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RESPECT  
 JEAN OTTMANN   

FEBRUARY 12, 1930 – FEBRUARY 24, 2024 

It is fair to say the world just doesn’t make people like Mom 
anymore. Over her 94 years on this planet, so much has 
changed that any attempt at replication would be simply 

impossible. Reflecting on her life, it was one of selfless giving 
with extremely few self-indulgences or simple pleasures taken 
for herself. Rather, it was a life of work and giving to her fam-
ily first, her church and her community.

At 18 years of age, Mom married Dad. At an anniversary cel-
ebration, a neighbour and friend recounted, “We pulled into 
the yard and it was really just a shack in the bush where they 
began to build their life together.” He nailed the description of 
their first home, as even in Mom’s memory, she could hardly 
refer to it as a house. There were stories of the wash bowl be-
ing frozen solid in the winter; snow blowing under the door 
to where it needed to be swept out before the old wood stove 
melted it to water and made a mess. To start a family in a 
home like this in today’s world would be unimaginable. Yet, 
with Dad at her side, they did just that: they built a family, a 
farm and a life together.

Raising 10 kids without power in the early days, a little old 
wood stove for heat and certainly no running water, makes one 
reflect and admire the stamina and convictions of her beliefs 
and the selfless act of giving everything she had to her family. 

Commitment to her faith. I believe every family member has a 
memory of the efforts it took to get to church at times. Extreme 
cold, bad roads, snow way too deep to venture out and yet the 
effort was made; staying home and missing mass was simply 
not an option. I suppose some of these things have made us 
all who we are today and why we scoff at the half-hearted ef-
forts we see in society on various fronts. Whether Mom really 
wanted to get to mass that bad, or whether she was raising kids 

and teaching them not to quit on something they truly believed 
in, is open to interpretation. There is little doubt as to Mom’s 
commitment to her church and faith, and I assume this was 
her way of teaching her family its importance to her. Christmas 
midnight mass followed by a 12-mile ride home in horse and 
cutter was standard in the early days. It seems hard to imagine 
the level of commitment involved to be out trekking across the 
frozen prairie with babies in tow at 2 a.m.…. 

Work ethic. There was no complaining about work or jobs that 
needed to be done … and there were lots. The absolute constant 
load of having that many kids underfoot makes one marvel at how 
she just did this day in and day out, never missing a beat. While 
always telling us how hard Dad worked (and he did), she never 
looked for any credit or acknowledgment of all the work she did. 

Socialite. No matter how many events on the same day … 
Mom “made an appearance” as we came to know it. She loved 
getting dressed up and being part of the community at vari-
ous celebrations.

Although Mom enjoyed her years living on the farm, the move 
to Wadena provided her many new opportunities. Mom loved 
people. Along with her continued involvement at the church, 
she began bowling, spent time volunteering at the hospital 
and joined an exercise group. The ladies in the group became 
a little community unto themselves. They often went for cof-
fee and celebrated each other’s birthdays with cake and get-
togethers. She truly loved her exercise friends.

Mom, you will be missed beyond measure. We will cherish the 
memories and never forget the sacrifices you made for our family. 

Until next month… C
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The Garneau Group has been serving the needs of Quebec’s 
families for over 40 years. Since its founding by owner Jean 
Garneau in 1980, the business has grown to comprise two fu-

neral complexes and seven satellite locations in the Chaudière-Appa-
laches region of Quebec. Today, management falls to Jean’s daughter, 
Marie Eve, who recently oversaw the $1.9-million renovation to Gar-
neau Group’s Claude Marcoux Complex.

“My father started the Garneau Group with three small locations af-
ter working several years at his uncle’s business,” notes Marie Eve. 
“At that time, he served approximately 300 families per year. He ex-
panded when he bought one of our competitors and renovated the 
facility to open his first funeral complex in 2008. Ten years later, we 
opened a second complex. Today, we serve over 900 families a year.”

The Garneaus have always been ahead of the curve in answering the 
needs of their client families, which prompted the recent renovation 
and expansion of the original Claude Marcoux Complex. Home to 
the Garneau Group’s head office and boasting complete services un-
der one roof – including garages, reception rooms, chapels, a lounge 
and an indoor columbarium – the expansion significantly impacted 
all public spaces within the building, resulting in the addition of 
13,000 square feet of space. 

COVER | Turning Over a New Stone
www.g roupega rneau . com
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“The Claude Marcoux Funeral Complex is at the heart of the 
Garneau Group,” says founder Jean Garneau. “It is named 
after the person who believed in me and who completed my 
training, and who also sold me the company assets in 1980, 
allowing me to start the Garneau Group.”

According to Marie Eve, it was the dwindling inventory in the 
columbarium that prompted the expansion project. “Of our 
2,000 spaces, we had less than 100 left. Expanding the colum-
barium allowed us to add 833 niches. It’s a hugely popular of-
fering for client families as it’s attached to the funeral home 
but has a separate door, allowing access 24-7.”

Unfortunately, the only way to gain columbarium space was to 
expand into one of the complex’s two reception rooms. Scal-
ing down to one reception room added additional strains with 
most families requesting weekend services which led to the 
redesign of office space into a second reception room.

“It continued to snowball as we took from one place to give 
to another,” laughs Marie Eve, “but in the end, we’re so happy 
with how it turned out. The expansion allowed me to give my 
staff private offices and increase our storage space, creating a 
facility that allows us to better serve families.”

Following in her father’s footsteps to enter funeral service was 
not always in Marie Eve’s plans. She had set her sights on a 
career in theatre, teaching or nursing, until her older sister, 
Valérie, convinced her to re-evaluate her decision. After grad-
uating from Humber College in 2002, she worked alongside 
Valérie to serve families and eventually, the duo spearheaded 
the renovation project. But it was shortly after construction 
began that Valérie’s health began to wane. She was diagnosed 
with multiple system atrophy in 2018 and passed away on No-
vember 5, 2023. 

“During my sister’s illness and following her passing, it was 
sometimes difficult to find the passion in our work,” says Ma-
rie Eve. “The renovation was the last thing we worked on to-
gether before she had to retire from the business. Through it 
all, it was hard to see her suffering and she never came to see 
the finished complex. She was so upset with the way her in-
volvement ended and that she wouldn’t be a part of its future.”

On top of it all, the family and staff were also dealing with the 
implications of COVID-19. “There were a lot of delays and at 
one point we had to stop for a month, as they couldn’t get the 
materials they needed,” adds Marie Eve. “In addition, several 
senior staff retired during COVID and my dad also stepped 
away from the daily operations. While I still loved my job, 
there were a lot of challenges to overcome.”

Seeing the beauty of the finished complex helped to reig-
nite Marie Eve’s passion, in addition to stepping into a new 
role that brought her back to one of her earlier career aspi-
rations: teaching.

COVER | Turning Over a New Stone
www.g roupega rneau . com

Jean Garneau, Rollande Roy Garneau and Marie Eve Garneau inside 
the new expanded columbarium.

Garneau Group’s welcoming Claude Marcoux Complex.

Marie Eve Garneau, right, with her late sister Valérie Garneau.
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“It was an opportunity that I never expected, but I received 
a call from a local school to teach funeral service education 
starting in early 2024,” says Marie Eve. “Today, I teach about 
15 hours a week while still working full time at the funeral 
home. I have to say that the students have relit my spark 
for funeral service. When you work with people who are just 
starting and they are so enthusiastic about our profession, 
it really pushes you back up. They not only challenge our 
thought processes but also remind us of the value we pro-
vide every day.”

