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³They say such nice things about people at their funerals that it makes me sad to realize that 
,¶P�JRLQJ�WR�PLVV,PLQH�E\�MXVW�D�IHZ�GD\V�´ 

-Garrison Keillor 
 
 
,I�RQH�RI�XV�ZHUH�FDSDEOH�RI�D�JRG¶V-eye view of how the future would ravel out ± which 

blessedly is beyond we mere mortals ± it would be possible to place us all in one long single 

file line in the order in which we will die.  The first in line would be the first among us to go, 

because someone always has to go first, and at the same time, there is one of us here right 

QRZ��ZKR�ZLOO�RXWOLYH�HYHU\�RQH�RI�XV���7KLQN�RI�LW��,W¶V�VRPHWKLQJ�OLNH�WKH�VFHQH�IURP�³2XU 

7RZQ´�ZKHUH�WKH�³GHDUO\�GHSDUWHG´�UHVLGHQWV�RI�*URYHU¶V�&RUQHUV�1+�ZKR�KDYH�UHORFDWHG�WR�

the town cemetery keep watch of whose funeral procession is headed up the hill with the 

ODWHVW�RI�OLIH¶V�YLFWLPV���7KH�RUGHU�RI�VXFK�D�OLQH�± a line both imaginary and inevitable ± is not 

dictated by present age or current health.  It is beyond our precise comprehension and our 

most informed prognostication.  We just cannot know. 

 

I imagine some of you are looking around, thinking about your relative place in the line.  If 

WKLV�FROOHFWLRQ�RI�VRXOV�LV�DQ\WKLQJ�OLNH�PRVW��P\�JXHVV�LV�WKDW�����RI�XV�ILJXUH�ZH¶UH�LQ�WKH�

ODVW�����RI�WKH�OLQH���:H¶G�EH�KDSS\�WR�OHW�RWKHU�FXW�LQ�OLQH�DQG�JR�DKHDG�RI�XV���:H�DOO�KDYH�

had our own experiences of loss, of mourning, of grief ± and even so ± it is something of an 

entirely different order to imagine our own deaths, to contemplate our own non-being.  But 

IULHQGV��WKH�OLQH�IRUPV�KHUH���7KH�ROG�FRQVRODWLRQ�IRU�GHDWK�WKDW�³KLV�WLPH�KDG�FRPH´�LV�QRW�DOO�

WKDW�IDU�IURP�WKH�WUXWK���,�GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�WKDW�³RXU�WLPH´�RQ�HDUWK�LV�SUHRUGDLQHG�E\�VRPH�FRVPLF�

parking meter ticking off our minutes, but I know that the day will come when some minister 

will sit at my�NLWFKHQ�WDEOH��ZLWK�SHRSOH�ZKR¶YH�ORYHG�PH�± with me (or what was me) in the 

next room and those folks ± not me ± will have some hard work ahead of them.  The same 

scenario ± or something very similar ±�LV�LQ�WKH�FDUGV�IRU�HYHU\�RQH�LQ�WKLV�URRP���7RGD\¶V�



sermon is an offering to both you and those people at that imaginary kitchen table.  Because 

like it or not, our days are numbered. 

 

7KHUH�DUH�PDQ\�GLPHQVLRQV�WR�KDYLQJ�RQH¶V�³DIIDLUV�LQ�RUGHU´�PRVW�RI�ZKLFK�DUH�MXVW�

tangential to my focus this morning.  I say they are tangential ± but they are of equal import, 

and in some cases, of more urgency.  Just briefly, and most critically ± have an up-to-date, 

signed and witnessed Heath Care Proxy.  Discuss it with your doctor and family.  It is the 

only means you have to guarantee your medical wishes are followed at such a time as you 

are unable to direct your care.  Become a member of the Memorial Society, and in doing so 

determine the logistics and the budget for the disposition of your body after death.  Nancy 

Clausen and Joyce Homan will have more information for you to consider after the service.  

Talk to a lawyer.  Have a will.  Dying is easy.  Death is another story.   

