
NOV. 1-2, ALL SAINTS & ALL SOULS: CELEBRATING DÍA DE LOS MUERTOS 
 

Death can easily consume a family with grief and sadness.  But for Catholics, death is also a time of remembrance and 
communal celebration of life. Those celebrations are most apparent on Nov. 2, All Souls’ Day and Día de los Muertos, 
also known as Day of the Dead. 

For the past few years here at St. John Neumann, we have created a corner of remembrance and listed the names of 
those who have died during the past year.  We’ve decided to take a cultural approach this year and invite members of 
our Hispanic community to create a traditional altar of remembrance, or ofrenda in our small side chapel in the joyful 
way that has roots in the Latin American culture.  

Día de los Muertos has blended Aztec culture and Church tradition over time. For three days every year Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans gather for Día de los Muertos. In cemeteries and homes people come together to remember their 
deceased loved ones. The last of those days, November 2, falls on the traditional Commemoration of All the Faithful 
Departed, All Souls Day.  

All Souls Day and Día de los Muertos come from different places. Both observances remember the dead. But their ways 
of remembering go in somewhat different directions. All Souls Day remembers and prays for “all the faithful 
departed”; Día de los Muertos welcomes the return of the departed for a yearly family visit. The latter has roots in 
Mexico’s pre-Spanish civilization and its beliefs and practices relating to death, while the former has a firmly European 
heritage. 

All Souls Day has a long history. As early as the 9th century it was a custom for monasteries to set aside a day to pray for 
their dead, and an abbot of the Benedictine monastery of Cluny was the first to establish November 2 as the day for 
commemoration of the departed. With the carnage of World War I in mind, Pope Benedict XV extended All Souls Day to 
the whole Catholic Church in 1915. On All Souls people of faith remember those believers who have gone before them 
and ask God to welcome them as they enter their final journey to be with God forever. 

While Día de los Muertos also remembers the dead, it celebrates their living memory as well. Gatherings at gravesides 
become family reunion picnics—with the dead invited. Food, drink, music, flowers, and fireworks are part of the 
celebration. It is a kind of party during which the dead are remembered and rejoiced over. In the home, altars, ofrendas, 
decorated with flowers, photos of the deceased, and a variety of food offerings for the dead extend hospitality to the 
deceased and recall their presence.  The Disney film Coco portrays these in a charming way. 

Many of these foods are sweet, such as the pan de muerto. The celebration is also a time for toy skeletons, papel 
picado—tissue paper cutouts of skulls and bones—and other ornaments. In the candy and toys, participants find 
sweetness and play in the bitterness and somberness of death. 

Catholicism embraces all these dimensions of remembering the dead. Whether in prayer for all the faithful departed on 
All Souls or in the customs of Día de los Muertos, the past enters into the present. Families and the larger family of faith 
gather around altars and places where the deceased rest to affirm life in the midst of death and joy in sorrow. A memory 
celebrated becomes a living hope for eternal life.  

Please visit the ofrenda in the side chapel, where you’ll see an explanation of the rich symbolism of the altar of 
remembrance, as well as the list of our parish’s deceased loved ones. 

Based on an article by Joel Schorn in the November 2010 issue of U.S. Catholic (Vol. 75, No. 11, page 46). 