The Garneau Group has also benefited from having a connec-
tion to the next generation of funeral professionals. “I feel 
pretty lucky as the school is only 15 minutes away from our 
newly renovated complex, so many of my students work for 
me part time,” says Marie Eve. “I often hear people say they 
have a hard time hiring, but we haven’t had that problem. I 
feel I have both hands in the cookie jar right now.”

Marie Eve also has support from her staff and extended 
family. Besides her dad, Jean, helping with weekend funer-
als and her mom, Rollande, performing accounting tasks, 
she is joined by her husband Owen St.John, brother-in-law 
Joël Philibert, and nephew Raphaël Philibert, making it a 
true family affair. Only time will tell if her own children 
follow suit.

Due to the heavier workload with her teaching position at 
Campus Notre-Dame-de-Foy (CNDF), Marie Eve has stepped 
away from some of her previous board and association work 
which included several years serving with the Funeral Ser-

vice Association of Canada (FSAC). Community and sector 
involvement have always been a family priority. Her dad 
served previous roles as president of FSAC and the Corpora-
tion des Thanatologues du Québec (CTQ) and Valérie was 
the first woman to head the CTQ board of directors in addi-
tion to serving one year as the Canadian representative on 
FIAT-IFTA.

“It’s important to participate in these roles because our family 
believes so much in this profession,” says Marie Eve. “If we can 
help any of our peers or share our knowledge to serve others, 
we are happy to do so. My dad has always been the type of per-
son to say, ‘When you’re alone, you go much faster, but when 
we’re together, we’ll go much farther.’ And also, it’s the best 
way to know what is happening. If you want to be involved, 
you have to put yourself out there.”

Although rituals and service options have changed in the 20-
plus years since Marie Eve has been licensed, much has stayed 
the same: the need to serve families to the highest capabil-
ity. A promise that will continue for the Garneau Group at 
the newly expanded Claude Marcoux Complex as they look 
toward further growth in the future.

“It is always a guess when you tackle a large project like this,” 
concludes Marie Eve. “You have to take a chance and hope this 
will be for the best. Of course, you wonder with rituals chang-
ing and being in the midst of a recession if you are investing 
all this for nothing. But I believe this was for the best, espe-
cially now that I’ve seen the finished outcome and how happy 
people have been with the new facility.” C

COVER | Turning Over a New Stone
www.g roupega rneau . com

Marie Eve Garneau teaches the next generation of funeral directors at Campus Notre-Dame-de-Foy.
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A DAY AT THE 
MUSEUM

If you grew up near southern Ontario or had a chance to 
visit this part of Canada, you might have set foot in the 
Royal Ontario Museum (ROM). I confess it’s been decades 

since I’ve visited, but what recently drew me back was an ex-
hibit called Death: Life’s Greatest Mystery. 

The installation came via Chicago’s Field Museum. It was 
brought to the ROM in October and has provoked a reaction 
or two. I had an opportunity to talk with a front-line staffer 
who told me the response to the exhibit has been mixed. This 
is not surprising as the topic of “death” can be fraught with 
emotion. While some people felt triggered by the exhibit, oth-
ers found it eased their fears. My takeaway: the exhibit was 
extremely well done and sparked a few ideas I’d like to share.

By the time you read this, the exhibit will have moved to an-
other museum, but let me take you through some of the more 
notable parts that struck me as genuinely worthwhile.

Upon entering the installation, visitors were presented with 
five critical questions: 

1. What is death?

2. What will happen to my spirit?

3. How will my death affect others?

4. Do I have to die?

5. What will happen to my body?

The exhibit presented a number of religious and cultural ideas 
seeking to answer these questions. It was beautifully and 
thoughtfully presented. But what added to the experience 
were several interactive kiosks that asked visitors to contem-
plate some genuinely profound questions.

The first kiosk asked, “How do you define death?” Three 
scenarios were presented, and it was fascinating to read the 

results. For example, one question asked: if doctors stopped 
someone’s heart for 30 minutes during surgery, did the pa-
tient die? Most exhibit goers (70 per cent) indicated, “No, the 
patient did not die.”

One of the most unusual parts of the exhibit was the oppor-
tunity for visitors to experience first-hand what dead bodies 
smell like. It’s one thing to explain in writing the science of 
how bacteria break down tissues; it’s quite another to lift a 
flap and take in the actual smell. I can 100 per cent confirm 
they nailed it. Note: I don’t recommend this idea.

As I strolled through the multitude of ways different societ-
ies dealt with issues of death, dying and spirituality, I realized 
that the installation was also veering into another taboo topic: 
religion. Despite the potential minefield this could have cre-
ated, the exhibit was deeply respectful.

The second kiosk I encountered struck at the heart of what 
it means to work in the death-care field. The main question 
was one that everyone eventually contemplates: “How do you 

Michael Brooke

INSIGHTS & IDEAS | A Day at the Museum

by  M ichae l  Brooke

One of the most unusual parts of 
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confirm they nailed it. Note: I don’t 
recommend this idea.
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A Day at the Museum | INSIGHTS & IDEAS

want to be remembered?” I liked that the kiosk stated, “There 
are no wrong answers. Choose an answer that is right for you.”

There were three questions, and while I remind you this was 
not a scientific survey, it does give some indication of how the 
majority of attendees felt.

Question one asked, “Would you like a lavish memorial or a 
simple one?” Approximately 25 per cent of responders indi-
cated they wanted a lavish one, while 75 per cent said they 
preferred a simple memorial. 

Question two reflected this discrepancy. It asked, “Do you want 
many people at your funeral or just a few close friends and fam-
ily?” Almost thirty per cent responded, “A lot of people.”

The final question asked, “Do you want a faith-based ceremo-
ny or a secular one?” Approximately 70 per cent chose secular. 

Near the kiosk, visitors were presented with a biodegradable 
pod holding a body. As the body decomposed, it nurtured a 
tree affixed to the pod. It’s one thing to see this concept on-
line; it’s another to catch it in real life. The pod, called Capsula 
Mundi, was a prototype from Italy. 

The topic of cremation was deftly, if not humorously, handled 
by using a chicken. Cremation was presented along with the 
idea of taking cremains and turning it into a diamond. Alka-
line hydrolysis, only available in select provinces, was featured 
with something genuinely experimental – promession. This 
procedure involves taking a body and freeze-drying it in liquid 
nitrogen. From here, it is vibrated at very high temperatures 
to produce powdered remains. I sense that I speak on behalf 
of a number of folks when I say that, thankfully, promession 
is still a theoretical procedure.

Another intriguing aspect was the weaving of science into the 
exhibit. A massive tardigrade was featured at 4,000 times the 
actual size. Tardigrades – also known as water bears or moss 
piglets – are genuinely the stuff of nightmares, but they do 
put death into perspective. Did you know there are 1,300 spe-
cies of tardigrade, and they have been called the most resilient 
creatures on earth? They can survive dehydration, volcanoes 
and outer space. 

Towards the end of the exhibit, there was a little sign featur-
ing a QR code and the words “Emotional Check-In. How are 
you feeling? For support with grief, scan the QR code.” It was 

a thoughtful touch and something I can see funeral homes 
implementing.

The last two parts of the installation were genuinely hands-
on. The first featured a large video that beautifully show-
cased the power of memory. It asked visitors to reflect on 
those who had passed, recalling specific memories like the 
sound of their laugh or their special recipe. Users were 
prompted to place their hands on part of the exhibit to il-
luminate a tree of life. 