 

:KDW�,¶G�OLNH�WR�FRQVLGHU�ZLWK�\RX��DQG�DVN�\RX�WR�FRQVLGHU�LQ�\RXU�RZQ�WLPH��DUH�WKH�NLQGV�RI�

WKLQJV�UHOLJLRQ�LV�EHVW�VXLWHG�WR�DWWHQG�WR���OLIH¶V�ULWHV�RI�SDVVDJH��WKH�KHDOLQJ�of the spirit, and 

both the celebration of life and the reconciliation of loss.  As Garrison Keillor notes, it does 

VHHP�D�VKDPH�ZH�KDYH�WR�PLVV�RXU�RZQ�IXQHUDOV�E\�MXVW�D�IHZ�GD\V���,�FDQ¶W�ILQG�D�ORRSKROH�

to get around that.  But what I have discovered in conducting a couple hundred memorial 

services, is that there are ways to shape a service, and also to set a tone for a memorial 

VHUYLFH���,�RQFH�GLG�D�PHPRULDO�VHUYLFH�ZKHUH�WKH�SUHOXGH�ZDV�'XNH�(OOLQJWRQ¶V�³3OHDVH�'RQ¶W�

7DON�$ERXW�0H�:KHQ�,¶P�*RQH�´��(Vther Mietz has left me a poem her mother gave her in 

�������$W�%HWW\�:LOOLDPV¶V�VHUYLFH�D�EDOOHW�GDQFHU�GDQFHG�KHUH�LQ�WKH�FKDQFHO�± as Betty once 

GLG�RQ�WKH�VWDJH�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\���:H�GRQ¶W�JHW�WR�JR�WR�RXU�RZQ�IXQHUDOV��EXW�WKHUH�DUH�

ways to be present, which are in the end, the next best thing to being there.   

 

People have 101 excuses not to plan for their own memorial services.  Here are the top 

three:  The lead excuse is simply that most of us have no intention of dying.  A respectable, 

but delusional thought.  The next excuse ± in order of popularity ± is that people feel modest 

DERXW�WKHLU�OLYHV�DQG�GRQ¶W�UHDOO\�FDUH�LI�WKHUH�LV�D�VHUYLFH�DW�DOO���$QRWKHU�UHVSHFWDEOH�EXW�

unconstructive thought.  The most ordinary life is at the same time remarkable.  People love 

you.  Indulge them just this once.  And the other excuse I hear most frequently ± and most 

recently from my own father ±�³<RX¶OO�NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�GR�´��:URQJ���:H�ZLOO�QRW�NQRZ�ZKDW�WR�

do.  We will be busy grieving.  Cut us some slack.  Leave a few clues.  Please. 

 



A couple of years ago, I clipped out an article in which a few literary types offered thumbnail 

VNHWFKHV�RI�KRZ�WKH\¶G�OLNH�WKHLU�RZQ�ODVW�ULWHV�WR�SURFHHG« 

 

:HQG\�:DVVHUVWHLQ��SOD\ZULJKW���³,W�KDV�WR�EH�DW�7HPSOH�(PDQX-El ± please! ± 
wLWK�WKH�RYHUWXUH�WR�µ*\SV\¶�DQG�/\QQH�7KLJSHQ�VLQJLQJ�µ(YHU\WKLQJ¶V�&RPLQJ�
8S�5RVHV�¶��0D\EH�$QGUp�%LVKRS�FRXOG�VSHDN�LQ�WKDW�EHDXWLIXO�YRLFH�RI�KLV��DQG�
my mother could dance.  There is the nightmare, of course, that someone will 
VLQJ�µ,�6KDOO�%H�5HOHDVHG�¶�DQG�\RXU�EHVW�IULHQGV�ZLOO�JHW�XS�DQG�VD\��µ:KHQ�,�
ILUVW�PHW�:HQG\��,�«�¶�DQG�WDON�DERXW�WKHPVHOYHV�IRU�WZR�KRXUV�´ 
 
