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Being Stewardly about Funerals

As I write this article I’m reflecting on the life of a friend and sister-in-the-Lord who recently passed on and whose funeral I’m planning to attend tomorrow.   I’m confident that she died ‘in-the-Lord and that despite the tears shed, it will be a service of celebration for a faithful servant gone to be with her Lord and Saviour.

Why write about this topic here?  The question of what is good stewardship when it comes to funeral arrangements come up frequently enough in my work with deacons.  In fact, a few years ago, I was asked to prepare a workshop on this subject for the Quinte Diaconal Conference.  I was surprised how many people signed up for this workshop. 

What it comes down to is this: make preparations in advance – don’t leave it to your loved ones.  Leaving the funeral arrangements and decisions to your family is stressful and invites poor stewardship.  It can also lead to conflicts and hurt feelings.

For instance, my wife and I both feel that spending money on an expensive coffin is, for us, poor stewardship.  Others will feel differently.  It’s not that we ‘value’ the money so much – but it is money that can be put to better use for Kingdom work then expended for something soon to be buried.   But imagine the talk if my wife dies and I act on her desire to be placed into a simple unfinished wooden box!  What would people think of me when they attend her funeral?  Would they equate my actions as ‘cheap’ or even stronger, unloving?  After all the ‘line’ used to persuade us otherwise is “don’t you want the best for the dearly departed?”  

This, I hope, illustrates the vulnerability that we face when we have to make arrangements for a funeral.  Restraint or good practical stewardship is subordinated to emotion and the visible demonstrations of love exhibited (or measured by others) in the quality of the funeral and the money spent on it: the quantity of flowers, the quality of the casket, the funeral director services, etc.  It is hard to be businesslike and practical when you are coping with the loss of someone you love.  Funerals are very public and we are conscious that others are watching what we do.

In order to lift that burden from your loved ones; make sure they know what your desires are ahead of time.  But, be warned, simply writing your wishes into your Will won’t work.  The Will is often opened after the funeral is long over.   Rather, make sure your spouse and your alternate ‘trustee(s)’ have a written copy of your instructions and that they know where to find it.

Another good thing to do is to pre-arrange your own funeral.  There are ‘Memorial Societies’ you can join that have different packages of services you can purchase and which come into effect as soon as you pass away.  At the time of your passing, your family only needs to make one call and your wishes are respected.  Doing it in advance instead of leaving it to your family saves them the hassle and the emotional burden of making decisions when they are less able to do so.  

Here’s a simple list of some of the details.  Ask your Pastor or other leaders in your congregation for a trusted funeral director who can help you to determine your options in your area.  Consider:

· Cremation or burial?  If the latter, where: plot purchase; vaulted or non-vaulted?

· Type of casket – simple, medium, or high level of quality, etc.

· Funeral Director services i.e., embalming, motorcade, funeral home use for visiting/chapel service etc.

· Funeral service – scripture, songs, open/closed casket, pall bearers

· Flowers and/or ‘Gifts in Memory of ____’ to a specific charity or charities

· Will, keepsake assignments (to save many family squabbles)

Stewardly Tip: Shop around for Casket and Funeral Services.  Be a good steward, and at the same time save your loved ones a lot of grief.  Make arrangements now.  Join a “Memorial Society” that respects your desires.  List your expectations/desires and have copies in a place known by your spouse/trustee(s).  You don’t necessarily have to buy your casket from the funeral home that is providing the services.  Embalming may not be necessary – depending on timing/amount of travel – be aware of what’s required and what isn’t.  If you’re internet savvy, visit ‘www.canadianfunerals.com’ for more information. 

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestion and your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask for more details.
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