The final piece of the Death exhibit concluded with an oppor-
tunity to leave a mark by taking a sticky note and filling in the 
last part of the sentence: “Before I die, I want to_____.” The 
responses ranged from heartfelt to truly bizarre.

So, you might be wondering, why did I take you on a jour-
ney through an exhibit that has already left the building? 
The answer is that funeral homes can learn a lot from mu-
seums. Presentation and curation are critical to a museum’s 
success. How things are carefully explained and showcased 
means that complex topics can be approached and, hope-
fully, understood better.

I remember the first trip I took to the ROM back in 1974. It’s 
hard to believe that was five decades ago, but I clearly remem-
ber the dinosaurs and priceless collections of artifacts from 
ancient civilizations.

I am not suggesting that you turn your funeral home into a 
museum, but I wonder if you can further draw upon its histo-
ry to elevate your customer’s experience. The previous funeral 
home I worked at featured several religious objects that I am 
pretty sure both informed and sparked a conversation or two. 
Curated items, thoughtfully explained, can add a great deal to 
elevate experiences.

About halfway through the exhibit, I interviewed a young 
woman named Amanda. I was interested to know what ini-
tially drew her to the exhibit. “I had someone close to me 
pass away,” she explained. “After this, I have become ob-
sessed with this subject, and I guess we all wonder what hap-
pens after we die.”

While you might not have an opportunity to see this exhibit in 
your hometown, nothing stops you from borrowing the idea. 
Perhaps you can work with your local museum to help people 
search for answers to life’s biggest questions. C

Michael Brooke is both a writer and former publisher. He now turns people’s memories into magazines.  
Contact Michael at mbrooke@timeformystory.com.
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Jeffrey Chancellor, CFSP

That’s a loaded question! Are we talking about new prod-
ucts here? Consumer trends? Industry trends? Perspec-
tives? Let me take a broad swipe across all of those topics 

from a Canadian, Australian, Kiwi and American point of view.

There has been a noticeable consumer migration from “tra-
ditional” funeral brands and services to some new industry 
players over the past few years. In some areas, it began with 
a lower cost cremation culture inching and then crowding its 
way into the traditional market. At the same time, in other 
areas, the migration began with a new purpose-built facility, 
right in line with the needs of the traditionally minded com-
munity. “If you build it, they will come” proved to be true. 

Did you catch it? I dared to use that pesky “T” word. You know, 
traditional. A small handful of folks have put a lot of effort into 
getting an entire generation of death-care professionals to avoid 
or even forget the term traditional, be it for a funeral or family.

Now, I am observing a new migration pattern. Since the pan-
demic ended, I’ve met a number of firms that averaged, say, 
10 calls a month before the pandemic that are now enjoying 
40 calls a month. Perhaps enjoying isn’t the right or best word.

Quadrupling your business sounds cool at first until you have 
a full house and are trapped in a facility that was designed for 
three services a week – modelled back in a simpler time when 
the bodies were only held for three days before their services.

Today, when you find yourself in that same building with 10 
calls in the previous week, it is more stressful than enjoyable. 
To complicate matters, your current guests average over a week 
in care, you need more staff and storage, and you are spending 
more time rearranging the cooler, in traffic and at the cremato-
rium than with your family and those families in care. 

Today, we are being bombarded by green messaging, be it at 
conferences, in print and online. Green alternatives to funer-

als and burials are being crammed down our throats. Don’t get 
me wrong. I love Mother Earth, Gaia, the environment; by any 
name, I am a fan of nature. It’s just that this green migration 
isn’t being driven by a massive consumer demand. There is no 
green wave.

Let me rephrase that. It seems there are a handful of folks, 
mostly the green conference and webinar speakers, driving 
this trend. Ask yourself this, how many traditional customers 
walk in, at need, seeking data or proof behind your greenest 
package claims? Anyone, Anyone?

Worse than the small numbers, or perhaps more importantly, 
there isn’t a lot of green to be earned in going green. Not for me, 
not for my customers, not for the municipalities. Not yet anyway. 

It is the traditional customer where our real green comes from 
and where our green ethos needs to be visible. There you go 
again, Jeff, saying “traditional.” What or who exactly is a “tra-
ditional” customer?

Good question. To me, the “traditional” customer is anybody 
predisposed to buy products and services from us. They pre-
fer to gather and hold ceremonies and perform rituals. They 
like flowers and food. They like music and storytelling. They 
like our help. They like wakes and layouts and taking the body 
home for a few days. They would even like to have a sleepover 
at the chapel if they could. Let’s agree that we aren’t talking 
about the low-cost crowd or the “stop oil” crowd.

We are talking about the high-maintenance and “in a hurry” 
crowd. That’s right, much of that migrating traditional clientele 
are in search of three ingredients: facilities that are friendly to 
their specific cultural rituals; people willing to work within their 
timetable; and products aligned more with their values. 

What do I mean by friendly facilities? Here’s an example. 
Globally, I have observed a trend of families participating on 

by  Je f f rey  Chance l lo r,  CFSP

WHAT’S NEW?

JEFFREY CHANCELLOR | What’s New?
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Dr. Bill Webster has written a new 40-page booklet designed for people in the 
early days of grief after bereavement. “Grief: The Unwelcome Journey” is an 

ideal resource to include in a stationery package or as a personalized token of 
your support to your families. 

After a mere three months, the booklet is already in second edition in the U.K., 
and has been described as “… a masterpiece, covering all aspects of grieving in 

a most practical and helpful manner.” (J. West, West & Coe, London)

Dr. Bill will introduce this product to the Canadian market in the fall of 2023, 
at less than the cost of a sympathy card.

To receive a complimentary copy for your consideration, please email Dr. Bill 
Webster (info@griefjourney.com) with your name and funeral home details. 

Visit www.griefjourney.com for more grief support resources.
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a deeper level with witness cremation, ritual bathing, dress-
ing, hairdressing, cosmetizing and scattering their departed 
family members. The reasons are many and include changes 
in migration patterns, ethnic diversity, more home death and 
a feeling of wanting to be more connected to their roots and 
more involved in final filial care.

Ask yourself, how do you accommodate ritual witness, bath-
ing, dressing and casketing requests? 

Grief experts worldwide agree that participation in ritu-
als, writing eulogies or creating tributes with slide shows is 
a healthy part of grieving. People cannot embalm their own 
loved ones, only we can. So, let’s start family participation af-
ter embalming ends.

Expat communities tend to retain certain elements from the 
death culture back home. In Chinese cultures everywhere, it 
is not uncommon for the sons to wash the remains of their 
father three times. Many Asian families place rice, notes, coins 
or a pearl in the mouth of the deceased. In the Latter-Day 
Saints community, ritual dressing is the norm. In the South 
Asian community, a ritual bathing using milk, yogurt, ghee 
and honey may be performed followed by a family dressing.

I’ve had the pleasure of participating with families and focus 
groups around the world who have provided “hands-on” help 
in the final care of their relatives.

It is quite interesting to me that while working with people 
across ages, races and religions, their perspectives on ritual, 
ceremony and participation were nearly the same. They def-
initely knew that taking part in the service and care of the 
remains was healing, and they felt they were a part of some-
thing special. Many had conversations with their mothers and 
sisters as they applied cosmetics and styled their hair, and the 
stories of special memories replaced tears with gratitude.

Were there things the participants didn’t like? Of course, and 
they too can be broken down into three categories: facilities, 
staff and products.

For many, the facilities were described as too cramped, outdat-
ed or just plain gross. Dirty castors, chipped tabletops, stained 
sheets and worn-out head blocks leapt into the vision of many 
clients I spoke with while remaining invisible to the staff.

