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INTRODUCTION
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There are few events in life we face with more apprehension than the funeral of someone we love. At the same time, there are few urges more profound than the need to commemorate our loved ones, to celebrate their lives, and to mourn their passing.

Every culture has its rituals marking the passage from life; nearly every religion has its rite honoring the dead. Some of the world’s most moving poems have been funeral elegies, some of the world’s most beautiful music has been written for requiem services, and some of history’s most stirring speeches have been funeral orations. The poems and music lament the sting of death and sing of the joy of life. The religious rites ease the passage of the spirit to the next world.

But despite our desire to commemorate, we often face the task of planning funerals and memorial services with dread. That is understandable. The ceremonies that mark life’s other major passages—such as weddings and christenings—are filled with joy and hope. Funerals and memorial services, by contrast, are almost inevitably tinged with grief, even for the most devout believer in another, better world to come.

Moreover, weddings and christenings, birthdays, anniversaries, bar and bas mitzvahs can all be planned at leisure over a long period of time. But while some people plan their memorial services ahead of time, the majority do not, so others must do it for them. Thus, most funerals and memorial services are conceived and executed at moments of great stress and under extreme time pressures.

Even so, the scores of people we interviewed in the preparation of this book recalled with thankfulness the services they helped plan for their spouses, parents, siblings, and friends. Many were surprised to discover just how much satisfaction they found in these rites. In the months and years following, they frequently returned with pleasure to the memories of these services. Among those whose memories were less pleasant, however, the reason was never that they found the occasion too mournful. Rather, they regretted that the press of time, their own bereavement, or simply lack of imagination or resources had kept them from creating a suitable service.

What made the difference?

Those who were satisfied felt that the service they had created was appropriate to the person who died. That it was beautiful. That it expressed to the family and to the community who the person was, why his life was important, and how much he would be missed.

For some people, that meant taking refuge in tradition. For them, the comforting cadences of centuries-old religious rites plus the familiarity of old hymns and of a priest preaching the promise of resurrection were consoling. But many other people found the most satisfaction in personalizing a service, in making a service that memorialized this person and no other. They shared stories of the person’s life, praised his accomplishments, explained his aspirations. They played his music and told his jokes. In either case, the services that were the most uplifting were the ones that were planned with much thought and care.

What is the purpose of a funeral or memorial service? Why this need to hold a formal service of commemoration? What does this public rite accomplish that private grieving can’t? What end do funerals and memorial services serve?

Because the funeral marks the end of the life of the body, historically one function has been a sacramental one. In many religions, at least one major function of the funeral is to ease the passage of the dead to the next world. Thus, the living gather to offer their prayers of assistance. Buddhists chant sutras to help direct the spirit; Catholics pray souls out of Purgatory.

But even nonreligious funerals have at their very base a profound feeling of social and moral obligation to the dead. In Sophocles’ play, Antigone goes to her own death for disobeying her uncle’s orders and refusing to let her brother lie unburied. It is that deep sense that no one should leave the earth unmemorialized that led one priest we interviewed to conduct a memorial service alone in an empty chapel for an elderly man who had outlived everyone else who might have remembered and mourned his passing. It is that same sense of obligation to the dead that leads us to come from great distances to attend the funeral of someone we loved or admired.

A memorial service—in contrast to a funeral—accomplishes that aim not by focusing on the passage of the person who died to the next world but by centering on a remembrance of his life. A memorial service is seen not as a dirge for a life that has passed but as a commemoration of a life well lived.

As we will see in later chapters, both funerals and memorial services are becoming increasingly less mournful. More and more people are choosing cheerful, upbeat music and poems of inspiration rather than of mourning. The eulogies may be filled with humor, and a ceremony may stress hope and the continuation of life in the aftermath of death.

Indeed, both funerals and memorial services are now often spoken of as “celebrations.” Moreover, there is an increasing recognition that services for the dead are actually services for the living. Even when they are focused on the person who has died, their purpose is to help those left behind come to terms with death and go on with life.

How do they do that? For one thing, funerals and memorial services serve to gather a community around the grieving family and friends. There is nothing more consoling to those nearest to the person who has died than to realize how much their loved one was loved by others. Often it even comes as a surprise to the family to discover just how far afield the person’s influence had spread. When old teachers, former students, bosses, colleagues, shopkeepers, college classmates, and sports teammates share in a funeral or memorial service, they provide a reassuring presence for those closest to him.

