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I have, like many people, experienced many deaths over the years. Some have been elderly family members and others have been friends from high school who were taken away too soon. 

Regardless of the circumstances surrounding the death, there was always one common occurrence.

The funeral.

Now, I've given quite a bit of thought to funerals, since I wish to make being a mortician my eventual career. However, when I saw "Get Low" this past weekend at the Kenworthy, it got me thinking of how things have changed in the past few decades.

When I was growing up, funerals in my hometown were always the same. People would come to the family home with casserole dishes and offer condolences. The next day, many of those same people would arrive at the mortuary to pay their respects by participating in the funeral. I don't know how many times growing up I'd answer the phone at our house only to be greeted on the other end of the line by our local undertaker, Ron Hodge, asking if my father was available to be a pallbearer for someone we knew.

I thought that was "just the way it was" and, at the time, the way it would always be. But, as I got older, those phone calls from Mr. Hodge to my father slowed and all but stopped. 

Friends and family were still dying but all that remained to mark their life was an obituary in the paper with one added line: "No funeral services are planned."

I read those words for the first time in the obituary of my great-grandfather who had died after a long battle with Alzheimer's. I was told our family just didn't get along and a funeral would be too difficult for everyone to get through and that not having a funeral was "just easier."

Since when is death supposed to be easy? 

Death is an uncomfortable thing but a sad and necessary reality of life. It's been proven time and time again by psychologists across the world that human beings process grief in seven steps, but in ways that are unique to the individual processing them. One key finding of those experts is that viewing a body brings reality to the death and that the funeral or memorial service helps get the grieving process started.

I've heard people say "I'm dead, what do I care?" or "Why spend all that money for nothing?" Maybe I'm just being narcissistic, but I certainly hope that people will want to honor, at least in some small fashion, my contributions to society after I've died.

I'm not suggesting that cremation is somehow the "wrong way" to care for our dead or that we should go back to the "cookie cutter" method of funerals where the only variation is the color of casket and hymn selections.

Yet it seems our society is quickly approaching a time when we will be just too busy and, for that matter, disposable to deal with death. It seems sometimes that time cannot be set aside, even for an hour during the week, to pay respect to a life lived.

Which begs the question, can society really go on to live emotionally healthy lives if we only "deal with" death when we have time? Or worse yet, how soon before society completely ignores death altogether? Technology is already being developed to break down bodies quickly in such a fashion that they're simply flushed into the sewer system like standard household waste.

To borrow a colloquialism of the South, "That just ain't right."

I'll leave you with a final thought from Sir William Gladstone, which has always stood out to me. He said, "Show me the manner in which a nation cares for its dead and I will measure with mathematical exactness the tender sympathies of its people, their respect for the laws of the land and their loyalty to high ideals."
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