
AN ERA OF FUNERARY CHOICES 
  
Have you ever thought about the ramifications of your own death? 
There’s a good chance you haven’t allowed such unpalatable 
(unspeakable?) thoughts to surface. “Ugh! I don’t want to think 
about that!” is the usual reaction to such a prospect. Maybe you 
have subscribed to the avoidance syndrome that is so common in 
American culture. Demise rumination would likely propel you to a 
forbidden zone, where society has told you not to go. It’s not 
“nice” to talk about death, especially your own! It feels awkward. It 
would likely cause discomfort for family members if valiantly 
introduced. It’s not in the present, so why risk disrupting emotional 
equilibrium to address a matter so far removed from current 
circumstances?  
  
Even when the subject of death is mentioned in a more universal 
context, rather than in relation to your own end of life, you are apt 
to feel squeamish. You may avert eye contact with someone who 
has the nerve to bring it up, while looking the other way, as if 
needing to focus on a compelling target of greater importance. In 
fact, maybe you even go out of your way to divert your attention 
from representations of mortality. If there are two possible routes 
to a destination, would you choose the road along the edge of a 
large cemetery, or the alternative one that allows you to avoid any 
visual contact with the ubiquitous precinct of doom and gloom? 
And heaven forbid that a hearse might pass by and ruin your 
day!     
  
By fervently attempting to shun death contemplations, reluctant 
individuals remain unconditioned to modern realities of its 
management. It may be time for folks to open their eyes. End-of-
life management does not necessarily look the same as it did in 
bygone days. If your frame of reference is an image of practices 
observed even a few years ago, look again, because you are apt 
to discover some surprises.     



  
Have you noticed what’s going on in crematories these days? It’s 
more than heat that’s rising from their smokestacks. More 
significantly, it’s the rate of their operations that is consistently 
rising. In the United States this form of bodily disposition has been 
on an upward swing and is continuing to move in that direction. 
Having reversed its opposition to the methodology, even the 
Catholic Church supports it as long as remains are handled with 
dignity. As a result, substantial numbers of parishioners have 
become cremation converts.   
  
How does this trend affect funeral homes? It means that 
proprietors must seek other sources of revenue, beyond that 
which had previously been garnered from the sale of caskets and 
related accessories, as well as, in many instances, services 
pertaining to transport, embalming, viewing, and burial, among 
others.  It means that there has been a lot of brainstorming going 
on in the industry.  Innovation and personalization have become 
key elements of operations.  Novelty and diversity have infused 
the domain with color and vigor – characteristics one never used 
to associate with funeral homes!    
  
Does someone want a funeral home’s visitation room transformed 
into a shrine, festooned elaborately with symbols of a loved one’s 
lifelong passions? How about positioning a motorcycle as the 
central focal point? … or hay bales and farm tools?  … or sports 
paraphernalia in every nook and cranny of the space?  The likely 
response from staff: “Sure… no problem!”  
  
Let’s think outside the box, or maybe outside the funeral home, 
for a memorial service. How about having it at a backyard 
barbecue since the Italian decedent, Al Dente, loved to gather the 
neighbors for cookouts and his buddies called him “Meathead”? 
The likely response: “Sure… our staff will handle the 
arrangements.” 
  



Creativity might prompt an unusual request from a client: “My son 
wrote a biographical play about his newly deceased grandpa’s 
life. He’d like to recruit family members and friends to perform it in 
the funeral home’s reception room.” The likely response: “Oh, 
certainly…that’s totally feasible. Our event facilitator will work with 
the family to handle the details.”   
  
And so it goes in progressive funeral establishments. If you 
conjure a unique approach for your own memorial affairs, there’s 
a good chance your family will be able to solicit the cooperation of 
personnel. The bottom line is that many providers have become 
exceedingly receptive to new ideas and novel modes.  
  
Beyond the flexible services there’s an impressive array of 
innovative retail wares. The manufacturing mania triggered by the 
industrial revolution certainly has not overlooked the funerary 
milieu! And the internet has brought vast assortments to the 
fingertips of exploring customers.      
  
Consider the magnitude of options for embedment of cremated 
remains in objects, as small keepsakes or as substantial works of 
art. Spend an entire day viewing website catalogs of cremation 
jewelry, even those of companies that create new diamonds using 
remains.Think of having some of your leftover particles on board 
a rocket for a space flight, in modified aerial shells as part of a 
memorial fireworks display, or mixed with cement in a reef 
structure.  
  
On the other hand, if burial of reduced remains is preferred, tickle 
your fancy by checking out the infinite number of urns that come 
in every size, color, and shape imaginable. Or scan websites 
exploding with varieties of casket and coffin models that exemplify 
life roles. Besides the familiar metal and wooden varieties, you’ll 
find versions in cardboard and other materials, often covered with 
bold and beautiful graphics depicting images of anything that 
might relate to one’s personage. Ecologically conscientious folks 



destined for a green burial can choose from coffins made of 
natural fibers, such as bamboo, willow, banana leaves, and the 
like. In contrast to new designs of sleek and shiny casket models, 
handmade Ghanaian masterpieces are constructed as replicas of 
objects, allowing the decedent to repose inside a cell phone, 
shoe, hammer, pineapple, lion, airplane, or any of a multitude of 
other representations of a vocation or hobby.  
  
