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Welcome


Death is the inevitable end to every life. Everybody you know will die someday, and so will you.


We can’t ignore the inevitability of death, and indeed, for many humanists, it is the finite length of a human life that gives it meaning.


Human beings are not the sort of animals to which events just happen. We have a deep need to understand those events, to give them meaning and shape, through the stories we tell ourselves about our lives.


Archaeology shows us how, long before the written word was invented, people felt the need to mark the end of a life with ceremony of some kind.


All rituals and ceremonies are based on beliefs and values, whether we realise and acknowledge them or not. Funeral ceremonies are based on our most fundamental beliefs about life and death – and the meaning and purpose of existence.


The humanist approach is that we have one life, and death is the end of that life. It makes sense to enjoy your life and the things that give it meaning – relationships, worthwhile projects, simple pleasures, the beauty of nature and the arts, curiosity, creativity, love.


A humanist funeral is a non-religious ceremony that reflects this understanding, while also being inclusive and welcoming those with religious beliefs. It also reflects the fact that every human life is utterly unique. Humanist funerals are completely personal and wholly focussed on the life of the person who has died and the needs of those who knew them and loved them.


This little book is not a ‘how to’ guide for arranging a humanist funeral, but it will help you to start thinking about the ideas, beliefs, and values that will inform a funeral, whether that’s yours or someone else’s.


It is also an invitation to think about mortality – and the sort of questions that we often put to the back of our minds. Anyone who wants to live with their eyes open to reality has to come to terms with death. In doing so, we can learn to live more fully and make sure, when the end comes, the story of our life has been a good one.




Andrew Copson and Alice Roberts


December 2022












Introduction


Non-religious funerals and memorial services have been around for a long time, despite many people thinking that they are a modern concept: Humanists UK has been providing humanist funerals since 1896, creating memorable and meaningful ceremonies for non-religious people who want to mark death with dignity, without reference to an afterlife.


Today, with over half of the population identifying as non-religious since the 2018 British Social Attitudes Survey, more than a million people each year attend a humanist ceremony, and humanist funerals are increasingly the preferred choice for families who want to commemorate their loved one as a unique and valued individual, with no religion.


The Humanist Ceremonies network of celebrants, trained and accredited by Humanists UK, operates throughout England, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Channel Islands. Each celebrant is independent and self-employed, but works collegiately with shared values and commitment to serving families who seek non-religious ceremonies to mark the most important moments in their lives.


Through rigorous training, professional development and peer review, celebrants are able to work thoughtfully, sensitively and flexibly with families to create a funeral ceremony for their loved one in exactly the way they wish.


The majority of humanist funerals take place in crematoria or cemeteries but they can be held anywhere and at any time, with the coffin present or as a memorial or ashes ceremony, in a hotel, pub room or village hall, or outdoors, in woodlands or on the beach. Humanist funerals are warm and inclusive, welcoming to all, regardless of belief or faith, and very often there will be a moment of reflection within the ceremony, where those who wish can make a silent prayer.


People sometimes ask whether or not religious content can be included in a humanist funeral. The answer is: if the person who has died was not religious, then the celebrant can always find a way to create an appropriate and authentic humanist ceremony for them. What is key is that the most solemn and significant moment of the ceremony, the farewell (what might be called the committal in a traditional funeral) is not a religious one. We are not sending the person who has died to an afterlife: the ceremony recognises that their one life is over, and they have become part of the eternal cycle of nature, their atoms and energy forever around us. Although as humanist celebrants we won’t lead an act of collective worship, we recognise that, culturally, religion is embedded in our everyday lives, and also that many non-religious people appreciate the beauty of music and literature with religious influences. We understand, too, that families are diverse and varied in their beliefs – after all, we all have families ourselves, and know that it may be important for this to be reflected. So a humanist funeral could include a favourite hymn, when it’s a reminder of a rugby club, for example, or a poem with a religious reference because it was a favourite at school. If it’s significant to one close family member for a prayer to be included, it would be inauthentic (and meaningless) for the celebrant to read it, but if someone else is able to do so then it can be part of the ceremony. The celebrant will always work with the family to find a solution.


A humanist funeral is not always the easiest choice for a bereaved family in deep grief. In my role as a celebrant, I often say to the families I work with that the planning of the ceremony – recounting memories, choosing readings and pieces of music, approving the script I have drafted – may ask a lot of them at what might be the most difficult of times. These can all feel like additional tasks when there are already a great many other onerous admin jobs around the death of their person to be completed. But, for most families, the meeting with their celebrant is an extremely positive experience, a chance to come together and collectively remember and share family stories, perhaps the first time ever they have done so. They are often very emotional gatherings, with laughter as well as tears, and families frequently say how helpful they have been in the process of grieving.


