
41 do you receive the right ashes?

A common concern is whether, after
cremation, you receive the right ashes.
Crematoria have strict control and monitoring
systems. The paperwork that must be filled in
before the body is accepted is designed for
efficient identification and confirmation of the
cause of death. Each coffin must have a
nameplate attached to it. This identification
accompanies the process to the very end
when the ashes are placed in a container
ready to be collected. The cremated remains
are comprised of bone material.

If you are interested to know how a
crematorium operates you may ring up your
local one and request a visit. Most are open
to this.
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preparation for a ceremony with heart and soul

A ceremony with heart includes the passions and loves of the person who has
died, and a ceremony with soul reflects their values, beliefs and spirituality. The
ceremonies that work well need to reflect the beliefs and personality of the
person who has died; it is about them.

When thinking about a funeral ceremony, designing it almost, it is important to
discover what you want to achieve and to draw up a broad outline, to which you
can then add the details. This section looks at the aims of a funeral ceremony and
who can conduct it. There are down-to-earth, practical aspects to consider. To
what extent do the family want to be involved in creating and running the
ceremony? Family members may have very different views as to what a funeral should
be like, which may also differ from the views of friends. This section explores how to
deal with disagreements, and manage expectations, so that everyone feels included.

81



THE FUNERAL CEREMONY

87

46 a family-run ceremony

There is no requirement to have any type of
official to lead the ceremony and, though it might
be a daunting prospect, you can do it yourselves. It
is easier to do this if the family group is cohesive
and the number of participants few. 

‘R’s funeral was a collective effort, at which four of
his close family each spoke about a stage of his life
when they knew him best. Everyone had a
ceremony sheet and took their cue from the
previous person. Someone was appointed to make
sure that the pieces of music started at the right time
and another led the words said by everyone at the
committal but, apart from that, the ceremony could
proceed at its own pace. The informality allowed
people to take their time when overcome by grief as
they were speaking. Gaps did not seem awkward – they gave time for emotion and
reflection. There were no time constraints within the chapel.’

In order to prepare for this type of occasion, spend time discussing and planning
the ceremony together and write it down. This can look and feel a bit like a drama
script. Then as long as everyone knows the order to follow, things should run
smoothly. If you are time constrained, appoint someone as timekeeper to try to
keep it on schedule. The closeness of the family group provides a safe environment,
allowing everyone to feel and express their emotions. If you are in any doubt about
the cohesiveness of the family it is better to find a funeral conductor.



56 weaving flowers into the coffin

In the crematorium the coffin is traditionally placed at a distance from the mourners.
Often people respond very positively to the chance of moving close to the coffin,
and if it is a woven coffin, bamboo or willow for example, they can place a flower
stem into the weave. Encouraging people to gather together like this helps to
break the formality of the occasion and brings feelings of comfort and inclusivity
for those who want to participate. 

Roses, tea tree, camellia, eryngium thistle, heather and herbs are good choices
because they have woody stems which are not too thick. 

The weave of a coffin is close and stiff so flowers with thick fleshy stems are
not suitable. These types of flowers are better placed on top.
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68 timing the arrival of the coffin

Decide whether to have the coffin in the room
before people arrive, or wait until everyone is
settled and have the bearers process it to its
resting place. 

If the coffin is already in place on the catafalque,
or bier, when they arrive, people have time to
settle, focus or go up to it, touch it and place their
flowers.

It is much more dramatic for the bearers to enter
with the coffin when everyone is present and there
are many occasions when this may be highly
appropriate.
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87 life story told by more than one person

Sometimes it is better to share talking about the person amongst a few family and
friends. The advantages of this are that each individual does not need to talk for
too long, and different relationships bring different perspectives. For example, a
sibling will have had a different experience of the person who has died than a son
or daughter or an old school or college friend. 

Ask people to be time vigilant, depending on the time schedule of the ceremony.
Three people, with three minutes each, could be about right for a ceremony lasting
forty minutes, but too much time for one of twenty minutes. 
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I loved her like the leaves,
The lush green leaves of spring 
That pulled down the willows
on the bank’s edge where we walked
while she was of this world.

To the shimmering wide fields
hidden by the white cloud,
white as white silk scarf
she soared away like the morning bird,
hid from our world like the setting sun.

Kakinononto Hitomaro (Japan, seventh century)




