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A Christian Funeral Director's Reflections 
on the Modern Funeral 

Robert J. Murphy 

We live in a death-denying
even age-denying-society. Madi
son Avenue, with all its resources, 
is continually trying to convince 
us that Eternal Youth should be 
our goal. Nature moves from 
spring through summer, into fall, 
and on to winter, living each cycle 
to the fullest , never trying to re
capture what has gone before, and 
never denying the eventual end. 

Society's emotional and psy
chological unpreparedness to cope 
with death has led to many mis
conceptions of the funeral direc
tor and the funeral industry. 
When death comes to a family, it 
almost always finds them unpre
pared. Yet death is an inevitable 
development of life. It comes to 
everyone. 

Robert J. Murphy , president 
and founder of Murphy Funeral 
Homes in Arlington and Falls 
Church, Virginia, holds a B.S. 
degree in Business from George
town University and is a graduate 
of the American Academy of Mor
tuary Science in New York. He 
was recently elected President of 
National Selected Morticians , is 
immediate Past President of the 
Virginia State Board of Embalm
ers and Funeral Directors, and is 
a member of the National and 
Virginia Funeral Directors Asso
ciations. 
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After a death occurs, the first 
decision a family needs to make 
is the selection of a reputable and 
ethical funeral director. The state 
in which the funeral director re
sides has a State Board of Fu
neral Directors and Embalmers, 
or the equivalent, which is respon
sible for the licensing procedure, 
holding of examinations and con
trol of funeral establishments. 
This Board is usually made up of 
licensed funeral directors and em
balmers; however, many state 
governors have recently made ap
pointments from outside the in
dustry for the purpose of consum
er representation. Factors to be 
considered by the family are the 
reputation of the firm for service 
and personal attention to details 
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and the empathy of its personnel; 
the convenience of location; 
physical facilities, etc. The fu
neral director's reputation is 
made more important by the sur
vivors' lack of knowledge and ex
perience regarding funerals, and 
their emotional condition. A rep
utable funeral director can be re
lied upon to help with all of the 
necessary details in a dignified 
and understanding manner. 

Other decisions a family must 
make at the time of death are 
first, the selection of the place of 
the service-whether it is to be 
held in a church of their choice 
or the funeral home chapel, or, in 
some cases, at the graveside; and 
second, the determination of a 
date and time of the service. Re
cently, there have been Masses 
held for Catholics in the funeral 
home chapel; this permission, 
however, depends upon the con
sent and approval of the Chan
cery of the particular diocese 
involved. In cases involving mem
bers from other denominations, 
there has been some evidence of 
more frequent church services for 
the dead in recent years. 

After the above decision has 
been made, the family must se
lect the method of final disposi
tion of the deceased. While earth 
burial still predominates, there 
has been an increase in the num
ber of cremations and donations 
to medical science. However, it 
must be pointed out that in many 
cases this method of disposition 
of the human body usually fol
lows some type of traditional fu
neral or final ceremonial giving 
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cognizance to the death of some
one loved and honored by the 
survivors. 

The arrangements concerning a 
vigil prayer service (or recitation 
of the rosary) and/ or fraternal 
service, the casket's being open 
or closed, having a visitation 
where friends may pay their re
spects and extend their sympathy 
-these are all questions that 
must be decided by the family. 
In this decision-making process, 
the funeral director acts as coun
sellor and advisor to the family, 
explaining the various types of 
services that are generally used, 
with particular emphasis on the 
family's religious beliefs and cus
toms. The family is responsible 
for making the final decisions. 
The funeral director then imple
ments these decisions utilizing his 
professional knowledge and ex
perience. 

After the above discussion, and 
prior to being taken into the se
lection room where they will be 
left alone for private discussion, 
the family is given a complete ex
planation and description of the 
various types of caskets-units 
made of metal, solid or veneer 
wood and wood covered with 
cloth. Normally, approximately 
20 caskets are displayed, with a 
wide range of prices. Here again, 
the choice is up to the family. 