For those in that extended community, too, a well-planned memorial service provides a fuller picture of a person’s entire life. We may have known our friend professionally but never knew that he had once been a fighter pilot. We may have played ball alongside him for years without realizing that he had a master’s degree in French literature. We may not have known that our college classmate had worked regularly in a homeless shelter. Or that the person we thought of as our little cousin had gone on to achieve such professional acclaim. We often live geographically, professionally, and socially fragmented lives; in the stories told by others, we can assemble those fragments into a picture of a whole life and a whole person.

Nonetheless, no one should overlook the age-old, traditional role of the funeral, which is to provide an occasion for the bereaved to mourn and to be comforted. In most memorial services, people shy away from talk of death, dying, grief, and mourning, but they should not, in their focus on life, overlook the weight of grief that loved ones are bearing.

The best of all services make it possible for people both to express their love and pride in the life of the deceased and to talk about their deep feelings of loss. “I believe a memorial service makes it easier to bear the grief of a loved one’s passing,” said one Atlanta woman whose husband died of AIDS. While the focus of her husband’s service, she said, was “remember the good times,” she and her family were also able to talk freely about their loss. “My little girl was able to express what she and her daddy were like together and what she felt about that.”

Finally, a memorial service can provide an example to everyone who attends. We can leave a profoundly moving service thinking about what is worthwhile in our own lives: What is important? What is unimportant? What would people say about our lives? What would we want them to say?

By necessity, when a death occurs, your first thoughts must be about the disposition of the body and its eventual resting place. For that reason, we have described the choices available to you in the Appendix, “Basic Funeral Planning.” Once these decisions have been made, however, you can turn your thoughts to how you wish to memorialize the deceased. The purpose of this book is to lay out in a simple, matter-of-fact way everything you need to know to create the best memorial service possible for your loved one or to guide you in leaving instructions for your own. We have tried to provide a wide range of examples, culled from the experiences of people all over the country and drawn from memorial services for people who lived to a full old age as well as from those for people who—as a result of illness or accident—were forced to leave their lives far too soon.

Some of the services were held for famous and much-lauded people, attended by celebrities and written about by the press. Others were services for people the world would consider unimportant—accountants and bankers, lawyers and construction workers. They were Masons, Catholics, Baptists, and atheists. The services were held in cathedrals and chapels, in funeral homes and art museums. They took place on golf courses, in bowling alleys, and thousands of feet in the air.

Some of the memorial services we describe had few attendees. Others were attended by thousands of mourners. The service for one ninety-seven-year-old rural man was attended by 650 people, showing the surprising reach of ordinary lives—the church from which he was buried had 100 members, and the man was related to all of them.

Some of the services were for people who were clearly well loved and provided opportunities for those who attended to express their love. Others, for people who all their lives had caused pain to those around them, were aimed at healing. The much-publicized memorial service for film director Louis Malle showed how even the families of the famous must deal with the pain both of their loved ones’ deaths and of their own lives.

The service we attended for one woman who had passed her life as a barkeeper unexpectedly offered moving lessons in the light that radiates from seemingly obscure lives. At this woman’s service, person after person stood to speak of their childhoods spent in her home. They told of how she had rescued them from the streets, taken them in, fed them, clothed them, and sent them to church. They all wondered what would have become of them had it not been for her love and care.

All the services we have written about had something special about them. Each one expressed the personality of an individual and the importance of his or her life to others. We believe that everyone’s life has this unique beauty, and we have written this guide to help you find it, present it to others, and take comfort from it yourself.
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CHAPTER ONE
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 THE FIRST STEPS
 IN PLANNING A SERVICE 

A memorial service for someone we love begins not with the service itself but with the planning for it. Indeed, one of the gifts of a funeral or memorial service is that in those crucial first days after the death of a loved one, it forces people to focus their thoughts and emotions on planning something positive. Memorializing a person—even a person who was very near and dear—means having to think hard about that person and to examine the meaning of her life and the role she played in others’ lives. It means coming face-to-face with her values—and our own.

The reminiscing, evaluating, and weighing that take place in the planning of the service can be important in itself as part of the process of grieving and healing. Moreover, it is from the things that are discovered in the process that a memorable and moving service grows.

For most people, this process begins within the first day or so after the death. As you think through the life of the person you are going to memorialize, you will find that the outlines of a potential service will quickly emerge. Some aspects will be determined by the depth of her religious faith, for example, or of her love of a certain kind of music or flowers or poetry. Other aspects will be determined by your family, your community, your geographic location, and your own creative and artistic skills.

