CURTAIN CALL

Tailor-made Funeral and Memorial Services

In a spirit of pre-planning coupled with an event planning
perspective, you can appoint yourself as the originator of the
last act, the final revue when your life will take center stage.
You will be the star. Your production staff will oversee the
encore proceedings. Your task is to design the scenery,
choreograph the action, and provide guidance for the
supporting cast. First, you will need to come up with a script.
And you'll want to anticipate how this presentation will most
effectively enrich the mourning audience.

But before you plunge into this creative role, “take two...”
moments that is, to get inside the skin of the main character.
Oh, of course, you're already there! What type of
commemoration would suit you best within the context of your
characteristics and your comfort zone? Would you prefer it to
be formal or informal, public or private, simple or elaborate,
intimate or expansive, religious or secular?

Generally, at a funeral the body is present, but at a memorial
service it is absent. Do you want a funeral conducted in the
presence of bodily remains? If so, do you want the casket to be
open or closed? Do you prefer a traditional funeral with a



strictly sacred foundation or a less conventional memorial
service with your life as the primary focus? If you choose a
secular type, might you want to incorporate any religious
aspects? What sort of mood would you like to establish? Might
you choose to have more than one type of service, with
allowance for contrasting settings, styles, and tempers? Would
you rather have an alternate form of commemoration as a
substitute for a service?

Try a simple word exercise. Choose adjectives that reflect your
objectives for the occasion. Then use them to sculpt a plan
according to the style and ambience you prefer. Words like
solemn, stately, reserved, or majestic would be more apt

to direct you toward a subdued service, perhaps a standard
funeral, graveside service, or other sedate event. Aspirations for
elements that are personalized, unprecedented, atypical,
unrestricted, awesome, electrifying, or extraordinary might be
more realistically achieved through an unconventional memorial
service, perhaps in a unique setting.

How much attention would you like to devote to this planning
venture, or how much effort might you and/or your family
choose to invest in it? Some folks may be content simply

to meet with clerics who represent their religious affiliation

to settle on a format quite effortlessly and succinctly, while
others may want to design proceedings independently after
considerable rumination.



Basic funerary choices made as a first step in pre-planning can
help give you a sense of direction. If you have decided against
direct burial and the presence of your body at a service is your
wish, you'll probably focus on planning a funeral. While your
religious affiliation or ethnic loyalty may direct you toward one,
you may opt to have an additional, supplemental affair. Some
folks want to have both a solemn ceremony as well as a lighter
commemoration, such as a reception afterward. It may be that a
committal service either at a burial or entombment site or in a
crematory chapel will dictate the game plan. Especially if
planning a direct burial or cremation, maybe you'll choose that
as the only structured event, perhaps with periods of visitation
to precede or follow it at specified times back on the home
front or at a funeral home or other site.

Whether or not cremated remains will be present, a memorial
service allowing for greater flexibility may be preferred. The
scattering of cremated remains somewhere may constitute the
crux of the occasion, thereby serving as a determinant for the
type and location of a gathering. Perhaps you'll choose to have
a simple interment, with or without a committal service and
maybe exclusively for family members, followed eventually by a
community memorial service. Or you may want distinctly
separate services for specific groups of friends or associates,
emphasizing different elements or employing contrasting
settings. Or, noting practices among certain cultures, you may
foresee multiple gatherings in variant forms and places, perhaps
delayed or revisited at a later time to address successive
stages of mourning.



Regardless of which type of function is under consideration,
acquiring input from others is always a resourceful option,
especially if you are seeking atypical approaches for a funerary
gathering.

