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Woodbridge, VA – Two close friends have passed away in the past few months.  Neither was ill for long – at least outwardly to those of us who saw them recently.  Both were a few years older than I am, but not so much that their passing did not hit home concerning my own mortality.

What I find interesting is how we now approach funerals.   I still have vivid memories of how death was “handled” when I was growing up as a child in the early 1950’s in Kentucky.   At that time children were always part of the process, starting with the showing of the body in a casket at a local funeral home.  Everyone wore black, and the men were always in their “funeral suits” – that is black suits with white shirts and a somber tie, usually black   Almost all of the men seemed to show up with a small flask of bourbon in their suit jacket, and, after passing condolences to the immediate family of the person who had died, would immediately proceed outside to consume the contents of those flasks and talk “men talk.”  The women, on the other hand, would sit in chairs in the room next where the casket was resting and grieve with the family.  All the women wore black dresses.  The children would do whatever we could to make the time pass by as quickly as possible.  There were no smart phones, so we had to improvise.  No one was watching us, so we tried to find some other child to play with.  We were also typically dressed in “funeral clothes” so whatever we did had to not in any way get that outfit dirty or torn.
The church services were also somber affairs.  The casket would be rolled up the main aisle to the front of the church where the officiating cleric would perform the religious service honoring the deceased.  When that concluded (usually in less than an hour), pall bearers would roll the casket out of the church and then carry it to the waiting hearse. From there everyone hopped into cars formed into a line to be escorted by policemen on motorcycles, and off we went to the cemetery.  There another briefer service would be held before the casket would literally be lowered into the ground.  Often relatives would then host a meal for the mourners.
Neither of the two recent funerals resembled these 1950 affairs.  First of all, it seems that more and more people are opting to be cremated.  There may be an economic component to this, if only because caskets are now quite expensive and cremation offers a significantly less expensive form of burial.  Actually, it not necessarily “burial” since the resulting ashes are placed in an urn for the family to do whatever they wish (sprinkle them wherever, place the urn in a columbarium, place the urn in a prominent place in one of the survivor’s home, etc.).  Of the two funerals which I mentioned above, one was cremation, the other a burial in the ground.  But even the latter was different in that the body was to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery (he was a veteran) and the wait time to be buried there is about three months.  I am not certain what happens to the body of the deceased during this waiting period;  freezing, simply embalmed, ?????
In both of these funerals one of the biggest differences from 60 years ago is that over half of the men in attendance did not wear a suit, or even a jacket and tie.  It was summer and most were simply in a sports shirt with no tie.  Although some of the women wore black, most were in different colors.  I saw no evidence of flasks and not one child other than the grandchildren of the deceased was present.  At the end of the church service for the fellow who was being buried, his casket was wheeled out, but not by pallbearers, just funeral home employees.  I am not sure where it went from there, because all of us were ushered into some adjacent rooms in the church where food and punch were being served.  If there was booze, it was well-hidden.
Interestingly the hymns In the Garden and How Great Thou Art were song at both services, one in a Presbyterian church and the other in a school auditorium.  Perhaps these have now become somewhat standard Christian “go-to” hymns for funerals.  There was not much open grieving, I suppose, because it has now become fashionable to call the entire process a “Celebration of Life” with several speakers offering humorous anecdotes about the deceased’s life.
I have not been to current funerals for members of other faiths lately, and I wonder if long-held burial traditions in those religions have seen similar changes.  What is constant, however, is that humans have long had difficulty trying to come up with answers to what death, and whatever follows it, is all about and how to translate those answers into some form of appropriate ceremony.

I thought that you might like to know.
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