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How Much is A Funeral Likely to Cost?

Funeral Directing companies do not work to a uniform fee structure. Each company works out its own schedule of fees.  They all start with a fixed fee for professional services, and you can expect this to be in the region of c$1000 to $2500.  What they include within that can vary greatly.  Some companies will include use of vehicles, and embalming in their basic fee.  Some companies quote these as additional costs, even though they are probably standard procedure. Some companies add a surcharge for making arrangements out of hours or in weekends.  There may be a surcharge for using their chapel or reception lounge.   What this means, is that in ringing around companies for comparative costs, you might not always be comparing ‘apples with apples’. This is probably the biggest trap in ringing around.

The Funeral director normally builds all the disbursements, (costs of everything else that others provide) into their one account.  So, in addition to their Professional Services fee, other costs will arise: casket, flowers, press notices, cemetery or crematorium fees, chapel or lounge hire, printing of service sheets, catering, death certificates, gratuities (payment) to ministers, celebrants – unless you pay the celebrant direct, musicians.  It can amount to a pretty full list. Memorialisation (headstones and plaques) might be best left until later, and you may prefer to deal directly with the cemetery or stonemasons rather than try and work that through the funeral director. Some funeral companies are well geared up to support you with memorialisation advice and selections.
With so many variable costs it is unwise for me to be specific, but I can say this: 

it is certainly possible to have a full funeral service and cremation for under $4000 depending on the company. You can pay more of course.  In broad-brush terms, allow $2000 more for a burial if a new plot purchase is required.

Some Thoughts About 

Press Notices

Every line costs dollars and you can run away with plenty. If family relationships are not straightforward they may also require a fair bit of thought to get right.  

It is my belief that press notices are relational items, designed to tell people who has died. If their legal name obscures their common identity, use the one by which they are mostly known.

Some Thoughts About

Cremation or Burial?

This is a choice that has to be made quickly. If the deceased has not previously indicated their preference, it becomes a very personal call on the part of the family making the funeral arrangements.  

Choosing cremation does give you the opportunity of delaying the decision on where the ashes might finally be laid to rest and sometimes this extra time is needed.  However, it also means that a decision itself might be delayed unnecessarily.  The longer this decision is left, the more complex it seems to become, and once the family have all separated and shot back to their own cities and towns again, it can become almost impossible to make the decision.  This means the ashes sit with the Funeral director for a very long time, and it becomes unsettling when they then, some years later, approach you for your decision, and in the meantime you have forgotten that this matter is unresolved.  My strong urge, is that a likely course of action for the laying to rest of the ashes is at least decided upon before families all go their own way after the funeral.

Cremation will always be cheaper than burial. In Auckland, the difference would likely be around $2000.

Some Thoughts About 

Caskets
A wide range of caskets is available.  These are obviously an additional cost.  The family usually specifies the preferred casket after seeing what their chosen funeral company offers. Some companies will offer as their starting point, a polished flat lid casket. Others will gladly let you know a polished particle board casket is available.  Without going into too much detail the caskets most commonly on offer are:

Polished particle-board.   Not usually offered ex-stock.  On one occasion an unpolished particleboard casket was hand-painted in hot colours by a friend. This made a statement and was really low budget, but it did take a few days. 
Unpolished Flat Lid: Not always offered ex-stock. Probably ‘rimu’ or ‘mahogany’. 

Think $500 to $700. 

Standard Polished wood-grain Flat-lid or Raised Lid - most popular are mahogany, rosewood, rimu, but oak, walnut, hickory may be offered and bought in. Think $700 to $900 plus gst for a flat lid casket or around $200 more for the more noble-looking variation with a more substantial ‘raised’ lid.  Some genuine wood veneer caskets are available, but may not be carried ex-stock.

Standard Painted.  Not all companies carry these as stock items, but white and dark blue are generally available at short notice.  Other colours can be arranged with a short delay and at a moderate surcharge. Matt black or electric blue might suit a young person, polished black looks sharp and bright yellow will on the right occasion be such a lift.

