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Needless to say, the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 is a challenging time for everyone. But if someone you
love has died, it is likely that the current social distancing orders and travel restrictions are making funeral
planning especially difficult for your family.
Losing a loved one is hard enough. Losing a loved one at a time of unprecedented upheaval and
limitations may seem overwhelming. I am sorry you have been put in this position, and I hope this article
will help your family find ways to meet your mourning needs and honour the person who died while
making any necessary adjustments to keep everyone safe.

Spending Time With The Body
Before cremation or burial, spending time with the body of a loved one who has died helps mourners
truly and fully acknowledge the reality of the death. It also provides a precious last chance to say goodbye
“in person.” When possible and culturally appropriate, I always recommend at least a few minutes of
private family time with the body, both at the place of death, when possible, and at the funeral home.
Public viewings for all mourners are also very meaningful, as are funerals in which the body is present
(in a casket or urn) during the ceremony.
During the pandemic, you may encounter hurdles, however. If visitor or travel restrictions made it
impossible for you to be with the dying person at home or in the hospital or nursing home, I urge you
to spend time with the body at the funeral home if you can (again, whether before burial or cremation).
If the person died of COVID-19, you may wonder if it is safe to spend time with the body or have an
open-casket viewing. Rest assured that at the time of this writing, the Centres for Disease Control and
Prevention has stated that because the virus spreads by exhaled or sneezed droplets, there is no known
risk associated with spending time with the body after death, though out of an abundance of caution,
they have advised families not to touch, kiss, or handle the body. The funeral home you are working with
has the expertise to manage this situation safely.

Planning The Funeral
First let me say that funerals are meaningful, essential rites of passage. We have had funerals since the
beginning of time because they help us:
•
•
•
•
•
•

acknowledge the reality of a death
remember the person who died and share those memories with others
support one another in our grief
express our inner thoughts and feelings
mark the significance of the life that was lived
embrace the wonder of life and death

I realise that many people today, through no fault of their own, have never been taught these reasons
why funerals are so critically important. And so, especially during this strange, stressful time, you may be
tempted to simply skip the funeral altogether. It may seem an easier and more practical choice. Yet for you
and for the other mourners, this would be a lasting mistake. When no ceremony is held, I have learned
from many mourners that in the months and years after the death, they often feel a surreal sense that the
death didn’t really happen. They commonly feel lonely and unsupported, and they also tend to feel regret
over not having adequately honoured the life of the person who died.
Yet while funerals are extremely important, I also understand that funeral planning may be much more
difficult right now. I hope the following ideas will help you find ways to address any hurdles you may be
encountering.
Try to have an initial funeral service in a timely fashion.
Because funerals are so effective at helping us embark on a healthy mourning path, anything that delays
the funeral also delays the natural healing process. I recommend having a service shortly after the death if
at all possible. Keep in mind that you can have more than one service for a loved one, however. If pandemic
gathering and travel restrictions prevent you from having a larger ceremony, consider having a small,
brief service right now (possibly a graveside committal service or a brief service preceding cremation),
with the closest mourners present, followed by a larger memorial service later on. If there are more than
ten people in your group of primary mourners and it would be wrong to exclude anyone from this small
initial service, please talk to the person officiating the service about holding it more than once.
I personally know families who have done this in recent weeks. When asked, their officiants were
gracious enough to recognize the need to accommodate more than ten mourners and simply held two
services back-to-back, with a short break in between.
Consider having a small ceremony wherever you are.
If you cannot be close to the person who died, it is still helpful and healing to hold a small ceremony
right now wherever you are. Simply gather a few close friends or family members, display photos of the
person who died, light a candle, say a prayer or read a text aloud that is meaningful to you, play music if
you’d like, and share thoughts and memories. You will find that this informal “funeral” will help you mark
the occasion of the death, pay tribute to the person who died, and feel that sense of acknowledgment,
remembrance, and support.

Leverage technology to foster closeness and participation.
At a time of great loss, we want our loved ones close. If the pandemic is making this impossible, the next
best thing is to use technology to reach out to the people you care about to share news of the death,
support one another, and discuss funeral planning. Video calls are probably the best substitute for
face-to-face conversations. Voice calls come second. After that, emails, texting, and social media
work too. And don’t forget the power of the handwritten letter! The point is to stay connected as much
as possible AND to be open and honest in those communications about whatever it is you are feeling
or struggling with at the moment. Your candour will encourage others to be honest as well, creating the
opportunity for mutual support and kindness.
Technology can and should also be used to help overcome any limitations of the funeral service itself,
of course. Services can be webcast or recorded and made available online later. Obituaries, guest
books, and video tributes can be (and often are) placed online. Mourners can video themselves talking
about the person who died, recording their condolences, or even recording themselves reciting a poem,
playing a hymn on a musical instrument, or singing a meaningful song. Social media is also very effective at
helping keep everyone up to date about details and providing chances for far-flung friends and family to
support one another. And turning to technology is also a good way to involve others in the funeral-planning
process. People always want to help - and that is especially true right now, when many are stuck at
home, feeling bored and helpless. Tech-savvy friends and family members can all pitch in to help create
those videos, edit and upload those photos, write those social media posts, etc. The more people who
participate, the better.
Plan a larger service and/or reception when pandemic restrictions have lifted.
The social-distancing restrictions have made us all more aware of our human need to be with and touch
the people we care about. When death affects our social circle, we naturally feel the need to congregate
and support one another in person. Even if you must delay a larger public gathering, those who want
to support you will still be happy to attend months from now. Don’t assume that there’s a time limit on
holding this larger public gathering. Everyone understands that the pandemic is affecting public events.
Again, I encourage you to hold a small initial service right away and then schedule the additional service
down the line.
As you make final plans for your loved one during this historic pandemic, you will probably come up with
other innovative ideas to pay tribute, foster community, and share hope. If you do, I hope you will tell me
about them by emailing me at drwolfelt@centerforloss.com. You and all families touched by death during
the coronavirus outbreak are in my thoughts and prayers. Godspeed.
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