It is during this conference that 
the funeral director will advise 
the family of what information is 
needed for the death certificate 
and other necessary forms such 
as Veterans' Administration, So
cial Security, insurance, pension, 
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etc. He will either prepare the 
forms or assist in their proper 
preparation. 

Other Services Rendered 
The funeral director will help 

locate out-of-town relatives who 
are to be notified, and will at
tempt to contact fraternal or oth
er organizational groups. He will 
ask for a list of pallbearers so that 
he can inform them of their re
sponsibilities and the time and 
place of the service. The clergy
man will be contacted and ad
vised of the wishes of the family 
concerning the service. However, 
in cases where the family is regis
tered and active in a particular 
parish or congregation, and 
known to the clergy, the funeral 
director acts as the informant of 
the fact that the death has oc
curred and indicates the family's 
wishes. The funeral director is co
ordinator of the musical selec
tions, flowers, arrangement of 
cemetery details or any other de
tails that the family wishes to 
have carried out. When local and/ 
or out-of-town newspapers are to 
be notified, the funeral director 
will assist in the preparation and 
delivery of the obituary notice if 
asked to do so by the family. 

There are many decisions 
to be made at a very difficult 
time. It is for this reason that 
pre-need counselling and advance 
inquiries are welcomed and even 
encouraged by most funeral di
rectors. In my own funeral home, 
and in many others, visitation 
programs are made available to 
junior and senior high schools, 
church and civic organizations, 
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nursing schools, medical schools 
and clergy. These programs in
clude a short lecture on where we 
are, and how we have arrived at 
our present funeral customs, and 
a tour of the funeral home, with 
stops in the selection room and 
the preparation room. A question 
and answer period is held, includ
ing a frank discussion of all the 
aspects of a funeral. These visi
tations have met with remarkable 
success, particularly among the 
youth, leading us to hope that in 
the future, people will be able to 
approach this part of the life cycle 
with more knowledge and, there
fore , with a healthier mental at
titude. 

An increase in knowledge, and, 
as a result, a more nearly perfect 
service to mankind can also be 
obtained by holding seminars 
with doctors, nurses, funeral di
rectors and clergymen. The ef
fectiveness of the counselling by 
all those involved with a family 
just prior to and immediately aft
er death would be strengthened 
by a program providing open dia
logue and free exchange of ideas. 

There is also a lack of knowl
edge concerning funeral costs, 
even though much has been writ
ten recently on this subject, both 
by reliable and knowledgeable 
sources and also by the less in
formed. Much of the misinforma
tion concerning prices are figures 
quoted out of context. The cost 
of living is rising considerably 
faster than the cost of dying. The 
statistics of the U.S. Department 
of Labor show that since 1967 
through December 1974, the cost 
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of living for all items has in
creased 55.4 % . The cost of adult 
funerals increased 39.3%. Be
tween December 1973 and De
cember 1974 the cost of living 
increased 12.2 % while the cost 
of funerals increased 7.3 %. 

In order to truly understand 
how the cost of a funeral is de
termined, one must have a clear 
conception of what is involved. 
According to a 1973 study of the 
average all-services funeral, the 
following percentages reflect the 
distribution of expenses: salaries 
(29 %) ; burial merchandise avail
able from the funeral director 
(20 % ) ; building and occupancy 
(11 % ); cash advanced as an ac
commodation to the fa mil y 
(12 % ); supplies, services, collec
tions and promotion (7 % ); auto
mobile (6 % ); general expenses 
(5 % ); taxes (4 % ); profit margin 
(6%). 

Funeral Pricing Methods 
There are three major methods 

of pricing funerals, and all are 
arrived at by acceptable modern 
accounting practices. The first is 
unit pricing. A price quotation is 
placed on the casket, which cov
ers the complete funeral home 
charge. This price is determined 
by the type and value of the unit, 
plus the overhead expenses of the 
funeral home, and a fair and ethi
cal profit. In this method of pric
ing, the actual cost of the casket 
represents from 12 % to 38% of 
the funeral home charge. This 
type of pricing is primarily done 
to accommodate the family as the 
complete charges from the funeral 
home are immediately discerni-
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ble. (Contrary to what some peo
ple believe, the casket is not the 
funeral, nor is the funeral the 
casket.) 