3HWHU�-��*RPHV��+DUYDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�FKDSODLQ�DQG�DXWKRU�RI�³7KH�*RRG�%RRN´���
³,�ZDQW�WKH�ZKROH�QLQH�\DUGV��LQ�FKXUFK���,�ZDQW�WKH�FDVNHW�to be on view.  I 
GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�EH�FUHPDWHG��DQG�,�ZDQW�D�ELJ�FRIILQ��WR�EH�FDUULHG�LQ�E\�HLJKW�
sturdy friends.  I want the Book of Common Prayer read over me in stirring 
tones, and a good address, and splendid hymns.  And then I want people to go 
with me to the graveyard and watch me be lowered into the ground.  Above all, 
,�ZDQW�WKHP�WR�NQRZ�,¶P�GHDG���,�ZDQW�QR�HXSKHPLVPV��QR�VRIWHQLQJ�RI�WKH�
rough edges of death.  I want them to mourn, I want them to wear black.  Then 
I want them to go have a good party�´ 
 
0DU\�*RUGRQ��QRYHOLVW���³LW�ZLOO�EH�DW�WKH�+RO\�&URVV�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�RQ�)RUW\-
second Street, across from the Port Authority.  I want absolutely nobody 
VD\LQJ�DQ\WKLQJ�DERXW�PH���7KH�PXVLF�VKRXOG�EH�WKH�µ3LH�-HVX¶�IURP�)DXUp¶V�
Requiem, a plainsong Dies�,UDH��DQG�HQG�ZLWK�0DUWKD�DQG�WKH�9DQGHOODV¶�
µ'DQFLQJ�LQ�WKH�6WUHHWV�¶´ 

 

Not everyone here is a member of this congregation and some of you may be of a different 

IDLWK�WUDGLWLRQ�DOWRJHWKHU���%XW�ZKDW�,¶P�WDONLQJ�DERXW�WRGD\�WUDQVFHQGV�GHQRPLQDWLRQDO�

boundDULHV���7KHUH�LV�QRW�D�³ULJKW´�RU�D�³ZURQJ´�ZD\�WR�PHPRULDOL]H�WKH�GHDG���)RU�VRPH��

ancient ritual and traditions are sufficient to hold a life between this world and whatever 

follows.  For others, there is a need for a means of remembrance that is custom made to suit 

the situation.  And then, there are those of us who crave a blending of timeless traditions and 

a means to affirm that the person who has died was unlike any other person in creation.   

 

Unitarian Universalist memorial services cannot be generalized easily.  I can only really 

VSHDN�WR�P\�RZQ�SDUWLFXODU�DSSURDFK���:KLOH�,�GRQ¶W�UHOLVK�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�OHDG�D�PHPRULDO�

service, I recognize that they are perhaps the single most important part of my ministry, or 

perhaps I ought to say, they are the occasions when the most ministry happens.  Sometimes 

that happens in this room with every pew full, and other times it happens at the edge of a 

hole in the ground with just a handful of mourners gathered.  It would be wrong to say it is 

merely because at�PHPRULDO�VHUYLFHV�,�UHDOO\�KDYH�SHRSOH¶V�DWWHQWLRQ�± even if it is the truth.  



1R��LW�KDV�OLWWOH�WR�GR�ZLWK�PH���,W�KDV�WR�GR�ZLWK�SHRSOH¶V�FDSDFLW\�WR�UHFHLYH�ZKHQ�JULHI�KDV�

their guard down.  The context of the occasion allows a kind of ministry to happen.  In such 

moments, folks are looking for clues to their meaning, they are more gentle, the are re-

engaged with the wonders and the mystery of life.  The hard work is done.  All I have to do is 

acknowledge, or hold up, the validity and the urgency of what they are already experiencing 

in their minds and hearts and souls. 