Talk about an easy fix! Carve out a new space wide enough to 
rotate a dressing table with a person on both ends and long 
enough to have a casket in the room at the same time. About 
23 square metres and a little plumbing and presto.

The most common staff complaints could be easily solved 
with training. Some people were described as unrehearsed be-
cause they did not know the layers, front from back, how to 
tie knots or the placement of garments. Well, they appeared 
unrehearsed because they had never actually been trained on 
donning these complicated ritual garments.

Sometimes they had been trained and were very knowledgeable, 
but they lacked a single ingredient: a gentle touch. Being unaware 
of what appears rough or ham-handed can easily leave impres-
sions ranging from uncaring to just plain mean in the broken 
hearts of observers. Never forget that we are in show business. 
Whoever puts on the best show gets the best business.

Finally, let’s go to the product arena (i.e. the body). This ele-
ment generated the most conversation and seemed to have 
the deepest impact on focus group discussion. The number 
one complaint was that their loved ones were just too stiff or 
hard. Their squared and flattened bums, calves and elbows 
came in second. Their grey pallor or heavy makeup came in 
third. Gobs of glue and cotton over incisions and chemical 
odours finished the list. All of these experiences and conversa-
tions reinforce the age-old question: what do customers want?

The ugly truth is many firms rely too much on refrigeration, 
restricted cervical injection and some pretty dangerous chemi-
cals in their clinical care suite these days. They are definitely 
producing outcomes out of sync with what the traditional 
folks we defined earlier want.

Over-hard, grey, multi-point injections and chemical smells are 
really quite easy to solve. They are interrelated and easily and 
economically avoidable with earlier embalming, using rational 
quantities of less toxic chemicals and bypassing the cooler. 

You will be surprised just how green embalming can be while us-
ing smarter chemicals, conscious water stewardship and follow-
ing a rational solid and liquid waste plan. Have you compared the 
pile of biohazardous waste, empty boxes and PPE from a person’s 
last day in a hospital to the pile you created in the embalming 
room? It’s about 1/10. Nobody is begging for green health care 
either, so why are we? The traditional families who are choosing 
our services and then sometimes defending their choices need to 
know and understand their choices aren’t “ungreen.”

Is it time to take control of the migration in your marketplace? 
Perhaps a better way to frame this is do you want to invest 
your time, money and energy in promoting green funerals (at 
1/5 of the revenue and 1/10 of the audience) or do you want 
to invest your time, money and energy in your facility, staff 
and products and capture those traditional families? C

JEFFREY CHANCELLOR | What’s New?

Jeff Chancellor serves as director of education, training and research for Eckels and welcomes your opinions.
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THE GRIEVING WELL | Anger: Roots and Responses

Dr. Bill Webster

by  Dr.  B i l l  Webster

ANGER:  
ROOTS AND  
RESPONSES

“I’m mad as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore.” 
These words, written by novelist Paddy Chayefsky, 
were made famous by Howard Beale (played by British 

actor Peter Finch) in the 1976 movie Network. Beale was a TV 
news anchor who abandons the teleprompter script, and lets 
out all of his frustrations about the world in which he lives. 

“I don’t have to tell you things are bad. We know things are bad 
– worse than bad. Everybody’s out of work or scared of losing 
their job. Shopkeepers keep a gun under the counter. Gangs are 
running wild in the street and there’s nobody anywhere who 
seems to know what to do. It’s like everything everywhere is go-
ing crazy. We sit in our houses, scared to go out, and all we say 
is: ‘Just leave us alone.’

“Well, I’m not gonna leave you alone. I want all of you to get up 
out of your chairs, and go to the window. Open it, stick your head 
out, and yell: ‘I’m as mad as hell, and I’m not gonna take this any-
more!’” (Adapted from original speech, which you can watch 
on YouTube.) 

In the movie, people all over the country responded and did 
just that!

This speech feels just as relevant to the world we live in today 
as it did in its release nearly 50 years ago. People are upset, 
angry and mad as hell about many situations – national, lo-
cal and personal. They have every right to protest because 
circumstances in their world seem beyond their control, and 
they feel helpless.

Anger is usually an emotional reaction, it’s rarely a cognitive 
one. Think about it. In an emotional moment, we say some-
thing in an angry outburst. Sometime later, when we think 
about it, we regret the things we said impulsively.

I am not saying that we don’t have the right to be angry. Some-
one described anger as a “hedge against humiliation” which is 
how I understand Beale’s outburst in the film. But anger can 
be cathartic and it can be destructive. While people may be 
justified in their anger, it does not warrant venting that wrath 
on people who least deserve it. That’s the problem with anger 
… it often gets misdirected. 

What people rant and rave about is often not the real rea-
son for their reaction. More often than not, what really in-
furiates them is the feeling they are powerless to change 
their situation. 

Often, professionals like funeral directors or counsellors be-
come the focus of people’s anger because, despite their best 
efforts, they can’t give their clients the one thing they want 
the most: namely the return of their loved one and the way 
things were before.

So, when you are confronted by an angry person, consider the 
following steps:

1. Reacting in kind always makes things worse. To 
respond in a similarly aggressive manner surrenders control 
over what happens next. So, remove yourself and your ego 
from the situation. At all times, maintain dignity and respect. 
Be aware of your facial expression and posture. For most of us, 
this probably means biting your lip while controlling your own 
natural human responses.

2. Practice your body language for such situations. 
Make this a “staff exercise” with role plays. Try to adopt a non-
threatening and understanding posture and show little emo-
tion. Create the impression that you are relaxed, even though 
your insides may be churning.

www.g r i e f j ou rney. com
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3. Listen carefully for clues. Find out what the person 
feels, wants and what exactly their problem is. Be empathetic. 
Nod or shake your head appropriately. Ask as many questions 
as you can. This forces the person out of the right (emotion-
al) brain, where anger is ignited, into the left (logical) brain, 
which will result in a more rational and calm response. 

Listen to what is being said. For example, if someone says, “I 
feel so angry,” you can ask, “What do you feel angry about? 
Who has made you angry? When did you start feeling angry? 
How does this make you feel?” By the time they have an-
swered all the questions, they will have diffused their anger 
and may even feel you are the most understanding person 
they ever met.

4. Develop a plan to resolve the problem. Allow the per-
son to be part of the solution, so they think it is their idea. 

“What can we do to resolve our problem?” is a great approach 
because it’s not their problem or solution. Instead, we are 
working together to make it our solution. You might begin the 
conversation by saying, “Would it be an idea to...?” and help 
create solutions and options. 

People often feel embarrassed after an angry outburst so give 
them a way out, an action to take to help them save face. 

Remember, anger is a reaction to a sense of powerlessness, so the 
more you can empower the person to make a decision or come up 
with a solution, the more you will defuse the root cause.

A metaphor that helped me get a perspective on how to handle 
anger is that a professional person should be like a lightning 
rod. When lightning strikes, it can cause great damage and 
destruction. Anger is the same. 

But if we can “conduct” that anger … allowing it to strike but 
then redirecting it to the “ground” where it can be safely dis-
sipated, we do people a great service.