Everywhere you look, there are opportunities for personalization, 
either through products or presentations! Certified celebrants who 
conduct memorial services are among those who utilize symbolic 
mementos for guests in attendance. It’s common practice to 
distribute identity items, such as toothbrushes that speak to the 
life of a dentist, or small potted plants destined for placement in 
the home gardens of a horticulturist’s life companions.     
  
These examples barely scratch the surface in terms of choices for 
anyone exploring funerary possibilities in this modern era. By 
assuming the perspective of an event planner and by recognizing 
the multitude of new options currently available, contemplation of 
final matters can actually be an enjoyable exercise!   
  
Suppose a few friends told you they intended to arrange an event 
to celebrate your birthday, but they’d like you to help them so it 
would evolve according to your wishes. Imagine what would 
happen next. You would joyfully anticipate a  
convivial experience, causing release of pleasure hormones that 
would motivate you to become involved.   
  
Now, instead of a birthday celebration, can you possibly imagine a 
similar scenario if collaborating with a group of family members to 
consider elements for your “deathday” commemoration? Might it 
be within your grasp to capture opportunities for customizing the 
occasion in a preemptive manner that would reflect your wishes? 
With so many window-shopping funerary stimulants available 
these days, might this even seem enticing? You wouldn’t need to 



pay for anything ahead of time… just have a good time 
determining and declaring your preferences!  
  
We have arrived at the threshold of a leading-edge frontier in the 
world of funeral details. Baby boomers are becoming “elder 
zoomers”! They are expected to pave the way for unprecedented 
diversity marked by unconventional avenues for handling their last 
milestone, just as they have done throughout every phase of their 
lifetime journeys. Who knows?  Maybe this group of mavericks 
will redefine the industry. Funeral providers are gearing up for the 
onslaught of clients who are expected to demand digressions 
from stale routines along with tailored approaches to managing 
and commemorating their own final passages.   
  
So now is the time to hop on the bandwagon for a potential joy 
ride through funerary territory! Besides capturing the 
enlightenment of new information, there will be opportunities to 
identify distinctive funerary elements that bespeak your 
individuality. Along with heightening appreciation of your 
uniqueness, the enjoyment of doing this can be compounded by 
awareness that if these features you’ve isolated will be used to 
direct commemorative proceedings, they’ll stimulate recollections 
among life companions, assuring continuance of your essence in 
their minds.   
  
For now, you’re likely to develop an increased sense of comfort 
with the matter of death, in addition to a sense of control gained 
by the empowerment of having a say in that matter as it applies to 
you. You will recognize that any action you take now is apt to yield 
appreciative reactions later. And you will feel the satisfaction of 
having prepared a gift of guidance geared toward alleviation of 
your loved ones’ future distress invoked by their loss of your 
physical being.     
  
But let’s look beyond elaborations of personal benefits that can be 
gleaned from one’s own funeral planning participation. If you 



conceptualize this initiative within the framework of mental health, 
you’ll realize that it can contribute to the emotional well-being of 
both the planner as well as the future mourners it will affect.   
  
If preliminary preferences have been declared or plans arranged, 
lifetime companions will have a sense of clarified direction when 
the time comes for them to initiate final proceedings. Freedom 
from default decision making under duress will enable them to 
focus on therapeutic measures that address their mourning 
needs. They are apt to feel a heightened and enduring connection 
with you, the decedent, as a result of tailoring the events 
according to your wishes and in a manner that is reflective of your 
personage.     
  
The goal is to relieve family members of planning obligations that 
could be stressful, while allowing them leeway to adjust plans in 
ways that mesh with their comfort levels and personal inclinations. 
They need to feel that they won’t be violating your trust if they 
veer away from your intended actions, but chances are, they’ll be 
glad to enact your proposed arrangements. Instead of feeling 
bogged down by burdensome decisions and tiresome tasks, they 
can choose to augment plans by engaging in activities that seem 
important to them personally.  What an impact you can exert by 
thinking ahead and preparing this wonderful gift of conscientious 
communication for your family!  
  
By ignoring ramifications of the concluding sequences of one’s 
own life, people who are hostages of a taboo topic inadvertently 
endorse a form of NEGLECT.  Who would leave a handicapped 
child on a train track upon hearing a fast-approaching train? Who 
would leave a toddler by herself at home? How can we possibly 
allow the demon of death denial to allow us to leave our beloved 
life cohorts without any declarations of intent, thereby 
accentuating their despair during an inevitable time of grief? By 
acting now, you can support them preemptively while rendering 
your end-of-life proceedings both special and memorable. 



  
Of course, no one wants to die, but everyone has to die.  So why 
not be prepared? It will “do a body good.” 
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