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ELEMENTS OF CEREMONY: 
THE WHAT AND WHY OF CEREMONY  

	
	

WHAT THIS HANDOUT IS ABOUT 
	
This handout offers thoughts on what ceremonies are about, highlighting common elements of ceremony 
that you might want to include in your own 
	
1.  WHAT IS CEREMONY? 
	

 
Ceremony has been an important part of human life throughout recorded history. A ceremony usually marks 
an important point in someone’s life, perhaps a transition into a new phase of life (a rite of passage), a 
celebration of a commitment to a each other in relationship (as in the case of a wedding), or to help a person 
to process the change that they are passing through, often involving to remember, commit or let go.  
   
A ceremony causes those who take part in it to stop for a short while and reflect on what they are marking 
and, when relevant, to commit themselves to and better prepare themselves for the steps they will take for 
the life they will lead after. This change can happen at a deep unconscious level, as well as with what’s being 
brought to mind and what emotions are being raised on the surface. In this sense, there is often something 
primordial about ceremony, tapping into a deep instinct and connecting all the people who take part in it in 
a very natural way.   
   
Ceremonies may be secular, but usually involve acknowledging that a higher power gives guidance and 
blessing (asking for favour and protection). Interfaith ceremonies do make such an acknowledgement. An 
interfaith ceremony allows people of many different faiths, those having differing notions ways of 
expressing their spirituality, and those who are agnostic to share in a way that is meaningful for all.  
  
2.  WHERE TO HOLD A CEREMONY? 
	

 
There are no special requirements for a venue, other than the ability to comfortably hold the people who are 
taking part in or who are otherwise invited to the ceremony. Public buildings or open spaces, family homes, 
hospices, cruise ships, beaches, hotels and gardens are all possibilities.  The minister will (usually privately) 
bless the chosen place to be a positive place and a sacred space before the start of the ceremony. 
 
Note: In many countries, the legal part of a wedding (registering the marriage) does need to take place in a 
place that is specifically licensed for that purpose, although the celebration ceremony can take place 
anywhere, most likely at another time. 

 
	
3.  SOME COMMON ELEMENTS OF CEREMONY? 

 
Common elements of a ceremony are shown in the picture overleaf (this is for a baby blessing ceremony, but 
the same elements apply for a marriage ceremony too). 
 
Some or all of the elements depicted will normally be present in a ceremony, although these don't have to 
be orchestrated in a formal or very structured way (some of the most meaningful ceremonies are quite 
informal and unconventional in nature). Which are relevant and most meaningful for you is what matters. 
Every ceremony is unique – it is this uniqueness that marks out a 'ceremony' from a regularly repeated 
'service'. 
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