Always remember, the rational, objective person has the up-
per hand. Remember too, that even this angry individual, if 
you handle it well, could be a future customer. For by dealing 
wisely with difficult people, you can turn someone who could 
be a bitter enemy into a grateful friend. C

Anger: Roots and Responses | THE GRIEVING WELL
www.g r i e f j ou rney. com

Dr. Bill Webster is the director of the Centre for the Grief Journey, and can be reached at  
www.GriefJourney.com, and on Twitter @drbillwebster.
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The Funeral and Cremation Services Council of Saskatchewan (FCSCS) 
is revamping some key components of their upcoming Spring Sympo-
sium, scheduled this year for May 23 & 24 at the Saskatoon Inn & Con-

ference Centre. Located steps away from Saskatoon’s international airport, 
the new venue will allow easy access to those travelling into the city for the 
popular event.

“We made the change from a convenience perspective while trying to cut down 
costs for licensees so they don’t have to pay for parking downtown,” says Kim 
Eberts, assistant registrar and compliance officer, FCSCS. “The Saskatoon Inn & 
Conference Centre has ample parking, it’s close to the airport for our presenters 
and offers a free shuttle back and forth to the terminal.”

The lineup of guest presenters this year features Poul Lemasters, Maria Mar-
katos, Dominick Astorino, Todd Reinholt and Christina Walton.

“Poul Lemasters will kick things off on Thursday morning followed by Ma-
ria Markatos, a representative from the Financial and Consumer Affairs  

www. f cscs . ca

NEW VENUE, NEW VIBE
FCSCS READIES FOR SPRING SYMPOSIUM 

FCSCS | New Venue, New Vibe

Schedule of Events (subject to change)

Thursday, May 23, 2024

8:00 am – 8:45 am  Registration
9:00 am – 11:00 am  Poul Lemasters
11:00 am – 11:15 am  Coffee Break
11:15 am – 12:15 pm  Marie Markatos, FCAA
12:15 pm – 12:30 pm  Regulatory (TBD)
12:30 pm – 1:30 pm  Lunch
1:30 pm – 3:00 pm  Dominick Astorino
3:00 pm – 3:30 pm  Coffee Break & AGM Sign In
3:30 pm – 4:30 pm  FCSCS AGM
6:00 pm – 6:30 pm  Reception Prior to Banquet
6:30 pm     Banquet & Awards

Friday, May 24, 2024

8:00 am – 9:30 am  Todd Reinholt
9:30 am – 9:45 am  Coffee Break
9:45 am – 11:15 am  Christina Walton
11:15 am   Wrap Up

Poul Lemasters

by  L i sa  Johnston

Christina Walton
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Authority who will discuss some potential revisions to section 91 of our act,” 
says Eberts. “We are having a return visit from Dominick Astorino, who was 
a popular presenter last year, and then on Friday morning, Todd Reinholt will 
be discussing how to create ambience at a funeral home while grief specialist 
Christina Walton will cover the topic of mental health.”

New this year is the addition of a banquet dinner – a more formal event that will 
feature the presentation of student and long-term service awards. The aim is to 
shorten the AGM component (Thursday afternoon) and reunite licensees later 
in the day for a sit-down dinner, creating more opportunities for funeral profes-
sionals to mingle while celebrating the accomplishments of others.

For those unable to attend the symposium in-person, all education sessions 
will be offered online, allowing licensees to acquire their needed CEU credits 
from the comfort of their home or office.

Both the Saskatchewan Crematoria Council (SCC) and the Saskatchewan 
Funeral Service Association (SFSA) will be hosting in-person annual 
general meetings following the Spring Symposium, while SFSA has also 
scheduled a golf day and trade show to coincide with the event (see side-
bar for more details).

For more information on this year’s Spring Symposium, please visit 
www.fcscs.ca. C Todd Reinholt

The newly revamped Saskatchewan Funeral Service Association 
(SFSA) will be gearing up its membership drive with a num-
ber of fun and interactive activities to coincide with this year’s 

Spring Symposium.

Golf is first on the agenda with a 1:30 p.m. shotgun start on Wednes-
day, May 22, at Greenbryre Golf & Country Club. Details about a non-golf 
activity are yet to be released, but everyone (whether golfing or not) is 
invited back to the clubhouse for a reception that evening.

“That is where we will be kicking off the fun,” says past SFSA president 
John Schachtel. “The golf will consist of 12 holes with a hole-in-one com-
petition and numerous vendor games and activities to make it an enter-
taining afternoon. Then we’ll have a comedian, Kelly Taylor, for the eve-
ning and we are hoping to have 100 people for the dinner reception.”

www.s f saon l i ne . ca
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John Schachtel
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The following day, from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., SFSA is 
hosting a supplier showcase, allowing for symposium del-
egates to spend time viewing the profession’s latest and 
greatest products and services. A president’s reception will 
follow FCSCS’s AGM on Thursday afternoon, creating a re-
laxing atmosphere for licensees and suppliers to come to-
gether in a more social setting. 

“As an association we are looking at working closer with  
FCSCS to ensure we are all in the same boat and paddling the 
right direction,” says Schachtel. “We have to help each other 
as these are not good times. The profession is encountering 
a number of challenges. People are retiring and there are no 

new people to replace them and if they do find people, funeral 
homes often need two people to replace the one who was leav-
ing. That’s the reality of today’s profession.”

SFSA’s AGM will follow Friday’s education sessions and include 
lunch for all registered guests. All SFSA activities will be taking 
place in Galaxy A, a room located nearby the education sessions. 

Membership in SFSA is open to everyone involved in funeral 
service, including suppliers. Several perks are included for the 
$20 annual fee, including the opportunity to engage with col-
leagues while helping to shape the future of funeral service 
throughout the province. C

The Saskatchewan Funeral Service Association (SFSA) is a 
group of elected licensed funeral directors and embalm-
ers who work diligently for our profession and the fami-

lies we are honoured to serve. We also communicate with our 
governing body, the Funeral and Cremation Services Council of 
Saskatchewan (FCSCS), and work closely with other industry 
representatives. As champions of the funeral service profes-
sion, SFSA stands as a unifying force and committed advocate. 
Our mission is to promote professionalism, champion financial 
support for those in need, facilitate collaboration among our 
diverse membership, and elevate standards. Through educa-
tion, resources and relentless advocacy, we aim to empower our 
members to provide compassionate service and support griev-
ing families during their most challenging moments.

For 2024, we will be hosting another three-day event and have 
booked a golf event at Greenbryre Golf & Country Club on 
May 22, the trade show on May 23 and the AGM on May 24, 
in conjunction with FCSCS’s Spring Symposium at the Saska-
toon Inn & Conference Centre.

Since our last AGM, the board of directors has been working 
diligently to amend our membership from an owners/manag-
ers group to an association with additional membership op-
tions including funeral home staff and supplier partners. We 
sent our funeral homes and allied suppliers information on the 
new membership categories and fee structure in our January 
membership drive and renewals, and we are looking forward to 
growing our membership base with this new structure.

The board has also put together several member benefits rang-
ing from group cellular rates and access to legal representation 

that is well-versed with our provincial legislation. In January 
2024, SFSA launched our website, www.sfsaonline.ca. and 
throughout 2024, we plan to develop social media. We will also 
begin some advertising across the province with local area me-
dia outlets that will be focused on promoting the funeral service 
profession and the role we have within our communities.

I want to express my gratitude and thanks to our board of 
directors for all their hard work as they volunteer their time 
to this association and to all the funeral professionals in our 
province who serve families every day. On behalf of our SFSA 
board and membership, we wish our colleagues across the 
country a happy, healthy and prosperous year.

