Report on Woodbrooke course
Quaker Funerals, 18-20 November 2016

As a recently appointed Funerals Co-ordinator with only one experience in the role, it seemed a good idea to take up the suggestion of attending this course.  There is much guidance already in QF&P chapter 17, and in the Quaker Life leaflet ‘Love & Loss’.  I had also just read ‘The Motorcycle Hearse & Other Undertakings’ by Ian Morris, ex-Chaplain to Addenbrooke’s Hospital.  I summarise below my main learnings from the course.
History

As in much Quaker history, practice around funerals was as much a repudiation of the way in which orthodox Christians were doing things, as it was a spiritual response to death.  Thomas Clarkson in ‘A Portraiture of Quakerism’ (1806) emphasises how important it was for Quakers not to make saints of their dead, not to revere one person more than another, not to dress up in finery or black clothes at a funeral.  Bodies were treated as ‘dust, worthless’, and given a simple burial often in someone’s garden if there was no Quaker burial ground.  

We have moved on since then.  Now at a Quaker funeral, we seek to capture the essence of the person who has died, and provide the mourners with a chance to remember, be upheld and contribute last words.  We tend to call the funeral ‘a Meeting for Worship on the Occasion of the Death of our Friend....’ Importantly, a Quaker funeral is a Meeting for Worship even if it is held in a crematorium and lasts only 25 minutes.  And that sense of the ordinariness of death in life, and the equality of all people whether living or dead, remains part of what is intrinsic to a Quaker funeral.
Elders
Elders appoint someone to lead the proceedings (not necessarily an Elder), and usually take responsibility for having a reading ready to support the worship, if needed.  Elders should resist taking sides in family conflicts about someone attending: funerals are public events.  The person leading the proceedings opens & closes the MfW, lets those attending know how it will be conducted, and gives a brief introduction to the person who has died.  If there is anything uncomfortable to be acknowledged, either from their life or manner of their death, then it should be said openly at the start.
Overseers
Overseers have a responsibility to stay in touch with those who have become infirm and cannot attend MfW, so that they do not get lost before dying.   They will also be alongside those who are grieving.  Although Quakers continue to abstain from outward displays of reverence or piety, we are quietly compassionate and concerned for the bereaved, who may be in trauma, loss, horror, anger and disbelief – or in relief, release and thankfulness.  There are some useful videos made by Compassionate Friends on YouTube, called “Say Their Name”, which express the feelings of the bereaved.   
Funeral Co-ordinators

The Funeral Co-ordinator’s role is to keep everyone in the loop – family/friends, members of the Meeting, Elders & Overseers, Funeral Directors.  They keep in mind the purpose of the funeral (to say goodbye, celebrate, remember, dispose of the body), the planning and preparations that need to happen beforehand (including refreshments at the local Meeting if the family wish), and attend to any difficulties along the way.  But it is the family’s funeral, not the Meeting’s, and everything should be done to assist family/friends in having a funeral which respects their wishes.  And in all of these endeavours, it is hoped that they will be done prayerfully. 
Useful Tips
Funeral Co-ordinators can get support from being in touch with each other. ‘Down to Earth’, a Quaker Social Action project, provides help to those who struggle with the cost of a funeral – current cost average £4,000.  Independent funeral directors tend to be cheaper than chains.  Green burials are not necessarily cheaper since burials always cost more than cremations (www.quakersocialaction.org.uk).   It is a good idea for Meetings to have a Funeral Wishes form completed by its members, and logged with Overseers.  Death Cafe’s are becoming popular: places where people talk with others about dying.  And if you are worried that your wishes might not be known by anyone, keep an ‘In Case of Emergency’ tub in your fridge!  