The first thing to do, then, is to sit down, pencil and paper in hand, and begin to plan. If you find that doing this job alone is an impossible task, ask someone to help you. Close relatives, of course, will have suggestions and thoughts. Many people consult their pastor, priest, or rabbi or a funeral home director for specific assistance. Such people can help with the planning and also provide spiritual and emotional solace. A funeral director is well prepared to provide advice of a more practical nature.

But it is friends, family, and associates who will actually be the most help in preparing the service. You might simply turn to a friend of the family who, while close, is less emotionally devastated. In most cases, one person—a spouse, a close friend, a son or daughter, brother or sister—will become the main focus of all the planning efforts.

In some cases, you may have to limit the number of people who want to participate. “If there are too many people involved in the planning, it becomes a problem. It leads to competition among people to manage the service,” said the Reverend Thomas Pellaton, a priest at Saint Michael’s Episcopal Church in New York. There will, of course, be many different tastes to accommodate and the feelings of many different people to consider. But planning the memorial service shouldn’t turn into a battle among competing groups.

Still, don’t overlook the fact that help may come from unexpected places. As word of the death spreads, people will emerge who may be quite unknown to you but who played key roles in your loved one’s life. This will be especially true if the person you are memorializing lived in a different part of the country. For example, when Deborah Lewine flew from New York to California to help plan her brother Jeff’s service, she got a great deal of help from the captain of his softball team, who knew her brother and his friends well.

You may be reluctant to ask someone for such help. You may feel that it is a tremendous burden and an imposition. Ask anyway. Planning a memorial service is an intimate and personal job, and people you ask to help may be honored because, at such a time, they want to feel close and needed.

Your decision about the kind of service you choose to create will rest in part on your own needs and preferences and in part on the needs and preferences of others who will participate. But all planning should begin with thoughtful consideration of the person to be memorialized.

WHO WAS THE PERSON WHO DIED? 

You may think you knew the person well—especially if he or she was a person very dear to you—but the answer to this question may not be as easy as it first appears. In fact, the closer you were to the person, the more difficult it may be to answer. If your understanding of a person is based on familiarity and habit, it may take some thought to single out those characteristics that will have the most meaning to others.

You and the people who are helping you should first think about what kind of a person your loved one was: Was she socially active, or were friends and family her chief interest? How would other people have described her? When preparing a memorial service, think about what kind of a service would best fit her personality. Was she a casual, informal person, the kind you could drop in on for an impromptu chat? Or was she a formal, dignified person who put great stock in appearances and proprieties? Whatever the answer, the service should be planned to reflect not just the realities of the person’s life but the tone of that life as well. We discovered moving, beautiful services of great majesty and dignity; we also found rollicking services full of merriment and joking. In both cases, they reflected the personality of the people who had died and of their position in the community. Perhaps the person lived her life to shock and confound those around her; if so, an offbeat service filled with iconoclastic readings and lively music might be just the thing. But if she lived within the mores of her own community, you should take those standards into consideration.

Who were her close friends? Her acquaintances? Her business associates? Will you be planning a service for a large group of people drawn from many different, unrelated groups? Or did she live her life largely within her own community? The tone of the service will be determined, in part, by whether you are sharing the details of a life with a small group of close friends or tying together the details of a life lived among many different kinds of people. If your service is to include eulogies, you will also want to consider who among her friends you will want to speak. (Chapter 8, “The Eulogy,” gives specific suggestions on choosing who will speak and on helping them decide what to say.)

What kinds of books and periodicals did she read? A service for someone who regularly read Rolling Stone should be different from a service for someone who steeped herself in Blake. Many religions restrict the breadth of readings allowed. But in a secular service, your choice is unlimited (Chapters 2, 11, and 12 discuss readings for memorial services.)

What kind of music did she listen to or perform? The music played at a service can be very evocative, particularly if it is strongly associated with the person who has died. Is there a song she used to sing? Some music that everyone in her group will find familiar? Again, the choices may be limited in religious services but can be unlimited in secular services. (Chapter 13, “Music for the Service,” offers suggestions for how to choose appropriate music as well as selections from a wide variety of musical traditions.)

Did the person have any special hobbies or skills? Consider assembling a collage or a “memory table” to honor those abilities. (See Chapter 6, “Planning an Informal, Creative service,” for possibilities.) One person who recently planned a memorial service for a relative went through his personal files and found a résumé which proved very helpful. Such a résumé would, at a glance, remind you of all the different places in which that person had lived and worked. It would also be invaluable in writing an obituary and sending it to papers in the different communities where he had lived and for notifying employers and former employers.