~ Trevor Watts, president, SFSA
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Ever receive one of those holiday 
newsletters from a friend or rela-
tive summarizing their family’s 

news of the year? “Roger is now manag-
ing the eastern division at work. Sarah 
graduated from elementary school. And 
we had a fabulous vacation in Cancun, 
Mexico.” I’ve no doubt the senders were 
well intended. To me though, many come 
across as self-absorbed bragging. Unfor-
tunately, the same may be true of your 
social media marketing.
 
While attempting to post fun, interest-
ing social media tidbits with customers 
and prospects, you may in fact be sowing 
seeds of resentment and disconnection. 
I’m not suggesting that you stop posting online. Heavens, if 
you’re running a business and communicating with custom-
ers, social media marketing is a vital tool. But what if rather 
than bragging about our brilliance, success and popularity, we 
instead use what I call the humility advantage?
 
What if we also posted humorous bits about our failings 
and foibles?

Of course, you want customers and prospects to view you and 
your colleagues as experts in your chosen field. That’s why my 
customer service training programs are about being perceived as 
your customers’ trusted advisor. I’m not suggesting posting an-

nouncements about failed projects for cus-
tomers. But on top of our successes, what if 
we also demonstrate that we are human and 
don’t take ourselves too seriously?
 
The problem with trying to come across 
as brilliant, successful and popular is it 
makes you unrelatable. Every mature 
adult entrusted to make buying deci-
sions on behalf of their organization 
knows that no one is perfect. When your 
social media marketing posts also reveal 
your less than perfect life, you demon-
strate that you’re authentic. Authenticity 
builds trust. And trust builds businesses, 
careers and relationships.
 

So, in addition to posting corporate success stories, consider 
sharing a morsel of personal news with some self-deprecating 
humour. “Enjoyed Cancun, Mexico. Well, mostly the rest-
rooms. Turns out Montezuma is seriously vengeful. Hate that 
guy!” Lighten up and laugh at yourself a bit. People love it. And 
they’ll want to get to know you better.
 
That’s the humility advantage. C

Hall of Fame business speaker (and mediocre golfer) Jeff 
Mowatt has been training teams for over 30 years. To engage 
Jeff for your conference or team meeting, call 1-800-JMowatt 
or go to www.JeffsBusinessTips.com.

How Humility Boosts Your Online Influence  | JEFF MOWATT

HOW HUMILITY BOOSTS 
YOUR ONLINE INFLUENCE

by  Je f f  Mowat t

Jeff Mowatt

IS YOUR SOCIAL MEDIA HELPING OR HURTING YOU?



 30  •  CANADIAN FUNERAL NEWS  •  APRIL 2024

The Ontario Funeral Service Association (OFSA) is invit-
ing all funeral professionals to attend this year’s spring 
meeting, scheduled for May 15, 2024 at the Hilton 

Garden Inn Toronto Airport/West Mississauga. Packed with 
information, education and networking, the occasion marks 
the perfect opportunity for Ontario’s funeral profession to 
come together under one roof.

With a theme built around connecting and sharing, OFSA ex-
ecutive director Karen Ayres encourages everyone to attend.

“I encourage everyone to join us because regardless of the 
agenda, connection is the most important thing,” says Ayres. 
“I have been with OFSA for six years and I can attest to the 
value of being together in person. It is all about uniting with 
like-minded people. The speakers are a key part as they pro-
vide the insights that inspire a new way of thinking, but it’s 
the conversations that continue long after that are the most 
important part of professional development.”

www.o f sa . o rg
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The spring meeting will begin at 9:00 a.m. with a members 
only general meeting before the doors open to allow entry to 
all participants. Following the business portion, keynote Dr. 
Jody Carrington will energize the room with her infectious 
humour and insights as she tackles the topic of Building a 
Foundation of Authentic Relationships. 

According to Carrington, people are not born with the ability 
to repair ruptures; they have to learn how to do this to build 
strong cultures. Such relationships are the foundation of a 

successful company, team or community, and Carrington will 
present her own unique take on what it means to master the 
art of reconnection.

Other guests will include Jim Cassimatis, BAO CEO/registrar, 
and updates from the coroner’s office. Attendees will be also 
be participating in a roundtable discussion on industry trends 
and hot topics, and OFSA will launch its new Member HR so-
lution with partner Peninsula Canada. 

“This year, we have invited the Children’s Grief Foundation 
of Canada to join us and will have some fun building aware-
ness and potentially raising some funds,” says Ayres. “It will 
be a great way to learn more about their cause while engaging 
everyone in the room.”

For those arriving early, there will be a social held at the hotel 
the evening before the meeting to allow funeral profession-
als to further connect. For more information on the spring 
meeting, please visit OFSA’s website at www.ofsa.org or its 
Facebook page. C

Spring Meeting Planned for May 15 | OFSA
www.o f sa . o rg
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“This year, we have invited the 
Children’s Grief Foundation of 
Canada to join us and will have 
some fun building awareness and 
potentially raising some funds,” 
says Ayres. “It will be a great way to 
learn more about their cause while 
engaging everyone in the room.”
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BEREAVEMENT AUTHORITY 
OF ONTARIO NAMES  
JIM CASSIMATIS AS  

CEO/REGISTRAR
Jim Cassimatis has served as interim chief executive offi-

cer and registrar of the Bereavement Authority of Ontario 
(BAO) since December 2022. The BAO board of directors 

is pleased to announce he will continue in the same role on a full 
and substantive basis, effective February 16, 2024.

His confirmation to the position followed an extensive six-
month, national search led by a special committee of the 
board of directors. He was selected following the thorough 
vetting process of more than 70 original applicants.

“The board of directors is thrilled to see Jim Cassimatis’ con-
tinuance as chief executive officer and registrar confirmed,” 
says Leith Coghlin, chair of the BAO board of directors. Cogh-
lin adds, “Jim’s experience in government and his steady and 
thoughtful leadership over the past year were well received by 
consumer interests and our regulated sectors.”

Cassimatis joined the BAO in 2021 as its director of opera-
tions following a 32-year career with the Ontario Public Ser-
vice. He was an assistant deputy minister for the last nine 
years in a variety of roles and ministries. A collaborative and 
solutions-oriented leader, he has a track record of building ca-
pacity and growing staff in the organizations he has led. He 
has had roles in finance, infrastructure and information tech-
nology planning, policy development and analysis, consumer 
protection, communications and client operations. Cassimatis 
has an honours BA in public policy and administration from 
York University and a master of public administration from 
Dalhousie University.

“I’m delighted by this news of course,” says Cassimatis. “I 
thank the board for its due diligence and commitment to its 
responsibility in the search process. It will continue to be my 
pleasure to work with the board on constantly improving our 
information and protection services for grieving families, 
who are the consumers of the bereavement sector. I also look 
forward to leading and collaborating with our dedicated hard-
working staff, who are responsible for the achievement of 
many goals of the BAO during the last year in particular.”

Cassimatis adds, “The professionals we licence have been a 
key part of our achievements as they continue to consistently 
comply with regulations and the law, with many telling me 
that they appreciate our attention to the tiny minority of li-
censees who require greater scrutiny on behalf of families 
across Ontario.” C

Jim Cassimatis

www. thebao . ca
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FUNERAL SERVICE  
FOUNDATION 

CANADIANS AMONG RECIPIENTS OF FUNERAL SERVICE  
FOUNDATION ACADEMIC AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

SCHOLARSHIPS

Canadians Among Scholarship Recipients | OUR PROFESSION

Over the last several months, the Funeral Service Foun-
dation (FSF) has awarded US$165,000 in academic 
and professional development scholarships to worthy 

recipients in the United States and Canada.

