection.  It reminds us that we enter the church through holy baptism and that we leave 

this world clothed in the ‘righteousness of Christ’.  The imagery in Revelation 7:13-14 of 

God’s saints gathered before his throne in white robes is also beautifully portrayed.  

  The pall is often decorated with a cross running the whole length of the cloth from end to 

end in all four directions.  This signifies the sovereignty of Christ’s triumph over sin and 

death on the cross.  In some cases more elaborate symbolism is used.  One pall includes a 

cross, a crown, the Alpha and Omega, and three wavy blue lines representing the waters of 

baptism.   



  The funeral pall is owned by the congregation and provided for families to use during a 

funeral service in the church.  In this way it is also a sign that there is no distinction between 

persons in death.  (All coffins, expensive or not, appear the same when covered by the pall.)  

The use of a pall treats every Christian exactly the same, whether buried in the costliest casket 

or the simplest wooden box.   

  It is common practice that the pall is placed on the coffin as soon as it arrives in the 

narthex, before processing into the nave.  If circumstances do not allow this, it should be 

placed on the coffin before the service begins.  It remains on the coffin during the service in 

the church and may then be removed by the pallbearers or members of the family after 

returning to the narthex before proceeding to the hearse.  If circumstances do not allow this, 

the pall may be reverently removed in the church before the recession.  No other objects, 

such as flowers should be placed on the pall during the funeral service. 
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