Solid wood. Quite a range is carried by some funeral homes: stained pine, rimu, mahogany, oak, and possibly other woods.  Most solid caskets are considered to be in the upper price range and as such, have ‘raised lids’.  Caskets that have a panel look routed into the sides are usually the top price units. Expect $1200 to $3000.

The American Casket. These are big and impressive and not every hearse can carry them. A range of wood and metal finishes is available. Expect $3500 up.

The Liner.  I’m not sure every funeral company offers this. Here you rent the outer wood-grain casket, which is usually in ‘couch’ (oblong) shape, and purchase a particleboard liner (for cremation).

The Cardboard Casket.  I believe this is a reality, but I have never seen one.

Can you make a casket? Talk with the funeral director. I have seen it done, made by Greenies with skill and taste, and I have to say, there seemed to be an added dimension of love and respect associated with it. Weight/strength ratios need to be thought about.

Some Thoughts About

Flowers

Funeral Directors usually work with one florist of their choice. These florists are generally very good, and provide the sort of service funeral companies need.  You may prefer to arrange your own floral tributes if: 

You have your own favourite florist; 

You want to be involved in this aspect of putting together an appropriate tribute; 

You may just want to give yourself something to do.

You love working with flowers yourself

Flowers are not cheap. A lavish full casket spray can easily run to $250 - $300.

It is not unusual for the family to request simply a single red rose.

The decision usually comes down to a shaped ‘casket spray’ which might be big enough to cover most of the lid, or an informal ‘open sheath’ – a more informal cut flower look. This is best if you intend the flowers to be in vases afterwards. 

What should we do with flowers once the service is over?

This is complex and there are many options.

They can go back to your house and brighten up the place.

They can be distributed among friends.

They can be donated to rest homes or hospitals. The Funeral Director is usually willing to make the delivery.

For a burial, I would leave some on the grave – at least the main casket spray and perhaps a token from each other floral tribute.

The truth is, crematoria don’t like burning lots of fresh flowers so best to let someone enjoy them.

What about the ‘in lieu of flowers’ donations to… idea?

I suggest you do not view this as a monetary issue.

A lot of people do this, and personally, I am not convinced about it. I do not believe charities benefit to any great extent. Well-wishers are more interested in showing their love and support to you the family, than they are in supporting a cause.  For some people, being represented by flowers is their way of ‘saying it’. I would not quickly deprive well-wishers of that expression.  The other thing is, that an abundance of flowers is comforting, because it is a very tangible testimony that you are not alone.

I don’t know where the idea came from of donations in lieu, but personally, I think it’s misguided. There are better ways of getting people to donate to your causes.

Some Thoughts About 

Music

What a gift music is. It is, in my opinion, essential for a funeral, and falls under six headings: 

Pre-service ‘gathering’ music

The ambient music, on in the background while people are gathering and greeting, begins to set the tone for things. A Glenn Miller or Eric Clapton Blues or Slim Dusty CD or The Peddlars or Pink or Jacques Loussier playing Bach Brandenburg Concertos, will set a very different tone from that usually created when an organist plays. If in doubt, ‘easy listening’ guitar/piano and orchestra sets a non-committed tone. 15-20 minutes.   Only one Auckland chapel (private company) has what I would call a large selection, so think about your own collection or buying a special CD. I personally don’t think this music should be too slow or soft.

Pieces we might sing

There’s nothing better at a funeral than everyone opening their mouths early on and having a sing. The question is what?

If it isn’t a hymn:

It is not unusual for people to want to sing something, but don’t want anything religious. More and more people these days are willing to push boundaries as to what we sing: 

Yellow Submarine (singing along with the CD), I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles, I’ll Walk Beside You, We’ll Meet Again, Let it Be, Somewhere Over the Rainbow, What a Wonderful World, Love Changes Everything, You’ll Never Walk Alone  – have all been sung at funerals I have conducted. I think other possibilities would be the second verse of My Heart Will go On using Martin Winch’s Espresso Guitar Two as a backing track, The Carnival is Over, Boyzone’s No Matter What and many others that have had enough radio-play for the generation mostly attending to sing – provided the right musician can be found, and provided the song intended as a performance song doesn’t have us screeching for too many high notes.
If there are two limitations on singing outside the hymn repertoire, 

they lie in the fact that only one crematorium chapel in Auckland offers an instrument other than an organ – All Souls Chapel (the small chapel) at Purewa has a nice modern digital piano – which I selected - as a very good modern instrument, and it might not be so easy finding a musician who can play the style required.  Still, Auckland is a big city and they are there. I have on occasions taken my synthesiser and looked after both roles.