Twenty-three funeral service students earned academic schol-
arships ranging from US$2,500 to $5,000. Thirty-six profes-
sional development scholarships were awarded to funeral pro-
fessionals and funeral students to attend major conferences. 
Additionally, 119 students at four ABFSE-accredited institu-
tions participated in foundation-supported NFDA Arranger 
Training seminars. 

ACADEMIC SCHOLARSHIPS  
FALL CLASS 2023
Each year, the foundation awards academic scholarships to 
students excelling in coursework in funeral service education 
programs at ABFSE- and Canadian-accredited institutions. 
Awarded in two cycles and paid directly to institutions, the 
scholarships offset the costs associated with tuition, fees, 
books and supplies. 

“We believe that a strong academic foundation is the hallmark 
of a strong career – whether it’s your first calling or you have 
found it meaningfully later in your career,” says foundation 
chair Mark Krause. “By creating opportunities for students of 
funeral service, the foundation hopes to invest in the future of 
the profession that has meant so much to all of us.”

Canadian Recipients:
Foundation ’45 Scholarship | US$5,000
• Kyrstal Cousins, Channel-Port aux Basques, Newfoundland  
 and Labrador (Canadian College of Funeral Service)
• Lauren Esdale, West Kelowna, British Columbia (Canadian  
 College of Funeral Service)
• Alexandra Kaske, Mississauga, Ontario (Humber College)

Harry Pontone Memorial Scholarship | US$2,500
• Parry Roy, Calgary, Alberta (Canadian College of Funeral Service)

Memorial Classic Scholarship | US$2,500
• Casandra Free, Regina, Saskatchewan (Canadian College of  
 Funeral Service)

Shipley Rose Buckner Memorial Scholarship | US$2,500
• Makenzie Hawkes, Winnipeg, Manitoba (Canadian College  
 of Funeral Service)

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
SCHOLARSHIPS – SUMMER AND FALL 2023 
Professional development scholarships offered by the foun-
dation provided opportunities for funeral professionals or 
students of funeral service to attend national events to fur-
ther their careers to the next level, igniting their passions and 
purpose. Each scholarship covered registration fees, hotel stay 
and included a travel stipend. 

Kyrstal Cousins Lauren Esdale Alexandra Kaske

Parry Roy Casandra Free Makenzie Hawkes
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2023 NFDA International Convention &  
Exposition Scholarships
Closing out the 2023 convention season, the foundation was 
honoured to provide 21 scholarships to licensed funeral direc-
tors to attend the NFDA International Convention & Exposi-
tion in Las Vegas, Nevada from September 10-13. The Cana-
dian recipients were: Krystle Balance, Cropo Funeral Chapel, 
Winnipeg; Bridget Halfyard, Pierson’s Funeral Service, Cal-
gary; and Cyrise Hall, Forest Lawn Funeral Home and Cem-
etery, London, ON.

Dozens of academic scholarships are awarded annually in two 
application cycles. Scholarships range from US$2,500-$5,000 
and are open to full-time or part-time students in good stand-
ing who are enrolled in ABFSE- or Canadian-accredited insti-
tutions/programs. Candidates must be attending classes and 
actively pursuing a degree in funeral service at the time of ap-
plication. Academic scholarships are also available for U.S. and 
Canadian military veterans. 

To learn more on how to apply for scholarships, visit 
https://www.funeralservicefoundation.org/scholarship-
opportunities/.

UPCOMING SCHOLARSHIP OPPORTUNITIES

Certified Celebrant Training
Ten Funeral Service Foundation scholarships will be awarded 
for Certified Celebrant Training, hosted by NFDA and offered 
in partnership with Insight Institute. Open to those verifiably 
affiliated with at least one funeral home, the training will be 
held at NFDA headquarters in Brookfield, Wisconsin, from 
June 19-21, 2024. 

Applications for Certified Celebrant Training will close April 
15 at 11:59 p.m. CT. All applicants will be notified of their 
status by the end of April. 

National Emerging Leaders Program
The Funeral Service Foundation is proud to sponsor the NFDA 
National Emerging Leaders Program. Created to attract, de-
velop and retain transformational leaders, this strategic early-
career leadership program is designed to give talented people 
the skills, tools, support and opportunities they need to suc-
ceed in their business and community.
 
National Emerging Leaders Program participants will have the 
opportunity to be mentored and network with other funeral 
service professionals and leaders outside of funeral service as 
they sharpen their skills.

Applications for the National Emerging Leaders Program will 
close April 15 at 11:59 p.m. CT. All applicants will be notified 
of their status by the end of April. C

www. fune ra l se r v i ce founda t i on . o rg
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NFDA International Convention & Exposition scholarship recipients.
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The cemetery management system of the fossores au-
thorized them to sell niche spaces in the catacombs be-
fore need (the earliest example of pre-need). The fosso-

res could sell these spaces either to a living person or persons 
for their own eventual burial or to the family and friends of 
the deceased on an at-need basis. Examples of these pre-needs 
and at-need transactions and purchases are innumerable as 
the evidence of such is stated clearly on the epitaphs and graf-
fiti on the catacomb walls to this day.

No trace of such transactions appear before the latter half of 
the fourth century AD, or later than the first quarter of the 
fifth century AD. For example, in the catacomb of St. Cyriacus, 
two women bought from a fossore named Quintas a double 
catacomb space near a martyr’s grave – which was considered 
prime entombment property.

Interestingly, the fossores also were skilled artisans. Because 
of the high-quality frescoes located within the catacombs, 
there is ample evidence the fossores knew how to paint and 
paint well. Within the sepulchres are frescoes of great intri-
cacy that give vivid details of the fossore at his artistic work.

Among the representations of fossores on the catacomb walls, 
one of the best known is that of the fossore Diogenes. This 
fresco, which was seriously damaged in a foiled attempt to re-
move it from the wall, depicts Diogenes with his grave-digging 
pick over his right shoulder, and a sack on his left shoulder, 
while in his left hand he carries a staff with a lantern attached. 
The inscription reads: DIONGENES FOSSORE, IN PACE DE-
POTITUS, OCTABV CALENDAS OCTOBRIS – the Fossore 
Diogenes, interred in peace the eighth day before the calendar 
of October.

In the catacombs of Marcellinus and Peter, there are two fres-
coes. One depicts a young man with a closely shaven beard, a 
short tunic, a belt around his waist, and bare legs and feet. He 
is excavating the rock with his pick and a lamp is hanging by 
his side. The other depicts an older man in a long tunic, not at 
work, holding a lamp which is affixed to a long handle ending 
in a sharp point. The sharp-pointed instrument is a pick, and 
recently a fossore’s pick was discovered in the catacomb of St. 
Callixtus. It was extremely oxidized but still recognizable.