In the end, what the celebrant and the family do together is create a totally unique and personal ceremony for the person who has died, authentic, honest, and meaningful to everyone present. The family can take comfort in knowing that they have done their very best to say a final farewell to their person in the most fitting way they can.




Deborah Hooper


Director of Ceremonies


December 2022












The role of a celebrant


Nobody wants to be at a funeral. Who wouldn’t rather be having a cup of tea, a dance, or even an argument with the person who died? But then, too many people haven’t been to a good funeral – one where they came away invigorated with gratitude and love for the person they knew, or quietly healing and soothed by the closing of a difficult chapter, or simply involved in a ceremony that did what was needed.


Our role as humanist funeral celebrants is to make the funeral ceremony as (appropriately) brilliant as it can be. For it to encapsulate grief and shock, but also laughter and love. For it to reflect the idiosyncrasies and complexities which are part of every relationship. And all of this not in spite of the circumstances, but because of the circumstances. All of us deserve a good funeral.


Sometimes it’s easy to celebrate a life, but there are many circumstances where it’s hard. Whatever the situation, it will be deftly handled by your humanist funeral celebrant. Your work with a celebrant will be personal, tailored to your requirements, and full of everything necessary to reflect the personality of the deceased.


Your celebrant will learn all about the life and character of the person who has died. They will meet with you and whoever else is needed. They will support you in choosing between a graveside ceremony, a crematorium, a woodland burial, a celebration of life at a later date, or any of the myriad options available to you. They will help you choose music, guide you through rituals and symbolic gestures, liaise with any funeral directors, help you find readings, and find ways to include others. They will start the storytelling and memory sharing that will spill out and live long beyond the ceremony. They will support your wishes, and help find what feels best for you.


The second funeral I ever conducted was a celebration of life for a dear friend. It was tough: 48 hours before the ceremony, I had dozens of anecdotes, but I hadn’t been able to write a single word. I found myself in an unusual panic. Why couldn’t I write anything? I realised I was angry. My feelings were getting in the way, and I realised that would be how everyone gathered felt. So, I addressed this from the start.


As we gathered on a clifftop for the ceremony it seemed fitting to shout our rage into the open sky. By openly admitting how much we didn’t want to be there, and by collectively shouting ‘SCREW CANCER’ out over the sea and beyond, something astonishing happened. We felt communed, heard, oddly soothed in our collective rage. It cleared the space for us to be able to then remember our friend properly: in her brilliant, irreverent, celebratory, all-dancing way.


This is not right for all ceremonies. But it was right for her.


My first funeral came about because the person who died knew I would let a mariachi band play live, in full regalia, in the crematorium chapel. One of her last requests was for people to leave her with her favourite live music ringing around their ears.


This is not right for all ceremonies. But it was right for her.


Your celebrant will help you find whatever is right to honour the individual person who has died.


A humanist funeral is, at its heart, a reflection of a humanist approach to life. It is full of humanity and what it means to be alive.




Zena Birch


December 2022
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DEATH AND LIFE




There are only two days of less than 24 hours in our lifetime – sitting like bookends astride our lives. One is celebrated every year and the other makes us see living as precious.


Kathryn Mannix
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Being dead




We are such stuff As dreams are made on; and our little life Is rounded with a sleep


William Shakespeare





Being dead shouldn’t be something to worry about.


Close your eyes and think back over your life so far. What is your earliest memory? Perhaps you can just about remember an early birthday or a first playmate. Try to think back further, as far as you can.


Now try to think how you felt before you were born.


Maybe that’s too much of a stretch. Try instead to think about how it feels when you’re asleep. Not the moments when you’re half awake or dreaming. Think about how you feel during dreamless sleep. Or if you’ve ever been under a general anaesthetic, try to remember how you felt then.


The point is, of course, that you can’t remember these things – neither unconsciousness, nor the years before your birth.




Look back on the eternity that passed before we were born and consider how it counts as absolutely nothing to us. This is a mirror, held up for us by Nature, that shows how it will be after we are dead. Is there anything frightening in this sight? Anything depressing? Anything that is not more restful than the deepest of sleeps?


Lucretius





In the past, people didn’t know that thinking occurred in our brains. Some people believed it was possible that the part of us that thought, and looked out at the world, was separate from our body.
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