Funeral directors still tend to think organs and organists rather than pianos and pianists.

If it is a hymn:

Hymns fall, as I see it, into five types.

· The ‘Not-Too-Religious’ Hymns: Morning Has Broken, All Things Bright and Beautiful, Amazing Grace etc 
· Popularised Hymns: 23rd Psalm, How Great Thou Art, Just a Closer Walk With Thee, 
· Mainstream Christian Repertoire:  Some good choices here might be Immortal Invisible, Now Thank We All our God, Eternal Father, O God our Help in Ages Past, Abide With Me, Guide Me O Thou Great Jehovah/Redeemer, Praise My Soul the King of Heaven, The Day Thou Gavest Lord is Ended, The King of Love My Shepherd is, Nearer my God to Thee, Love Divine all Love’s Excelling etc
· Denominational Repertoire – those peculiar to certain denominations – Catholics, Baptist, Open Brethren, Pentecostal, “New Evangelical”, etc

· Evangelical Christian hymns – more overtly Christian in direction: When I Survey the Wondrous Cross, Be Still My Soul, Because He Lives, Jesus Loves My This I Know, I Need Thee Every Hour, The Old Rugged Cross, What a Friend We Have in Jesus, When the Roll is Called up Yonder etc
Pieces we might listen to

Always of value to have at least one – probably as a reflection time after most of the words of tribute have been spoken.

Special musical moments you might like to think about music for are:

· Pall Bearing of the Casket into the Chapel, or 

· Last song before the service commences.

· A Reflection Time within the service as already mentioned. One is usual, but more are possible. Any favourite popular song, or that explains a relationship, or a short classical piece, or instrumental music of the type listened to by the deceased – anything that just helps the thinking process along. Time to Say Goodbye is one obvious possibility, and Frank Sinatra’s My Way also rings a lot of bells. 

Notes:  


· Some young suicide services are also inclined to have a lot of music within the makeup of the service. This is ok, but I would personally suggest families make a conscious decision not to include songs whose lyrics or mood fed the depression that led to the suicide, or music that suggests that death is good/OK/to be favoured/valued – some rock bands feature this message very strongly. If songs like these have been part of the process of death, lets not give them more justification by playing them, even though they are the music the now dead young person may have listened to and been taught by. Songs that sow the seeds of early death are best avoided.


· Some services have had four or five music selections, each chosen by a son/daughter as a personal tribute. Just watch that you’re not planning an overload.
· The moment that ends the service while folks gather to place a flower or
· Pall-bearing out to the hearse 

Music doesn’t have to be confined to these moments.  You are allowed to be more creative than this, and you are entitled to have things your way – but I would suggest you stick within the bounds of general wisdom. One service of a young woman, had Anastascia’s I’m Outa Love, which got a number of people on their feet dancing. 
I have heard of one service that consisted of nothing more than a brief sentence of welcome and statement of purpose before the playing of Beethoven’s entire Egmont Overture, after which there was a brief word of committal. The gentleman who died had specified that this is how the service would be. Apparently it was very moving.

The piece we might end with

This is where families often close with something that brings a bit of spark – a Dean Martin song, some Louis Armstrong perhaps. A brighter sort of song, if not the piece that ends the service, the one following that, can help tell the story and lighten everyone up. One bright young woman killed in a natural disaster was carried out to You Make Me Feel Like a Natural Woman.

After-the-service gathering/mingling music

Mourners are generally in a different state of mind and heart by the end of the service. They may not be ready to paint the town red, but there is often something of a release and lighter heart within two or three minutes of leaving the chapel, and some music that reflects that can be a great help. Again, I would recommend CD music in a crematorium chapel, because the music is heard outside, whereas organ tends to stay within the walls.

