
Dear Subscriber:
The state of Pennsylvania recently paid $110,000 in damages and attorneys’ fees to settle a federal

lawsuit filed by Rabbi Daniel E. Wassserman.
We reported the settlement in our Dec. 24, 2012, issue, but the Tribune-Review in Pittsburgh broke the

news about the payment, citing court documents provided by an open records officer for the Department
of State.
In his lawsuit, Wasserman contended that members of the Pennsylvania Board of Funeral Directors

violated the first and 14th amendments as well as Pennsylvania’s Religious Freedom Protection Act and
various sections of the state constitution in its enforcement of the state’s Funeral Director Law. 
The state did not admit wrongdoing and noted in a memorandum of understanding settling the case

that Wasserman was never charged, fined or prosecuted with respect to complaints filed against him.
The memorandum stated, “Defendants state that the (Funeral Director Law) does not apply and has
never been applied to individuals or members of religious clergy who are strictly carrying out their
religious functions and beliefs.”
Under the agreement, the state Board of Professional and Occupational Affairs will conduct training of

attorneys, paralegals and investigators concerning the application of the Funeral Director Law to
individuals engaged in the performance of religious ceremonies.
Larger payment ahead?

The state may also need to pay $1.1 million in attorneys fees in a separate case, Heffner et al. v.
Murphy, which involves a wider challenge of the Funeral Director Law. Judge John. E. Jones III with
the Middle District of Pennsylvania granted a permanent injunction Aug. 22, 2012, preventing the board
from enforcing what he deemed were unconstitutional provisions of the law; he also awarded the $1.1
million in legal fees to the plaintiffs, led by Ernie Heffner with Heffner Funeral Homes & Crematory in
York, Pa. That case has been appealed to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit, and the plain-
tiffs’ motion to be awarded an interim payment has been denied.
Meanwhile, another lawsuit involving Pennsylvania’s Funeral Director Law has been filed. Leaver-

Cable Funeral Home, Boyd-Horrox Funeral Home and Knoetgen Funeral Homes claim the board’s
members are holding their applications under a perpetual state of review in a bid to skirt Jones’ ruling
that enjoins the enforcement of unconstitutional portions of the Funeral Director Law. Each firm wants
to operate a funeral establishment under names other than their own, which violates a portion of the
Funeral Director Law that Jones deemed unconstitutional.
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SUBSCRIBER SERVICES

Celebrant Services Provide Value to Religiously Unaffiliated Families

Recent Study Reveals an Increasing Need for Varied Funeral Options; Professionals Sound Off on Results

The number of people in the United States
without a religious affiliation continues to rise,
but many funeral professionals aren’t changing
how they memorialize the dead.
That’s a huge mistake, according to Glenda

Stansbury, marketing director of the Insight
Institute in Oklahoma City, Okla., which
provides celebrant training. “In my brutally
honest opinion, if funeral homes do not change
their vision and realize that their constituency
is changing and they must change with it, then
the future of funeral service as we know it is
doomed to fail in 10 years,” Stansbury says.
“These people will not put up with being stuck
in a service with an officiant that ignores them
or offends them.”
What will happen, according to Stansbury, is

religiously unaffiliated families “will cremate
and walk.” And it will be because they were
“angry because something a clergyperson did”
and not because of a lack of service from the
funeral director, she contends.
Charlotte Eulette, international director of the

Celebrant Foundation & Institute in Montclair, N.J., and Dorry Bless, the organization’s funeral
committee chair, agree, and say that celebrants are the answer to serving the religiously unaffiliated.
“They are ardent in their search for a contemporary officiant, called a certified celebrant, who is

professionally trained and learned in ceremony and ritual traditions, structure and symbolism,” Eulette
and Bless state. “Such an officiant/celebrant fits their needs.” Eulette and Bless note that people continue
to get married and haven’t thrown out the wedding ceremony. “They are still paying top dollar for their



special day,” they state. And the same can be
true for funeral service, they add.
If you doubt that the religiously unaffiliated

