PROFILES

By Patti Martin Bartsche

Recognizing a

Higher
Calling

Whereas the death of a family member, friend, or loved one is a devastating emotional event;

Whereas the memorialization and celebration of the decedent’s life is the fabric of today’s funeral service;

Whereas the family of the decedent has traditionally looked to funeral directors and morticians for
consolation, strength, and guidance in the planning and implementation of a funeral ceremony; and

Whereas March 11, 2008, would be an appropriate day to designate as “National Funeral Director and
Mortician Recognition Day” to pay tribute to these funeral directors and morticians who, day in and
day out, assist our Nation’s families in their times of sadness and grief and help families mourn a death
and celebrate a life: Now, therefore, be it

Resolved, That the House of Representatives ... supports the designation of a “National Funeral Director
and Mortician Recognition Day.” — H.Res. 892, 110th Congress

ince 2008, March 11 has been recognized as the day to acknowledge the contributions of

funeral directors and morticians throughout the United States. As members of the U.S.

House of Representatives noted in their resolution, the day provides an opportunity “to
pay the Nation’s collective debt of gratitude for all the hours and all the times they have put
someone ahead of themselves by serving the living while caring for the dead.”

In recognition of this day, we’ve asked funeral directors to share stories of how they found their
way into the profession — and why they stay.
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s far back as I can remember, I
have wanted to be a funeral
director/embalmer. My mom

tells me that she can remember me being
9 or 10 years old and telling her that I
wanted to be a funeral director and
embalmer. She tells me that she can
remember funerals being an event for me
that I particularly enjoyed attending,
going as far as critiquing the funeral as a
whole, the choice of casket the family
chose for the decedent, how the decedent
was presented, all aspects of a funeral.

I started mortuary school at the age of
18 with my sights set high. I had the
advantage that I “knew what I wanted to
do when I grew up” and my commitment
to obtaining that was unwavering. I was
far more interested in being an embalmer
than being a funeral director — or so I
thought. When you go to mortuary
school, once you make it a couple of
semesters you are tasked with finding a
funeral home to allow you to do clinicals
to get some hands-on training. Fresh out
of high school, here I go walking into
funeral homes, asking them to let me
watch 10 embalmings to complete this
requirement. I had door after door closed
in my face and was told no.

One day, I walked into a particular
funeral home and was told, sure! As a
matter of fact, we are about to begin
embalming a decedent now, so come on
back. I was eager, excited, nervous, pretty
much every emotion one could feel. I
walked back to the preparation room
where I saw a porcelain table with a frail
older lady lying on it. The embalmer
made sure I had a good line of sight and
began the embalming process.

I remember very little of the actual
process because that is all that I saw, very
little. The next thing I remembered was
waking up while lying on a couch in a state
room with a Sprite next to me. In a few
moments, the embalmer walked into the
state room and asked if I was alright, I
responded with, “I think so, what
happened and how did I get in here and on
this couch?” He went on to tell me how I

had passed out and he and his father

American Funeral Director « March 2023

DILLON DICKEY (PHOTO COURTESY OF DILLON DICKEY)

carried me in there to lie down and get my
bearings. We chatted for a bit, and they
walked me out to my car. I was so disap-
pointed and embarrassed. This is all I had
my sights set on — being an embalmer.

If I wasn’t going to be able to do it, I
needed to go back to the drawing board. I
can remember calling my mom and
expressing my disappointment in myself
to her and telling her I needed to choose



another career path. She encouraged me to keep on going — and
that’s what I did. I completed my clinicals at another funeral
home in Mempbhis, where a fellow classmate worked. I ended up
getting hired at that funeral home where I did night transfers,
assisted on funerals, visitations and served my apprenticeship
there as well. I obtained my funeral director and embalmer
license in October 2013.

I have worked in the funeral profession consistently since then,
apart from about two-and-a-half years when I worked for a whole-
body donation program. I went from not being able to handle the
embalming process, to overseeing a facility that performs
thousands of embalmings a year. It’s funny how things work out
different than you think they will.

Just over two years ago, my nephew was killed in a car
accident. My family was so distraught at this unexpected tragedy
that they didn’t even know where to begin. I got the phone call in
the early morning hours on a Saturday informing me of his
untimely death and immediately began making phone calls to
start the process locally, me living a few hours away. I handled
the entire process for my family, from the initial transfer to the
cemetery. It took a load off my family, and we were able to have
an “untraditional” funeral, by today’s standards.

It was in the height of COVID-19 and with him being just out
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of high school, we knew that there would be a large attendance
and the local funeral home could not allow that due to COVID-
19 restrictions. We had the funeral at their home, giving them the
time and the closure they needed. It gave me a great deal of pride
in being a funeral director and embalmer and having the ability
to serve my family to the best of my ability.

Often, I see a social media post where someone is standing
next to a hearse and all dressed up to work a service with a
caption that says, “Serving the so and so family or that they love
working at a funeral home.” Many times those people are not
licensed funeral directors. Being a funeral director to me means
handling all the behind the scenes, unnoticed, unappreciated
tasks. Things such as working with insurance, doctors, medical
examiners, health departments, cemeteries, scheduling military
honors, working with the prep room staff to convey the family’s
expectations, DVDs, memorial folders, making all accommoda-
tions for a family, etc. I could make an infinite list, but funeral
directors know what I'm talking about. Working a funeral is the
icing on the cake, so to speak. It’s where your days and days of
hard, unseen work come to fruition and completion. That’s
being a funeral director.

What keeps me in the profession?

Embalming. Embalming is my passion. It is where I go and
find my peace. It is my escape. It is where I let my creative side
shine and take over. It provides me joy knowing that I can take
someone’s loved one and restore them to a better time in their
life when they were healthy, giving the family a sense of calm,
comfort and closure. Embalming is classified as a science, as far
as the education side of funeral service is concerned, but it is
such an art. Our hands are powerful instruments that can do a
great deal of good.

Our profession is also amid change and great crisis. Being a
millennial in funeral service is an interesting position to be in. I
am right in the middle of the old-timers in the profession retiring
and the Generation Zs starting to enter the profession. It’s
honestly an interesting time in the funeral profession. I can
appreciate the knowledge and tradition that the old-timers have
for this profession. I have great respect for them and the
knowledge several of them have poured into me.

I also appreciate the newer generation coming in and
encouraging change with technology to make funeral service
less taboo and using social media to educate if it is done with
tact and sensitivity. They are also insisting on setting healthy
boundaries between work and home life, which has lacked in
the history of this profession.

There is a significant shortage of people entering this
profession right now, making hiring a qualified funeral director
and embalmer a really difficult task. I think it is our job as funeral
professionals to educate people on our profession and encourage
people to enter it, instead of discouraging them. We have a faster
rate of professionals retiring or leaving the profession because of
the demands one faces and we are not able to replace them fast
enough. The future of funeral service is going to be interesting,
but one that I am excited to take part it and hopefully assist in
shaping to a small degree.
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