Live performance

String quartet, 4 piece jazz band (that did not hold back), barbershop choir, grandchildren singing, a classical soloist, friend with guitar – whatever you think of that can be pulled into place in time (and budget perhaps). My job as celebrant, is then to ensure that any musical performance settles congruously into the service. We don’t need perfection in a live performance, especially from grandchildren.  One service I conducted recently had a live 4 piece jazz band. They blew out a few cobwebs and ‘rocked’.
Some Thoughts About: 

Words of Tribute from Family and Friends

As a celebrant who has conducted hundreds of services, which I hope did meet the needs of the family, I always find it something of a pity if I am the only one speaking - and quite possibly the only one in the room who didn’t know the deceased. To have family and friends speak, even briefly, adds a quality I can’t bring with satisfying authenticity. It might be difficult to do, but good.  It helps add a very genuine touch of friendship and personal witness to the tribute. However, the usual seating arrangement in chapels does not facilitate this well. Most people shy away from speaking because they think they’ll break down, or make a mess of what they are trying to say.  Don’t let this fear stop you. Prepare some notes. Even go as far as having your whole piece written down so that someone can take over and read on your behalf if necessary.

· A Life-map in some prepared shape or form

I will often be asked to bring this, and then the family can speak from their preferred relational angle. I believe a life-map helps lay a good background against which other speakers’ comments can be overlaid. Without expecting a tedious travelogue of an active life, but some reference to notable movements, residences, places of employment, affiliations, achievements etc provides a good starting point. I favour a eulogy (if I am giving it) that deals with the story-line, then deal with interests and recreational pursuits, skills/abilities, personality and style, and some mention of legacy – separate from the ‘time-line’.

The best preparation one can possibly make in readiness for their own funeral service, is a bio-graphical brief history.  If you want to go the full way, visit www.yourlivingmemories.com.

· Tributes from children and grandchildren

It takes either a certain type of person, or a brave one, to bring a tribute to a parent. To be fair, some do struggle, and for this reason, many don’t even contemplate it. Don’t let the fear of embarrassment stop you before you even start trying. Everyone understands, and admires a close relative who brings a tribute, even though it is hard to do. Others handle this in their stride. I support the principle of offspring preparing some words, and if it gets too tough to deliver them, I or someone else can take over the reading. 

· Tribute from spouse or partner

A few can manage this, most can’t. Some people think this is inappropriate. I’m not sure why. Perhaps it stems from their own expectations of how un-together and ‘in mourning’ they think the spouse or partner should be, which is unfair. We all handle things our own way. No husband, wife or partner should however feel any pressure or expectation from anyone, about speaking. It is usually just too hard.  But, don’t totally discount the thought either, and a good celebrant will make both room and allowances in this respect. If a husband or wife wants to, they should be prepared, and try if they can. We know there will possibly be tears.

· Tributes from friends

· Tributes from work colleagues

· Tributes from fields of recreation

· Stories and anecdotes – family or others

If anecdotes and stories are going to be given, I suggest you chose ones that (a) that do not take too long to tell and (b) are more about the person who has died than the one telling the story. I do not think you should expect the celebrant to tell a funny story from second-hand information. A humorous anecdote is much more successful when told by someone who was part of it, or at the very least, knew the deceased.

· Invitation for Spontaneous tributes

This is often worth allowing for. I have seen some lovely little tributes given from angles that have caused pleasure and surprise. If a number  - say three or four - of properly organised tributes are on the agenda, then it might be best to pass on the open invitation.  I see more and more people coming to services with a note or two scribbled down just in case the invitation is given. Each family would make its own call on whether to allow this, but my suggestion would be -–allow for it, and let me as celebrant use my discretion at the time.

· How many prepared tributes should there be?
It depends on how much time is going to be taken by reflection music, hymns and the like, and how long you want the service to be.  Three or four prepared speakers would generally cover a pretty representative comment on the person’s life. It’s about trying to balance genuine human warmth, adequate and worthy comment, and the need certain ones feel within themselves to make a contribution. Full coverage can probably come from 4 angles: someone within the immediate family, a work colleague, a recreational associate, a long-standing friend.