 

When I prepare a memorial service I have no book on the shelf to pull down and fill in the 

names.  I have resources I draw upon and images and metaphors I find worth repeating ± 

mostly because at one level ± every death is exactly alike.  But beyond the universal 

FRQQHFWLRQV�RXU�VRXOV�UHTXLUH�WR�HQGXUH«�WKHUH�DUH�DOVR�WKH�SDUWLFXODUV�RI�HYHU\�OLIH��ZKLFK�

GHVHUYH�DIILUPDWLRQ�DQG�FHOHEUDWLRQ���$QG�ZKHQ�,�VD\�³SDUWLFXODUV´�,�GRQ¶W�PHDQ�RQO\�the 

sweet and tender side of human beings, but also the flaws and foibles that are part and 

SDUFHO�RI�EHLQJ�KXPDQ���,�GRQ¶W�³QDPH�QDPHV´�DV�LW�ZHUH��WR�NHHS�WKH�EDODQFH�VKHHW�HYHQ��EXW�

UDWKHU�OHDYH�URRP�LQ�SHRSOH¶V�LPDJLQDWLRQV�WR�³ILOO�LQ�WKH�EODQNV�´��,�learned this from my 

mentor Max Coots.  In a eulogy for Phyllis Forbes Clark, a 95-year-old member of the Canton 

FKXUFK��0D[�VDLG�WKLV��³6KH�ORYHG�WKLV�FRPPXQLW\��WKRXJK�VKH�RQFH�WROG�PH�WKDW�&DQWRQ¶V�

primary product was characters ± never suspecting that in her own way, she was one of 

WKHP��RQH�RI�WKH�EHVW�RI�WKHP�´��$QG�LI�\RX�NQHZ�DQG�ORYHG�3K\OOLV�)RUEHV�&ODUN��\RX�NQHZ�

exactly what Max meant. 

 

I think that kind of honesty is what moves so many people to tell me after a memorial service, 

that it was the�PRVW�PHDQLQJIXO�RQH�WKH\�HYHU�DWWHQGHG���(YHQ�ZKHQ�,�GLGQ¶W�NQRZ�WKH�SHUVRQ�

well, if the tone is honest and real, people themselves�PDNH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�PHDQLQJIXO���,W¶V�

QRW�D�WULFN���,W¶V�QRW�HYHQ�D�VNLOO���%XW�VRPHKRZ��LW�KDSSHQV� 

 

You might be surprised at a memorial service I conduct that it has elements that are not often 

SUHVHQW�RQ�D�W\SLFDO�6XQGD\���,�KDYH�QHYHU�XVHG�WKH�/RUG¶V�3UD\HU�GXULQJ�D�ZRUVKLS�VHUYLFH���,�

often do it at memorials.  The 23rd�SVDOP�LV�D�VWDSOH��DQG�IRU�JRRG�UHDVRQ«�LI�QRW�IRU�its 

theology, then for its resonance.  I almost always wear my robe.  I will accommodate almost 

every wish ± from reading densely sentimental poetry to playing a tape of the deceased 

telling a story, to a benediction from Winnie-the-Pooh.  I have concluded it does not have to 

make complete sense to me, and that the meaning is made out of the whole in ways I can 

only trust and marvel at.   



 

During the offertory, I am going to hand each of you a form I have created to help you think 

about the kinds of things that are going to be important to those who will survive you; those 

ZKR�VWDQG�EHKLQG�\RX�LQ�WKH�OLQH���,¶OO�KDYH�VSDUH�FRSLHV�LQ�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�UDFN�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�

ZHHNV��VR�IHHO�IUHH�WR�XVH�ZKDW�,�JLYH�\RX�WRGD\�DV�D�³URXJK�GUDIW�´��7KH�LQWHQW�RI�WKH�IRUPV is 

not to depress you or force you into a time of anxiety but to invite you, after a fashion, to be a 

guest at your own Memorial service.  ,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�IHHO�FRPSHOOHG�WR�GR�LW�IRU�\RXUVHOI��GR�LW�
for others.  It will be one means by which your survivors will honor you. It will put to an end a 

family squabble about what dear old fill-in-the-blank would have wanted.  And to be quite 

KRQHVW��LW�ZLOO�PDNH�VRPH�SRRU�PLQLVWHU¶V�MRE�D�OLWWOH�ELW�HDVLHU�LI�\RX�FRXOG�MXVW�GURS�D�IHZ�

clues.   