The next time you feel some trepidation about attending
a formal dinner hosted by your spouses boss because
you wont know anyone and Yyou anticipate a scarcity of
conversation fopics, take advantage of the opportunity.
Instead of submitting fo boredom, you might as well
accomplish something while youre there. Simply ask the
other guests for their own recollections of profound or
unique funeral or memorial services. If there is suddenly
a pregnant silence (even though no one is great with
child), temper your query somewhat deceitfully with a
postscript comment like, "I'm only asking because I need
ideas for a bachelor party I'm planning.” But realize that
the initial absence of responses may just indicate that
the concept of “profound or unique” funerary
experiences represents an oxymoron to most people. Or
it could be that they are in shock and appalled that you
have attempted to divert the chatter away from stock
market analyses. If you fail to elicit positive feedback,
or any feedback other than stunned grimaces, announce,
"Oh, gee, I think I left the iron on... gotta go,” and just
hope that a pink slip will not be awaiting your spouse
upon returning to the office on Monday!



A failed attempt such as this should not be interpreted as a
setback. Instead, just redirect your thoughts. Rather than
becoming fixated initially on a quest for unusual ideas, try
focusing on less ubiquitous, more personal considerations.

Ask yourself, generally speaking, what sort of funeral or
memorial event would reflect your personal manner? Are you
satisfied with standard routines? Or might you be a proponent
of change? Do you prefer the ease of familiarity or do you seek
novelty? Not everyone will want to take the road less traveled, a
dissimilar approach that would replace the tried and true. But
many may be inclined to adopt a few subtle variations that
would illuminate one’s individuality. By determining what is
important to you, you will be ready either to confute or corral
possible alternatives.

So now you are at a fork in the road. Actually, it's more like a
five point intersection. In contemplating your commemorative
occasion, what direction will you choose to take? What pathway
will you seek?

Perhaps you'll want to cross through Covenant Circle
and go down LITURGICAL LANE, the paved road with
precisely defined white lines alluding to customary

protocol steeped in theological rituals and symbolism.

If a particular religion has been an influential dynamic
throughout your life, undoubtedly, you will want it to be a
central focus in response to your death. Consider it even if it is



much more significant for your family than for you. Many beliefs
and reassurances relative to spirituality after death are
cultivated through adherence to specific practices. Remember
that indoctrinated observances provide structure that is apt

to be perceived as an emotional salve with a soothing balm. If
valued by your people, prescribed precedents may be blessedly
consoling for them. They might be desirable also in that
believers like to feel they are doing “the right” thing under such
circumstances. Concern about being judged by their god, with
fear of offending one’s god, or being left with abiding guilt if
normative proceedings weren't followed might only add to the
stressors of their sorrowful situation. Religious faith can be an
exceedingly therapeutic aid in the healing process, so you may
not want to disrupt such a vital force. If you decide to take an
ecclesiastical route, many of your basic arrangements will
already be outlined. Perhaps, though, you can think about
supplementing them with some personal touches.

Likewise, if your identity is enmeshed in a defining
culture, you might want to hold fast to its customs or at
least extract some of them fo forge a connection. In
that case, you may choose to go down ETHNIC
ESPLANADE, a street lined with recognizable colors,
costumes, music, and rituals.

Again, this route might be chosen in deference to family
members for whom holding fast to established ways would be
important. Familiar customs and colors may contribute to
solace.



For instance, commemorations might incorporate a piece of
variable Chinese observances: white irises; elaborate wreaths;
burning of paper representations; lighting of incense sticks;
sucking on candy; bowing three times before a casket;
placement of food in front of a casket at a wake; a procession
through Chinatown on the way to a cemetery; a band of hired
musicians; roasted pig at a meal; dessert served as the first
course for comfort after sadness; an empty seat at the table
with food on a plate to recognize the decedent’s absence; white
envelopes containing a coin and piece of candy for guests.

In reference to Hmong communities, musical instruments might
be featured, such as the reed horn played as part of ritualistic
dances or the sacred funeral drums believed to have special
spirits imbued within them.

Or a few Japanese trends might be adopted: formality; white
chrysanthemums or unscented flowers; muted colors for both
flowers and food; black attire for guests; a meal of rice, peas,
and carrots prepared for the decedent; white gloves worn by
pallbearers; chanting by a monk; burning of three lit candles on
a casket throughout a funeral ceremony; flowers or favored
possessions of the decedent placed in the casket; a celebration
by mourners forty-nine days after death.