· Readings

Readings are always good, and are the answer for a wide range of services – especially where there is not much to be said by way of tribute, or not much information about the deceased available.  A general meditation on Life is always fits and I generally include one early in the service.  Little quotes or major pieces – ancient or modern – every service should have a few. I generally like to lead into and lead out of the reflection music time with a reading.  By downloading the Sampler you will catch a feel for some I have collected. 

Some Thoughts About

About ‘Religion’ in the service

Whether the service reflects any measure of Christian belief or acknowledgement of God in the Christian viewpoint is for the family to decide, and sometimes the family finds a place of compromise within itself.  If you have a minister, he will take it as read that you are comfortable with the Christian position.  It is a matter to talk about with your celebrant.

It is not the celebrant’s place to make assumptions and at the interview with the family I try and gain a clear sense of their wishes. My experience is that a great many families, in saying they don’t want a ‘religious’ service are not actually atheists, and they are not necessarily ill at ease with God getting a mention. Many in fact, feel some appropriateness and comfort in this and feel a prayer or the Lord’s Prayer is appropriate.  What most people who do not actively practice Christian faith or worship don’t want, I suspect, is an irrelevant bias to the service or the sense that they are being preached at. They don’t want the sort of service that they have (sadly) often seen numerous clergymen deliver – “so much ‘religion’ and so little about Bob”.  The distant and detached feel that they might have experienced from many ministers is such a shame.  I wish ministers knew they are allowed to reflect the warmth of God’s love while at the same time honouring the warmth of human relationships achievement and personality without having to over-stress a faith that most people can’t identify with.
Some celebrants are not active ‘believers’ so to speak.  Others are, including myself.  I believe that the inclusion of some Christian belief, mention of God and a nice honest human sort of prayer can add warmth to what should be a very human, very personal service. After all God is Love, and He understands our grief.  However, if any notion of God, Jesus, Bible, etc leaves you cold, or is like sand in your mouth, you won’t want it. Do not don’t hesitate to make it very clear with me or your chosen celebrant just where you stand. It is my belief that a funeral needs to be fair and true and consistent with the person who has died. 

Occasionally we strike some major head-on clashes – for instance, I was asked on one occasion- unusually for a celebrant - to bring a ‘fundamentally Christian service’ by the family of a woman who held a Buddhist belief.  I led a fundamentally Christian service for the family, and a friend from the Buddhist connection brought their own tribute within the service. I personally would not have wanted to lead an element such as that myself, but was happy to take a back seat while those friends went about their own necessary ritual.

It is hard to avoid matters of belief or spirituality altogether. Often it is little throwaway lines about “Bob continuing to watch over us and guide us, or prime our beer” – sort of thing, or comments that speakers make that suggest the doctrine of reincarnation. I think most folk don’t know what they believe, but hope a lot about things that are not clear.

Some Thoughts About

Visual Displays

A Photo Board 

Containing a lifetime of photos will bring back many good memories, and it can be very therapeutic for the family putting this together.  Don’t count on the Funeral Company having a board themselves, although if I am your celebrant, by the time you read this, I may have one you could borrow. Likewise, few funeral chapels are set up to make good the display process of a photo board, but again, by the time you read this, I may have an easel that could be available.

Items that Tell the Style

The Value of visuals is underestimated. They soften the harshness, they bring humour, they recall memories, they begin to tell something of the story, and they set something of a tone before the service even begins.  To my mind not nearly enough people, and I include funeral directors here, pay enough store on visuals – items that visually tell something of a story. They may be on the casket, or they may be set up as a display.  At the service of one young schoolboy, the ‘get-well’ messages, posters and cards from classmates were spread on the floor all around the casket. This kind of thing could even be read, by classmates, as ‘pre-service’ material while others are gathering.  In my case I think there would have to be a cricket bat and ball, my guitar, some leather-bound books, some CDs I’ve produced or books I’ve written, an overcoat, a box of Thorntons chocolates- if they can be obtained – some photographs and all kinds of other bits and pieces that tell something of who I am and what I enjoyed.  These things help jog memories and then the minds of the individuals can easily wander off into a time that was, when I was among them.  Don’t hesitate to think fairly liberally of visuals, because they certainly can bring a worthwhile lightness. 