are playing a larger role in society – and that
they will increasingly make up a larger
percentage of your customers as time goes on
– just look at the findings of a study issued by
the Pew Research Center’s Forum on
Religion & Public Life in October 2012.
The nonpartisan think tank published its

findings in a report titled “‘Nones’ on the
Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious
Affiliation.” The term “nones” – though
widely used – is better described as
“religiously unaffiliated” since many of them
still believe in God, and most describe
themselves as religious, spiritual or both,
according to the study. 
Eulette says she prefers to call the “nones”

the “nows” – “because this is the reality of
what our society has evolved into now.” 
No matter what you call them, it’s clear they

are increasing in number. “In the last five
years alone, the unaffiliated have increased
from just over 15 percent to just under 20
percent of all U.S. adults,” according to the
study, which surveyed 958 unaffiliated
respondents and was developed by the Pew
Forum in conjunction with the PBS television
program “Religion & Ethics NewsWeekly.”
The study adds, “Their ranks now include
more than 13 million self-described atheists
and agnostics (nearly 6% of the U.S. public),
as well as nearly 33 million people who say
they have no particular religious affiliation
(14%).”
Sixty-eight  percent of the “nones” polled in

the study believe in God, but they do not
place as much importance on religion as those
with a religious affiliation, the study states.
“More than half say they often feel a deep
connection with nature and the earth (58%),
while more than a third classify themselves as
‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’ (37%), and one-
in-five (21%) say they pray every day,” the
study states.
But the study also found that the unaffiliated

are not looking for a religion to join.
“Overwhelmingly, they think that religious
organizations are too concerned with money
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What’s Contributing to the Rise of the Unaffiliated?

Whether you’re happy with the change or not, the
“nones” will likely continue to grow in number. Here
are a few theories as to what’s contributing to the
increase:
1. Political backlash: “Several leading scholars

contend that young adults, in particular, have turned
away from organized religion because they perceive it
as deeply entangled with conservative politics and do
not want to have any association with it,” the study
states.
2. Delays in marriage: Married people are more

likely to have a religious affiliation than unmarried
people, the report states.
3. Broad social disengagement: The study cites

another hypothesis – that “a general decline in ‘social
capital’ – a tendency among Americans to live more
separate lives and engage in fewer communal activ-
ities” is contributing to the rise of the “nones.” 
4. Secularization: The study states that some

people think the numbers of religiously unaffiliated
are rising because beliefs and practices tend to be less
strong in secularized societies whose populations are
generally healthy, wealthy and orderly.



and power, too focused on rules and too
involved in politics,” the study states.
Stansbury thinks the study is important for

funeral service, so much so that she makes
sure all the celebrants her company trains
know about it. “That demographic is our niche
for celebrants – the increasingly growing
number of people who do not identify with
religion or a denomination,” she says.
Despite the uptrend, Stansbury says funeral

homes are reluctant to engage this growing
audience. “It is a baffling conundrum when
funeral directors do not understand that
celebrants are there to enhance their business,
to bring people back to funeral service, to
serve those who have no one to serve them,”
she says. “Celebrants are not in competition
with clergy or with the church. They have a
growing group of people who need them that
has no impact or relationship to those who
need to be served by a pastor.”
Although it’s easy to incorporate the

services of a celebrant – outside or on staff –
into a funeral home’s offerings, even funeral
directors that use them sometimes make
missteps. For instance, when Eulette’s
stepfather died, the family used a celebrant
and specifically asked that there not be a
prayer at the funeral home. “But the funeral
director asked the celebrant to stand aside and
had a prayer without asking the family,” she
says. It was tremendously upsetting, she adds. 
But when done right, offering celebrant

services can be valuable to families, Eulette
and Bless state. “They realize that in working
with a celebrant, their values and truth will be
honored and they will have a noble and
dignified funeral, memorial, living funeral or
celebration of life ceremony,” they state.
“The celebrant makes sure that their story
will be told within a ceremonial structure, in
the tone they seek without judgement.” 
To understand what a celebrant can do, just