While some of your insights, thoughts, and remembrances of the person who has died will immediately seem important, don’t overlook things that at first blush seem trivial.

Take, for example, the memorial service for Nina Weisse of Framingham, Massachusetts. It was a rather conventional Catholic service, except for one special aspect that stemmed from her relatives’ recollections of her. All her life, Nina had surrounded herself with soft colors. Nearly all of her friends associated her—petite and pretty even at eighty-three—with pastels. So relatives banned all black and instead planned everything in shades of pink, yellow, and light green. No one today remembers much about the service itself. But when they remember seeing the lavender hearse, hired especially for the occasion, those who loved her smile and say, “That was Nina!”

DID HE LEAVE INSTRUCTIONS? 

Many people leave at least sketchy indications of their preferences for funerals or memorial services tucked in with their wills or other important papers. They can be as simple as a note about favorite music or flowers, or they can be quite elaborate plans. Some people pick the location for the service, choose the minister or other celebrant, select the music and readings, and even designate which of their friends will play which role. Because of the long time they often have in anticipation of death, those stricken with AIDS, in particular, sometimes plan quite thoroughly for their own services. Many have said that it helped them focus on their own lives, what they had accomplished and what they had left undone. Many of their plans are for exuberant celebrations filled with music and readings and provide specific roles for the friends who shared their lives.

But even older people whose services are steeped in tradition take satisfaction from thorough planning. When she died at age ninety-three, Mrs. Charles H. Battle of Atlanta left behind elaborate instructions. “She planned everything,” Lola Battle, her daughter-in-law, recalled. “She specified the memorial service, the coffin, the funeral home—she enjoyed planning all that. She was a great one for planning and directing. She was the family matriarch and normally had planned everything.” The result was a sweet but simple Baptist service. “Probably her only regret,” Lola Battle said, “was that she couldn’t be present to make sure the memorial service went all right.”

It’s important to look for any instructions the deceased may have left. It would be a shame to stumble across them weeks later and to feel that, even accidentally, the deceased’s wishes had not been carried out. Most people find it emotionally satisfying to follow such instructions. It gives a comforting sense of carrying out the wishes of the dead, of being faithful to their last requests. If the services are planned according to the deceased’s wishes, family and friends can truly say, “She would have wanted it this way.”

But in some cases, following instructions may be neither practical nor comfortable. Your loved one may have specified that no services be held, while you and your family feel a strong need to gather in remembrance. Or the deceased may have instructed that her ashes be scattered in a way you can’t condone. People may not feel comfortable playing the roles they have been instructed to play. Or the deceased may have requested an elaborate, expensive funeral that you simply cannot afford.

However, some instructions should be followed to the letter. For example, if a person has specified that the service be held according to a certain religious rite, we believe that wish should be carried out, even if the religion is unfamiliar or unappealing to you. But in many other, smaller respects, you needn’t feel bound to follow instructions slavishly, particularly if they are in conflict with your own sense of propriety or your ability to carry them out.

WILL THE SERVICE BE RELIGIOUS OR SECULAR? 

Choosing between a religious and a secular service is often easy. If the person was deeply religious or a longtime member of a certain congregation, of course it would be natural to hold a service of her denomination. But if the person was quite clearly nonreligious—an atheist, a skeptic, or simply someone who never had any contact with organized religion of any kind—it would seem quite inappropriate to hold a religious service.

Some choices are more difficult. Many people, while not actively religious, nonetheless want to return to the religion of their childhood for burial. Many families, too, want to take the opportunity to bring their loved one back, even posthumously, to the fold.

Consider both the wishes of the person who has died and the needs of family, friends, and the community. Is there anything about a religious service that would be jarring or inappropriate? Many of us can remember our discomfort at services in which the deceased’s deep religious faith was extolled—a faith which everyone but the pastor knew had never existed in reality. On the other hand, it might be offensive or disappointing to others if a religious service were not held. If a person’s religious convictions were tepid but it would mean a great deal to important family members and the community that a religious service be held, we think it is perfectly appropriate.

In most cases, the choice of a religious service will also govern the choice of location (a church, chapel, or synagogue), the celebrants (clergy), and the type of service (the rite of that denomination). Some churches are more flexible than others, but usually a religious service gives far less leeway for creative expression than does a secular service.