Video Footage

This brings to mind all sorts of things – looks, sound of voice, mannerisms, walk, activities, places, other people.  A well-edited video of 15-20mins could well be screened pre-service. It would give people a good reason to enter the chapel and create a relaxed tone for the start of the service.

Still Shots Video with Music Soundtrack

The digital era opens up a wonderful possibility and enables so many old photographs to be included as part of the tribute. This could be shown as the ‘reflection time’. A well-chosen song or music for the soundtrack completes what I believe, will become a much more common feature of funeral services – for those who have the money or the connections to put together.  A 3-4 minute piece could cost around $1000 to have professionally prepared. 

Some Thoughts About

Obligations and Dilemmas in Respect to a Deceased’s Instructions

This often raises some tricky issues for the families, executors and friends. If you are writing anything down by way of thoughts about your own funeral service when the time comes, please, qualify it by granting them permission to do as they deem fit while upholding respect for your wishes.  It is a bit unfair to give instructions to the family that they feel are inviolate.

For instance, when a woman dies at 105 it is hard to honour her request that there be no funeral service or eulogies to acknowledge her. An opportunity should be made by those who might have cared, to show their respect. 

I suspect that when people write the sort of funeral instruction that families then find limiting, it usually comes from a basis of:

· They don’t want to be a pain or put the family to any trouble or expense

· They don’t think their life has been worth making a fuss of

· They had sat through some pretty tedious eulogies and don’t want to think the same will be endured by others on their behalf.

These are not good enough reasons to prevent a funeral service or words of tribute being spoken about them. We are relational beings and although the one who has died is now unaffected, those that remain have some big relational issues to deal with and to the closest kin- or legal representatives, must, I believe, be left the final call about the content and style of the funeral service.

Who is the Funeral Service for?

A lot of people get locked into the notion that the funeral service is for the deceased and therefore everything about it should be for them – and the style or needs of the family remaining, are irrelevant. I say – No! 

The proper balance I believe, is to consider the funeral service exists to meet the needs of those left behind while at the same time being consistent in as many ways possible, with the style and character of the one who has died.

This might mean making compromises or accommodations both ways. 

For instance, if the person who died is an atheist but their spouse is a ‘believer’, and the spouse has need of a comforting prayer, then include a prayer. It simply means the celebrant is honest about these things.  Or, in music, if the young person who has taken their life is into the music of a certain Heavy Metal band whose lyrics praise the idea of dying, and the parents don’t wish to have that music – that may have sowed seeds in the thinking of their beloved son – in the service, then the parents’ present need in their grief is more important than playing the music that contributed to the young man’s death.

Some Thoughts About

What to Expect in Your Mind and Soul

I am not trained in grief counselling nor do I pretend to know very much, so only a very few words.  It is my observation, suspicion or belief that whatever is just below the surface in any individual will pop out when the soul is affected by grief. If its anger, expect anger. If it’s thankfulness, expect gratitude. If unresolved family and relational issues are still sitting there – expect them to manifest quickly and strongly. All hell can break loose and some very nasty feelings will manifest if they are already still close to the surface. I have sat and watched a mother and daughter have a ding-dong argument for 15 minutes. The angst was already simmering just out of sight.  I will not be alarmed if the dam breaks. I will do all I can to deal with everyone and each issue with understanding and compassion.

The heart and soul can be very quickly put off balance.  For this reason, expect yourself or other people to say things they wouldn’t normally say or mean. Be forgiving. Expect them to read things into situations that aren’t there. The pain can be horrendous, and the disorientation acute. The strength of it can come as a surprise. Thinking power vanishes. Straightforward decisions can become hard to make.

If you feel knocked of your axis, know this is normal. Take time to calm yourself, and expect no more of yourself than the trust that you can find strength for the next hour, and then with that gained, the hour after that. And if you can, you can always ask God to help, strengthen and comfort you.

Some Thoughts About

A Well-Structured Service

I would measure a good funeral service in this light: if the closest loved ones can go to bed at the end of the day feeling somewhat uplifted and buoyed in soul by the service that remembered their loved one, then the whole funeral process has achieved what it needed to. It is a well-known fact that the performance and manner of the celebrant or minister is usually what leaves the enduring ‘after-taste’. This is why as a celebrant, I know I must do everything I can to ensure the funeral service itself is worthy in every way, both of the deceased and of their closest loved ones. 