The fossore’s lantern was used not only to guide them at 
their work digging graves, but it was also used to guide the 
early Christian visitors throughout the maze of tunnels and  

www. toddvanbeck . com

The Fossores – Part II | TODD VAN BECK

THE  
FOSSORES 

PART II 
Editor’s Note: Todd Van Beck was a friend and valued contributor  
to Canadian Funeral News for over 25 years. In honour of Todd’s  

memory and his passion for the profession, we will continue publishing  
the articles he shared with us prior to his death. 

by  Todd Van  Beck†

Todd Van Beck

continued on page 64

The vocation of funeral service has deep historic roots. This article is about fossores in ancient Christianity. 
From the beginning, Christians revered their dead and as this story tells, the Christian community designated 

special people to undertake the responsibility of caring for the dead.
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UPCOMING EVENTS | 2024

ALBERTA FUNERAL SERVICE 
ASSOCIATION (AFSA) 
AGM & Conference 
April 25-27, 2024 
Deerfoot Inn & Casino 
Calgary, AB

BRITISH COLUMBIA FUNERAL 
ASSOCIATION (BCFA) 
Annual Conference & AGM 
April 30 – May 2, 2024 
Westin Wall Centre, Vancouver Airport 
Richmond, BC

CANADIAN COLLEGE OF FUNERAL 
SERVICE (CCFS) 
Alberta Graduation & Awards Banquet 
April 27, 2024  
Deerfoot Inn & Casino 
Calgary, AB

CREMATION ASSOCIATION OF  
NORTH AMERICA (CANA) 
Cremation Innovation Convention 
September 11-13, 2024 
Fairmont Chicago Millennium Park 
Chicago, IL

FUNERAL AND CREMATION  
SERVICES COUNCIL OF 
SASKATCHEWAN (FCSCS) 
Spring Symposium 
May 23 & 24, 2024 
Saskatoon Inn & Conference Centre 
Saskatoon, SK

FUNERAL SERVICE ASSOCIATION  
OF CANADA (FSAC) 
Summit & Exhibitor Showcase 
(In partnership with CFTA, MFSA  
and WCCA)  
June 11 & 12, 2024 
RBC Convention Centre 
Winnipeg, MB

INTERNATIONAL CEMETERY, 
CREMATION & FUNERAL 
ASSOCIATION (ICCFA) 
Convention & Expo 
April 10-13, 2024 
Tampa Marriott Water Street  
Tampa, FL

ICCFA University 
July 19-24, 2024 
Emory University 
Atlanta, GA

Fall Leadership Summit 
October 15-17, 2024 
The St. Anthony Hotel 
San Antonio, TX

NATIONAL FUNERAL DIRECTORS 
ASSOCIATION (NFDA) 
Professional Women’s Conference 
April 28-30, 2024 
The DeSoto 
Savannah, GA

Embalming & Restorative Arts Seminar 
May 2 & 3, 2024 
Pittsburgh Institute of  
Mortuary Science 
Pittsburgh, PA

Leadership Conference 
July 29 – August 1, 2024 
Ponte Vedra Inn & Club 
Ponte Vedra Beach, FL

International Convention & Expo 
October 20-23, 2024 
New Orleans, LA

ONTARIO ASSOCIATION OF 
CEMETERY AND FUNERAL 
PROFESSIONALS (OACFP) 
Cremation Symposium 
April 16 & 17, 2024 
Best Western 
Cornwall, ON

Trusted Advisor Training and Certification 
May 15, 2024 
Capital Funeral Home 
Ottawa, ON

OACFP @the Jays 
June 4, 2024

Charity Golf Day 
June 17, 2024 
Richmond Hill Golf Club 
Richmond Hill, ON

Educational Conference and Trade Show 
October 8-10, 2024 
Caesars Windsor Hotel & Casino 
Windsor, ON

ONTARIO FUNERAL SERVICE 
ASSOCIATION (OFSA) 
Spring Meeting 
May 15, 2024 
Hilton Garden Inn 
Toronto Airport West 
Mississauga, ON

AGM & Education Conference 
September 16 & 17, 2024 
Westin Trillium House 
Blue Mountain, ON

SASKATCHEWAN FUNERAL SERVICE 
ASSOCIATION (SFSA) 
Golf Tournament, Trade Show & AGM 
May 22-24, 2024 
Greenbryre Golf & Country Club 
Saskatchewan Inn &  
Conference Centre 
Saskatoon, SK

SASKATCHEWAN CREMATORIA 
COUNCIL (SCC) 
AGM 
May 24, 2024 
Saskatchewan Inn &  
Conference Centre 
Saskatoon, SK

SELECTED INDEPENDENT  
FUNERAL HOMES 
Annual Meeting 
September 25-28, 2024 
Disney’s Grand Floridian Resort & Spa 
Lake Buena Vista, FL
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CLASSIFIEDS
PLACE YOUR CLASSIFIED AD BY CALLING 1-800-465-0322  

OR EMAIL THEM TO INFO@OTCOMMUNICATIONS.COM

WANTED IMMEDIATELY 
LICENSED FUNERAL 
DIRECTOR/EMBALMER
Ferguson Logan Montague Funeral 
Home in Montague, PE, is looking for 
a self-starter, friendly, compassionate 
family-orientated Funeral Director/ 
Embalmer willing to start as soon as 
possible. Offering $60,000 a year, with 
up to 18 weeks time off, plus health 
and dental benefits.  
Please forward resumé to 
loganlogcabin@gmail.com

SEEKING LICENSED 
FUNERAL DIRECTOR/ 
EMBALMER
C.L. Curry Funeral Home in  
Antigonish, NS, is looking for a 
licensed funeral director and embalmer 
to join our team. Assistance available in 
securing accommodations, if required. 
Inquiries/resumés can be directed 
to info@clcurry.com

continued from page 35
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passages which made up the territory of the underground cat-
acombs. Early Christians were frequent visitors to the burial 
sites of their dead, particularly for religious ceremonies and 
the anniversaries of the death of their loved ones.

The oldest fresco, which portrays two fossores, came from the 
latter half of the second century. It is in one of the Sacrament 
Chapels in the catacomb of St. Callixtus. The figure represent-
ed is pointing toward three eucharistic scenes, probably to 
indicate another of their duties, namely to exclude unauthor-
ized persons from taking part in the liturgical celebrations in 
the catacombs which commemorated a martyr’s death.

The final chapter in the vocation’s history of the fossores is 
brief. It took approximately 60 years for the role of the fos-
sores and the use of the catacombs to come to an end. By 350 
AD, burial within the catacombs had become extremely rare 
and burial ceased altogether following the sack of Rome in 410 
AD. Persecutions of the Christians ended and as the fate of the 
catacombs deteriorated, so went the fate and function of the 
fossores. In the sixth century, the catacombs were ruined by 
the Goths, and later, they underwent extensive destruction by 
the Lombard invasion. The memories of the fossore and his 
work were temporarily forgotten. The last mention of the fos-
sores was recorded around 426 AD.

Following the destruction of the catacombs by the Lombards, 
Pope Paul I and later Pope Paschal I completely abandoned them 
and had the holy relics of the martyrs transferred to the Vatican.

Eventually, the entrances to the catacombs caved in and the 
concealed memories were forgotten until they were rediscov-
ered by chance in 1578.

The movement from the catacombs to actual cemeteries 
was rapid. The church quickly designated suitable ground 
for burial and this earth was made sacred by the religious 
rites of consecration. Following the widespread use of the 
catacombs, Christian cemeteries consisted mainly of fam-
ily vaults outside the walls of cities. Due to health concerns, 
the church followed Roman sanitary practices, taking full 
responsibility for the burials to take place outside the city 
walls. However, in the year 258 AD, the church defied Roman 
burial law and reinterred both the bodies of St. Peter and St. 
Paul in the newly formed vaults which remain today under 
St. Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City.

At the close of the fourth century, when the Christian per-
secutions came to an end, open air cemeteries emerged, 
and during this same period, the movement began to take 
the body to the church proper for the funeral. Hence, from 
the fourth century until the middle of the 20th century, the 
Christian trend was for both church burial and church fu-
nerals. Over the past 50-plus years, this ancient trend has 
decreased steadily.

The work and ministry of the fossores in early Christianity is 
a link to the work and mission of the modern funeral service 
profession today.  C
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