The second method of pricing 
is referred to as functional pric
ing. This type of pricing breaks 
down into the following cate
gories: the professional and staff 
services, the facilities, automotive 
equipment, the casket and outer 
receptacle. Many states have en
acted legislation enforcing this 
method of pricing, and have even 
gone as far as to tell the funeral 
director that he may mark up the 
casket two and a half times its 
cost. 

The third method of pricing is 
referred to as itemization, and is 
basically an enlargement of func
tional pricing. However, the fu
neral director attaches a cost to 
every service he performs for the 
family, and every facility he 
makes available to them. (It has 
been estimated that a funeral di
rector performs as many as 97 
services to meet the average fami
ly's needs.) In this type of pric
ing, as in functional pricing, a 
family may choose to delete cer
tain services which they do not 
wish to utilize. It must be point
ed out that the danger in the 
second and third methods of 
pricing is similar to ordering an 
a la carte meal in a restaurant as 
opposed to table d'hote. 

It should be noted that from 
the time the family contacts the 
funeral home until the funeral 
home has completed its contract
ual obligations, an average of 65 
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man hours has been spent by fu
neral home personnel. When one 
is reviewing funeral costs, con
sideration must be given to sal
aries. This one factor comprises 
the largest part of the funeral ex
pense. Personnel are chosen care
fully so that families will receive 
expert and efficient service. To 
attract qualified personnel, fu
neral .homes must compete with 
salaries paid by other professions, 
business and industry. Funeral 
directors and embalmers today 
are required under state law to 
meet certain college academic 
standards and pass State Board 
examinations before they may 
practice funeral directing and em
balming under state-approved li
censure requirements. The funeral 
home is open for service continu
ously. This means that trained, 
licensed personnel must be avail
able on a twenty-four hour basis. 

An additional factor that must 
be reviewed when speaking of fu
neral costs is the land for build
ings and parking, which must be 
large enough to meet local or
dinances, the peak demand during 
visitations and the funeral serv
ice. However, some of the taboos 
relating to death have put a stig
ma on the available sites where 
funeral homes may be located. In 
some cases, they are restricted to 
the most highly commercial areas. 
Owning such property in a con
venient and accessible location 
where the family's needs may be 
served constitutes one of the ma
jor, on-going costs of funeral 
home operation. The facilities 
must be tastefully furnished and 

November, 1975 

maintained at a high level. Fu
neral directors must provide au
tomotive equipment to properly 
conduct a funeral service. Owning 
and maintaining this equipment, 
much of which is specially de
signed, is costly. 

Services which are related to a 
funeral, but which are performed 
by parties other than the funeral 
director, include: newspaper obit
uary notices, flowers, Mass or 
clergy offering, organist charge, 
cemetery charges, and, in some 
cases, air fare or other transporta
tion charges to a city other than 
the place of death. While the 
above charges may rightly be con
sidered funeral expenses, they are 
not attributable to the funeral 
director any more than the in
terior furnishings are part of the 
architect's fee, or the charges for 
the operating room, pharmaceuti
cals, etc. are part of the doctor's 
bill. 

Much of the criticism leveled 
at the funeral business in recent 
years stems from practices of a 
few unethical funeral directors. 
As in any profession or industry, 
there are unscrupulous men who 
hold materialistic values and will 
not hesitate to take advantage of 
an emotional situation. Fortu
nately, they are few in number. 
The various national and state 
associations are constantly polic
ing themselves. The National Fu
neral Directors Association, the 
National Selected Morticians and 
the Order of the Golden Rule are 
but a few of the funeral service 
organizations that are constantly 
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attempting to keep ethics and 
standards at the highest level. 
There is a "Code of Good Fu
neral Practice" promoted by the 
industry to which all ethical op
erators adhere. Much charitable 
work in caring for the burial of 
the poor goes unheralded. The 
average funeral director considers 
this just one aspect of his service 
to mankind, and asks no further 
compensation than a clear con
science. 