Virtually every culture has fascinating traditions that might
inspire ideas for your affair. You could honor your ancestry this
way. But you may also want to include an alternative mode as
well. A recent funeral for an immigrant to America was a



two-part event with a Vietnamese service featuring ancestral

rituals on one day followed by a typical American service prior
to burial the following day. Such an approach could well be the
most comforting for a diverse congregate of family and friends.

Probably there are a number of folks who will choose
the HABIT HIGHWAY that passes by the Convention
Center. This is a road with loose stones and potholes
caused by the wear and tear of perpetual practices not
necessarily connected to religion or culture. Lined with
antique shops, it parallels Main Street, which is heavily
traveled by the mainstream public. But people often
prefer the expressway because it gets them to their
destinations faster.

Along this stretch we’re apt to find a wide variety of
personalities. Some may feel a bit sluggish or at least
disinclined to waver from their usual routines. They may be so
busily engaged in the affairs of harried lifestyles that they have
no time to window-shop for memorial ideas. Perhaps a portion
of their time is spent in psychologists’ offices contemplating
their fear of change. Among them may be the color-blind,
lackluster fashion deviates who wear the same outfits day after
day. Such presentations have nothing to do with rebellion; it is
simply that the status quo is the preferred status.

And many on this road just have not yet discovered the merits
of funerary exploration. So it is quite predictable that people



along this route will be the ones who automatically determine
swiftly and without hesitation that their commemorative
activities will be reruns of those that have come before. These
are the folks who will take the ramp off the highway and turn
into the nearest funeral home without even noticing a blinking
orange light on the corner. If they are content with this
approach, then satisfaction may be guaranteed and they wont
waste any gas.

However, this is not to imply that people won’t change their
minds and re-route themselves along a different avenue,
especially if they see enticing signs for divergent guideposts
along the way. Some, though, will keep their feet firmly
entrenched in the concrete of an embedded freeway.

But others are apt to see advantages of merging onto
BLENDED BOULEVARD. Here they can combine aspects of
religion, culture, or tradition with elements of novelty
and personal significance.

Having followed footsteps along familiar trails for so long, yet
tentatively seeking to explore new territory, these folks will be
alert for signs of clearings that will take them in new directions.
However, they will not lose sight of their original track. Though,
eventually, they’ll return to the trodden footpath, they will be
loaded down with bundles of distinctive ideas acquired during
their unplanned excursions, and they’ll consider adapting them
to their predominant course. Many back roads along this
pathway will enable them to find previously undiscovered



possibilities. And they may even bump into throngs of
contemporary sojourners on their way to a unique parkway,
newly designed with fresh pavement.

INNOVATION AVENUE is always being expanded and always
under construction, but the venturesome explorers who will use
it wont mind because they'll enjoy the detours.

They will be able to visit places like Artists’ Alley, which is
swarming with studios, workshops, and theaters. Without
restrictive limitations, they’ll have an opportunity to try their
hands at designing their own creative works. Perhaps the
publicity they generate may eventually lure travelers from other
thoroughfares to investigate additive opportunities for
themselves.

Along this route funerary pre-planners have a chance to
unleash the artist within them. Consider, for instance, the art of
mental painting. Anyone can create dreams in one’s mind.
Capture the colors and the possibilities! Anyone can bring to
light a vibrant image of ones “last bows” before the “final
curtain” is closed. So revel in the vast breadth of hues at your
fingertips, through online exploration and informative
presentations that are so prolific these days. You are the one
holding the palette with the brush poised for action. You have
the capacity to set the stage for a customized, meaningful, and

memorable final event.



Excerpt from the pre-planning book,
Pondering Leaves: Composing and Conveying
Your Life Story’s Epilogue
(no longer available)
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