A funeral service should give family and friends a settled satisfaction that the tone, the mood, the content, the talk, the life ideas were all consistent with who they are and who their loved one was. 

I personally find it a pity that most services are conducted in formal chapel style rather than a more natural relational mode. This is where funeral gatherings in the home can be very strong, and much more comfortable.

A funeral is a celebration of the life and style of one individual, a valuing of relationships, and an opportunity for all present to consider their own legacy-building. It is also an occasion in which issues of spirituality and belief naturally arise, and the weaknesses in our modern belief system, or the strength of genuine faith, are clearly shown.
Length and Substance

In the main, funeral directors probably prefer shorter rather than longer services and bookings at crematorium chapels are generally taken at intervals of an hour and a half. This is usually quite adequate.  

A good length has more to do with an emotional distance the family runs, and the completeness of the sense of tribute, than with the number of minutes. If there are no participants other than myself, no prayers or hymns, thirty minutes plus or minus five would be sufficient.  Forty-five minutes is often fully adequate. There comes a point where the family have gone their emotional distance and it is best if the service does not go on too long after that stage has been reached. 

The Major Elements of a Well- Structured Service

· Pre-service music, well selected

· Words of opening and welcome

· Explanation about the service, how it will end, where there’s a cup of tea

· The Eulogy – something of the life-map, personality and matters of interest

What a great thing it is when the story can be told in words written by the one who has died. This gives a special authenticity and insights that others can only guess at. It brings incidents and experiences and feelings and explanations that otherwise would be impossible to know. Every person alive should write their own story or have it written for them.  If you would like to know more about this, visit www.yourlivingmemories.com
· Family tributes. Young grandchildren are a particularly good leveller

· Tributes and anecdotes from family friends and colleagues

· Selected readings

· Reflection music selection/s

· Other special moment music selections

· Any video footage of the person, or pre-recorded video/audio messages

· Special tributes i.e. the RSA tribute, the Masonic Lodge tribute etc etc

· ‘The committal’ – concluding words with everyone standing. The final summation of thought and the ‘earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust’ reference in some shape or form.

What Makes a Good Funeral Service?

Warmth, Honesty, Unashamed humanness, and Respect.  This is the starting point. A fifth, Aspects of Faith  (I suppose I most naturally think of active Christian faith) apply to a number also.  Words spoken, thoughts thought.  Insights into how the person ticked. What was their character, personality and style?  Recognition of their effort and contribution. All very human stuff. Don’t under-estimate how the celebrant leading the service contributes to the feel of all that. 

At the end of the day, you as a loved one or as a family want to go to bed feeling that the whole funeral process was good. You want to feel that the whole event was worthy of you, and worthy of your loved one, and that given a clearer head and a not-so-heavy heart, and another opportunity to put it together, you would not change much.

Services that are set up to have less formality than will be found in theatre-style seating in a chapel, which is unfamiliar territory for most people, generally have a really good feel about them, but they are unusual. They are more natural, more spontaneous, and the warmth comes from the general feel of everybody, and not primarily the celebrant.
I would like to see more people looking towards familiar ground – the home, the club, reception lounge etc, even in the evening. Funeral directors will probably not volunteer evenings, but it is worth asking, and of course, the burial or cremation would have to wait until the following day.

It is not unusual in certain cultures, for the family to have a ‘family service’ the evening before; Roman Catholics will often hold a rosary service the night before. 

A good service will have moments of both specific talk about the life, character, personality, style etc of the one who has died, and moments of more abstract meditation. Well-chosen readings will help this. I have quite a selection.

Fresh New Ideas

Funeral Directors are caring people who want to help you.  The earlier you make the funeral arrangements with them following the death, the more likely you are to have them make suggestions within a fairly restricted band of thinking.  They will not be giving you a thousand options to try and wade through.  There is nothing wrong with this, but if you delay making the arrangements by even a few hours or a day, you might find as you talk among yourselves that some good alternative ideas develop. It really depends on what you want the funeral service to be.