Cremation 
A funeral director is often 

asked whether cremation is less 
expensive. To fully answer that 
question, we must have a common 
understanding of terms. If we en
vision cremation as a means of 
immediate disposal as opposed to 
its being the disposition of a body 
after some type of ceremonial, 
either religious or humanistic, in 
lieu of earth burial, then we would 
have to answer yes. However, the 
psychological and therapeutic val
ue of immediate disposal would 
have to be dealt with by profes
sionals with expertise in that 
field. 

The Church's attitude on cre
mation has undergone significant 
change in recent years. Historical
ly, the Church has opposed cre
mation not because of doctrine, 
but out of historical circum
stances. Many centuries back, 
cremation was advocated by non
believers as a defiant manifesta
tion of their disbelief in immor
tality and resurrection, and an 
attempt to beat God to the judg
ment. They believed that once 
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the body was destroyed, that was 
the end. Theologically speaking, 
we recognize that cremation has 
no effect on the immortality of 
the soul, nor on the resurrection 
of the body, but the Church's op
position to cremation has been 
carried over because of what it 
implied to non-believers in the 
past. Today, the Church will 
grant permission for cremation 
in extraordinary circumstances 
which vary from diocese to 
diocese. 

Based on my observations and 
experience, the families who go 
through the trauma of death with 
increased knowledge and with 
Christian belief are better able to 
face the reality of death and ad
just to their grief. 

Formerly, the funeral service 
emphasized sorrow and fear to 
the exclusion of Christian hope 
and joyful faith in eternal life. 
The Second Vatican Council's re
vised "Rite of Funerals" attempts 
to change this through a liturgy 
centered on resurrection. The joy
ful theme is carried out also in 
the choice of music and the use of 
white vestments. However, Rev. 
Warren Rouse, O.F.M., writing 
in Southern Cross, the newspaper 
of the Diocese of San Diego, 
warns, "If the funeral services 
overdo the idea of joy and cele
bration, it is possible that the 
bereaved will be deprived of 
something that is psychologically 
important and theologically sound 
-the opportunity to mourn the 
passing of a loved one." 

For the breaved, then, the fu
neral can be that first important 
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step toward emotional adjust
ment to their loss. Through the 
funeral, mourners can accept the 
reality of death; they can me
morialize the person they love; 
they have a vehicle to express 
their grief, thus easing the bur
den; they receive solace and con
solation from their friends and 
relatives; they are given hope 
through a religious liturgy. 

Some would have us believe 
that the funeral director invented 
the funeral. Actually, the funeral 
has existed since the beginning of 
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recorded history. In a world of 
constant change and sophisticat
ed scientific advancements, noth
ing endures long that has little 
value. 

* * * * 
The author acknowledges with 

gratitude the assistance of Frank 
Miller, Ph.D., Executive Secre
tary, National Selected Morti
cians; Howard C. Raether, J.D., 
Executive Director, National Fu
neral Directors Association; and 
his wife, Betty Murphy. 

The Ethics of Fetal Research 
By Paul Ramsey 

New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 7975. 

This recent publication by Paul 
Ramsey is an excellent accom
plishment and is essential reading 
for obstetricians, pediatricians, 
and others involved in decisions 
in perinatal medicine. I am 
amazed that Dr. Ramsey has been 
able to review in such a concise 
way the many aspects of research 
upon the living human fetus. The 
book is well organized and pre
sents the questions Dr. Ramsey 
poses in a rational and clearly un
derstandable man n e r and at
tempts to provide some guidelines 
for resolution. 

The first chapter offers a con
cise description of the background 
history and the current guidelines 
that have been proposed in this 
country and abroad. Early in the 
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book, an essential distinction is 
made between the ethics of re
search on the living human fetus 
and the question of the morality 
of abortion. In addition, there is 
a discussion of the analogies be
tween the ethical problems posed 
by attempting research upon the 
living human fetus and research 
upon the condemned, the dying, 
and the unconscious patient. The 
last chapter in the book, on "Who 
Consents of Fetal Research?", is 
particularly good in outlining the 
dilemma of "proxy consent." It 
offers a useful discussion of the 
many ways in which consent 
could be obtained for the previa
ble, living human fetus to partici
pate in research. 

There are some other issues 
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