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	Cremation
June 18, 2008


You know you are getting old when your friends and former co-workers are “kicking the bucket” at an alarming rate and you seem to be attending a lot of funerals lately.  You know you are getting old when you start reading the obituaries every day to see if anybody died that you know.  You know for sure you are getting old when you think about death and how you want things handled after you die.  I have been researching the benefits of cremation versus the traditional bury the body in the ground funeral.  Cremation has just recently entered my mind as a viable option for disposing of my body after I die.  Yes, I’m getting old!

Sixty-eight percent of all deaths in Hawaii use cremation.  This is the highest rate in the United States.  I have been to four funerals recently and three of them used cremation.  The state with the lowest percentage of deaths using cremation is Mississippi with about 10 percent.  The percentage of deaths using cremation in Utah is 22 percent.  This percentage is going up in every state since cremation is becoming a more and more popular option.
What happens during the cremation process?

The casket or container is placed in the cremation chamber, where the temperature is raised to approximately 1800 degrees Fahrenheit. The body is exposed to intense direct heat and flame.  After approximately two and a half hours, all organic matter is consumed by heat or evaporation. The residue which is left is mostly bone fragments, known as the cremated remains.   These remains are then carefully removed from the cremation chamber. Any metal is removed with a magnet and later disposed of in the cemetery grounds. The cremated remains are then processed into fine particles and are placed in the container provided by the crematorium or placed in an urn purchased by the family. The entire process takes approximately four hours. Throughout the cremation process, a carefully controlled labeling system ensures correct identification.  Laws require that only one casket or container is cremated at a time.
Okay, let’s play like you specified in your Will or Trust that you wanted to be cremated and all of a sudden you drop dead.  Here are pictures and a description of what is going to happen to you.  God rest your soul!
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	Your family must find a funeral home that does cremations.  Most funeral homes and cemeteries don’t have a crematory but can contract this job out to a local crematorium chapel like the one pictured above.  Most states require a waiting period before the actual cremation.  During this period you will be kept in a refrigerated area and your family can conduct viewings etc. Crematoriums always have a big chimney where most of you will escape into the atmosphere in the form of steam and carbon dioxide. 

	The cremation oven looks like the picture above.  Your family can choose either a wooden casket (like above) or they can choose a cheap cardboard casket.  It does not matter since both are made of combustible materials that will burn up quickly.  No embalming is necessary for cremation – they can take you from the refrigerator right to the oven.  Your family can make arrangements to watch the cremation but there ain’t much to see.  You can sit there and watch the cremator burn for three hours but that’s not much fun. 
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	For safety reasons (to crematorium staff and equipment), heart pacemakers must be removed prior to cremation and any possessions you want to burn with you must be approved.  Once the flames are shut off, your remains are removed from the oven and placed into a metal container to cool.  You will now weigh between 4 and 8 pounds.
	Your remnants (mostly bone fragments) are now left to cool for about hour. They then use a powerful magnet to remove any metal (mostly your silver and gold fillings) from the ashes.  A chemical composition of the average person shows that you have been reduced to the following:  

Phosphate 48%    Calcium 25% 

Sulfate 11%          Potassium 4% 

Sodium 1%           Chloride 1%
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	Your remains then go to this special machine called a cremulator which will pulverize and grind up your remains.  This process can take up to 30 minutes and the end result is you are reduced to a sand-like fine powder.  In this form, if you are scattered, the weather and biochemical action will quickly break down your ashes to form part of the earth and within a short time there will be no trace of you.  
	Your remaining ashes will usually be a light grayish color.  The family usually buys the urn that depending on the size and quality will cost about a hundred dollars.  Hopefully, you the deceased specified what you want done with your cremated remains because there are countless options.  Some of these options include being buried in a cemetery lot or inurned in a columbarium, kept at home, scattered on a mountain side or spread into the ocean.  


Okay, that was not too gruesome, was it?  I think that once you die, your spirit leaves the body and what happens to your skin, organs and bones does not matter too much.  Besides that, having your body buried and rotting away in the ground doesn’t seem that great either.  Let’s face it - there are no attractive options available to you once you are dead.

What are religious views on cremation?
	Some religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism mandate an open air cremation.  In these religions the body is seen as an instrument to carry the soul.  After death, the soul leaves the body and the body is not considered sacred.  Most Christian religions including Roman Catholicism and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints discourage cremation but it is not forbidden.  Christians believe that the body, as the instrument through which the sacraments are received, is a holy object and should be disposed of in a way that honors and reverences it.  They also believe that cremation might deny the resurrection of the body.  LDS members believe that the body is holy, and that the body and soul will eventually be reunited.  Most Protestant religions are more welcoming of the use of cremation.  Eastern Orthodox and Islamic religions strictly forbidden cremation.  Islamic Law says that the Prophet Allah said, “The way of honoring the deceased is to bury him.” 
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  Open Air Cremation


What are the primary reasons for choosing cremation?

Some people just hate the thought of a long slow decomposition process and prefer cremation because it disposes of the body immediately.  For others, the cost factor tends to make cremation attractive.  Generally speaking, cremation costs are less than half of the traditional burial services.  Even if the cremated remains are not scattered or kept at home, cremation plots or columbarium niches cost less than burial plots.  And last but not least, your ashes can be transported to other states or locations a lot easier than moving a dead body around.  
Hey, I just had a novel idea!  What if you lived half of your life in one state and other half in another state?  Your family could put half of your ashes in one urn and half in another urn.  Then you could actually have one urn buried in one state and the other urn buried in the other state.  That way, families in both states could more easily visit your grave on Memorial Day.  You could get twice as many flowers.  Hopefully, the family can afford two urns and two head stones.

Please don’t worry about me - I plan on being around for awhile.
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