 

In the best of all possible worlds, you would all go home today ± after a couple good hours of 

physical exertion at the Work Party ± make yourselves a cup of tea, and sit down with the 

SDSHU�\RX¶G�IROGHG�LQWR�\RXU�SXUVH�RU�SRFNHW��DQG�VWDUW�ZULWLQJ�±in pencil ± your thoughts.  I 

GRQ¶W�EHOLHYH�LW�for a minute�WKDW�HYHU\�RQH�RI�\RX�KDVQ¶W�JLYHQ�WKH�VXEMHFW�VRPH�WKRXJKW���,I�

\RX�KDYH�D�VSRXVH��VHW�D�WLPH�DVLGH�WR�WDON�DERXW�LW����,I�\RX¶UH�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�DQRWKHU�IRUXP�IRU�

reflection ± come to one of the chalice circles in the second�KDOI�RI�WKH�PRQWK���,W¶V�WKHLU�WRSLF�

to discuss then).  If you wish, come talk to me about it.  The form itself is self-explanatory, 

DQG�,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�VD\�PXFK�PRUH�DERXW�LW�± other than to come as close as I have ever 

come to begging you not to drop it in the recycling basket on your way downstairs.  Humor 

me.  At least take it home.  Give it the same kind of thought you give your tax returns.  

Decide your own deadline to have it done.  Send a copy to church.  Last night, on my way to 

WKH�0LHW]¶V��,�VWRSSHG�DW�WKH�RIILFH�WR�SXOO�(VWKHU¶V�HQYHORSH�IURP�WKH�ILOH���:H�SRUHG�RYHU�LW�

with laughter and some tears.  It was her writing.  Her expressions.  Her wishes.  We would 

have been even more lost without it.  One never knows where we are in the ever-moving 

line. 

 

,�ZRXOGQ¶W�ERWKHU�DVNLQJ�\RX�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�DOO�WKLV�LI�,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�P\�UHDVRQV���,¶G�VHOILVKO\�OLNH�

your help, should it turn out I am still the minister here at such a time as a service is required.  

But far more importantly, and much more essentially, I have learned the unspoken purpose 

RI�KROGLQJ�D�PHPRULDO�VHUYLFH«�WKH�SXUSRVH�WKDW�LV�UDUHO\�QDPHG��� 

 



Memorial services are, at least in our tradition, held to be the occasion for a life to be 

FHOHEUDWHG���6RPHWLPHV�WKH\�DUH�HYHQ�WLWOHG�³$�&HOHEUDWLRQ�RI�/LIH�´��7KDW�LV�DQ�DFFXUDWH�DQG�

QREOH�DLP�DQG�DPELWLRQ�IRU�VXFK�D�VHUYLFH��DQG�LQ�DOO�EXW�WKH�PRVW�WUDJLF�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��WKDW¶V�

ZKDW�WKH\�HQG�XS�EHLQJ���,W¶V�RQH�WKLQJ�ZH�QHHG�DV�ZH�HQWHU�WKH�JULHYLQJ�SURFHVV���,W�JLYHV�XV�

something to hold tight to; something to fill the undisguisable void.  It helps us to go on. 

 

But there is always more going on than just that ± essential as it is.  It is an occasion for 

FHOHEUDWLRQ���,W�LV�DOVR�RQH�RI�OLIH¶V�UDUH��IOHHWLQJ�RFFDVLRQV�IRU�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ���5HFRQFLOing with 

ZKDW�ZDV�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKDW�ZKLFK��QRZ��ZLOO�QHYHU�EH���$QG�KHUH��,�GRQ¶W�PHDQ�WKH�UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�

of hostile siblings or greedy grandchildren.  I mean the kind of reconciliation that comes to us 

in the form of acceptance and trust; the kind of reconciliation, which opens out of 

forgiveness, out of our encounter with our own finite natures.   