Choosing a secular service, of course, doesn’t mean abandoning religion altogether. A secular service is simply one that is held outside a religious establishment and one that you, not the clergy, plan and conduct. There are many clergy who will happily participate in such a service if you wish to include a religious element. Conversely, there are some religions, Unitarianism for example, that permit services that are close to secular. (See Chapter 2, “Planning a Religious Service,” for more details.)

WILL YOU HOLD A FUNERAL,
 A MEMORIAL SERVICE, OR BOTH? 

Traditionally, there is only one distinction between a funeral and a memorial service: at a funeral the body is present; at a memorial service it is not. Thus, a memorial service is most likely to be held for someone who has been lost at sea or in a plane crash, for someone who was either cremated or died in a distant country, or for someone who for some reason was buried before relatives and friends could assemble. In all other ways, funerals and memorial services may be identical, and in many places and in many religions the ceremonies preferred at both are the same, or nearly so.

In practical terms, however, the two are very distinct and becoming more so. While the purpose of the funeral service hasn’t changed much, the memorial service has come to serve a much broader function. People are increasingly turning to memorial services either to replace standard funeral services or to supplement them, because they are finding in them—or creating in them—a flexibility that enables them to serve many purposes.

The funeral remains the basic ceremony. It is usually held within a few days of death and consists of a series of three steps: a viewing or “wake” a formal service; and a graveside rite. Formalities at the viewing and at the graveside rite are usually minimal.

Funerals and memorial services can be either religious or secular, though funerals are more likely to be religious. The biggest difference between them is one of mood and function. Because the funeral occurs with the body present, there is a greater emphasis on death, mourning, and the loss of the person. The atmosphere is usually somber and sad. The function of a memorial service, on the other hand, is to celebrate a person’s life. The focus is on memories and recollections, and on his contributions to the lives of his friends, family, and community. Many memorial services are held later after death than funerals are, and the mood is likely to be more upbeat.

“A memorial service lets people honor the memory of the deceased,” one rabbi said. “The important difference, I think, is that there has been such a psychological change among people. There is more emphasis at the time of death on the pain and grief of the family. Thirty days later, at a memorial service, people are at a different stage in the grieving process. Therefore, funerals and memorial services are different phenomena. Their mood, tenor, and nature are different thirty days later.”

In the past, the funeral was not just the main service, it was usually the only service. These days, there are many possible combinations. Some people still hold only a formal funeral, with all memorializing and reminiscing done privately and informally. Some may choose to forgo a public funeral altogether, hold a small, private burial or cremation service, and then have a public memorial service later.

One common practice these days is to hold both a funeral and a memorial service. In this case, the funeral is often religious and the memorial service more secular. When Stephen Tudor, a professor at Wayne State University in Detroit, was lost in Lake Michigan during a sailing race, his brother, an Episcopal priest, celebrated one memorial service in a church. Some time later, his colleagues held a second service at the university.

Some religions, especially ones tied strongly to particular ethnic groups, already have an informal tradition of pairing a strictly religious service with a more informal secular service. The latter usually occurs within the context of an elaborate meal prepared by the congregation and served immediately after the religious service. Some variation on that format could also be useful for those who wish both a religious service and a secular one.

Here are some of the differences between funerals and memorial services, and the ways in which they can be used.

WHO HOLDS THE SERVICE?

Funerals are still largely planned and carried out by families or very close friends. Memorial services can be held by a wide variety of interested people. We have come upon memorial services held by colleagues, golf partners, high school classmates, and college roommates.

One of the reasons for the increasing popularity of memorial services is the diversity—both geographical and social—of the communities in which we live. A person may grow up in Kansas, go to school in Florida, and live in Minnesota, California, and Oregon, leaving behind friends and colleagues who will remember and care. When the funeral service is held too far away or too soon after the death to permit some group of people to gather, a separate memorial service is often held in another location. Memorial services thus give several different communities the opportunity to remember their colleagues, classmates, and friends.

Memorial services are even held by people who were in some way touched by the life of the person who died but are not close enough to the family to attend the funeral. For instance, although her funeral was in her home state of California, people in Cheyenne, Wyoming, held a memorial service for Jessica Dubroff, the seven-year-old pilot who crashed taking off from the city’s airport.

WHO ATTENDS THE SERVICE?

Funeral services can be either small and private, attended by only the nearest family members and friends, or large and public, attended by anyone who cares to go. Memorial services offer another possibility. They may be planned and carried out by and for the benefit of a specific group of people. Therefore, they can sometimes take on a very particular tone as people who know one another well in a specific context can speak intimately about their relationship with the person who has died.
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