 

Tonight, Yom Kippur begins.  A time for remembrance and reconciliation.  It is, for Jews, the 

DQQXDO�UHPLQGHU�WR�³PDNH�WKLQJV�ULJKW´�ZLWK�RQH�DQRWKHU��WR�KHDO�ROd wounds, to ask 

forgiveness, to be forgiven.  We have no ritualized holiday in which we do this, but in every 

memorial service, something of this is at work; bridging those living and death, heaven and 

earth.  

 

In such times, most of us are doing more than just celebrating the deceased. 

We are taking stock of our own lives, our own relationships, our own regrets, and our own 

intentions for the life still before us. 

When you let others memorialize you, you are giving them something astounding that they 

did not know they needed. 

They would, if the could, thank you. 

But instead, they shall bless you, as you have blessed them. 

 

 

 

(Attached to this sermon is a copy of the Memorial Service Prearrangements document for 

your use.  You may also find the New York State Health Care Proxy Form online at 

www.health.state.ny.us/nysdoh/hospital/healthcareproxy/about.htm). 

 

http://www.health.state.ny.us/nysdoh/hospital/healthcareproxy/about.htm


First	Unitarian	Universalist	Society	
Memorial	Service	Prearrangements	

 
Please	complete	this	form	(duplicate	as	necessary)	and	return	it	to	the	church	office.	It	is	not	a	

legal	document,	but	it	raises	questions	that	your	survivors	will	want	you	to	have	answered.				It	would	
be	best	to	discuss	your	feelings	and	responses	with	family	and	close	friends	so	that	your	deepest	

wishes	and	convictions	will	be	understood	and	followed.	
Even	it	you	do	not	answer	all	of	the	questions,	there	are	some	basic	decisions	and	essential	

feelings	you	can	establish	in	the	process	of	considering	the	questions	on	this	form.			
	It	can	always	be	revised	and	updated.		All	forms	are	held	in	confidence	by	the	minister.		

 
Name______________________________________  Birthplace/Date_________________________ 
 
Address___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Spouse/Partner_______________________________   Anniversary Date  ______________________ 
 
Children___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Siblings___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Others to be notified_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Who is to make final arrangements (Name and contact info)__________________________________ 
 
Occupation_________________________________________    SS #__________________________ 
 
If requested, would you allow an autopsy?_______________ Organ Donation?___________________ 
 
Is the body to be embalmed?______________________  Do you wish cremation?________________ 
 
How/Where  would you like your ashes dispersed?_________________________________________   
 
Are you a member of the Memorial Society?  Where?_______________________________________ 
 
Specify type/material/price range of casket________________________________________________ 
 
Location of preferred cemetery or prearranged plot_________________________________________ 
 
Do you have a current Health Care Proxy?_________ Where is it located?______________________ 
 
Who is listed to act as your proxy in health care decisions?___________________________________ 
 
Additional Comments: 
 
 



Do you wish to have a Memorial Service?_________  Where?________________________________ 
 
Specify Clergy (by name or church affiliation)_____________________________________________ 
 
Would you want a Grave Side Service?_____________________ Calling Hours?_________________ 
 
Open or Closed Casket?________________________  Public or Private Service?_________________ 
 
What kind of flowers would you like present?_____________________________________________ 
 
Memorial Gifts?  To Whom?___________________________________________________________ 
 
Biographical Information:_____________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Special Interests/Accomplishments/Avocations/Delights_____________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please list readings, poems, music, ideas, themes that you would want included in your Memorial: 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Other comments/thoughts/hopes:_______________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Attach additional sheets if necessary 
 
Copies of this are (circle)  :   Home        Church         Funeral Home         Attorney        Executor        
 
Signed_____________________________________________   Date__________________________ 
 

Return a copy to the Rev. David S. Blanchard, First UU, 250 Waring Road,  Syracuse NY 13224 
( _______ I would like to discuss this with the minister) 

 
All forms kept in secure confidence for use only by the minister(s) of First UU. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 