look at the service designed for David S.
Kime Jr., who died Jan. 20 at York Hospital in
York, Pa., at age 88. Kime was a member of
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, but his family still found value in
working with a funeral director who was a
certified celebrant – Nathan Ray, with Best
Life Tributes, which is owned by Heffner
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Funeral Homes & Crematory in York, Pa.
Ray organized a service in which family

and friends of Kime drove through a
Burger King drive-thru; they each picked
up a Whopper Jr. to celebrate the
deceased’s love of fast food. They even
placed a Whopper Jr. on the casket. It was
a fitting personal touch to honor the
longtime Postal Service worker and former
Army veteran of World War II.
The ceremony drew news coverage from

throughout the country, which thrilled
Ernie Heffner, the owner of the firm that
served the family. “I believe this story is
another example that the best funeral
directors are also certified celebrants who
demonstrate the relevance of what we do
by orchestrating unique and meaningful
tributes and avoiding cookie-cutter
funerals,” said Heffner, who spoke about
the value of providing celebrant services at
the most recent Funeral Service Business
Plan Conference. “The extra effort trans-
lates to exponentially enhance value for
our customers and their guests.”
Delving into the Details

Here are some more details about the
religiously unaffiliated featured in the Pew
study:
• Thirty-two percent of adults under 30

have no religious affiliation compared with
just 9 percent who are 65 and older.
• A similar study in 2007 found that 60

percent of people who seldom or never
went to a religious service still described themselves as belonging to a particular religion, but in 2012,
that number slipped to 50 percent.  “These trends suggest that the ranks of the unaffiliated are swelling
in surveys partly because Americans who rarely go to services are more willing than in the past to drop
their religious attachments altogether,” the study states.
• Religious affiliation is declining among Americans with and without college degrees.
• An important factor in the increase of the religiously unaffiliated is “generational replacement,”

which means that there’s a greater chance for younger people to have no affiliation. But the study also
notes, “In 2012, 21% of Gen Xers and 15% of Baby Boomers describe themselves as religiously unaffil-
iated, up slightly (but by statistically significant margins) from 18% and 12% respectively, since 2007.” 
• The number of people who were raised without a religious affiliation has been growing gradually

over the past couple of decades – “from about 3 percent in the early 1970s to about 8 percent in the past
decade,” the report states. However, most “nones” – 74 percent – were still raised in a household that
had a religious tradition.
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• “A higher percentage of the unaffiliated
population is made up of men (56%) than
women (44%), while the general public is 48%
male and 52% female,” the study states.
• “Atheists and agnostics are particularly likely

to be non-Hispanic whites. Fully eight-in-ten
atheists and agnostics (82%) are white, 3% are
black, 6% are Hispanic, and the remainder is of
some other race or of mixed race,” the study
states.
• The Catholic share of the population has

remained fairly constant over the past five years,
largely because of immigration from Latin
America, the study states.
While many people might lament the decline

in religious affiliation in the United States, it’s
worth mentioning that Americans are more affil-
iated than other “advanced industrial
democracies.” According to the study, “The
number of Americans who currently say religion
is very important in their lives (58%), for
instance, is little changed since 2007 (61%) and
is far higher than in Britain (17%), France
(13%), Germany (21%) or Spain (22%).” 
But that doesn’t mean funeral professionals

can ignore the increasing number of religiously
unaffiliated people. “We must focus on the fact
that our next customers are the ones sitting in
your chapel, deciding whether or not this is an
experience that they want for themselves or for
their family members,” Stansbury says. “Every
time a service fails to meet the needs or tell the
story, someone else leaves saying, ‘not for me.’”
Regional Differences

The religiously unaffiliated are in all areas of
the country, so no matter where you are, you
should be thinking about how to change how you
do things. But it’s also evident that the “nones”
are concentrated in certain areas.
Heffner, for instance, pulled a year’s worth of data from his 12 locations from Nov. 1, 2009, to Oct. 31,

2010, and found that companywide, 41 percent of the families he served were not a member of a place
of worship at the time of their passing, with percentages at individual locations ranging from 12.5
percent to a high of 63.6 percent.  
There are certainly pockets throughout the country that vary, but according to the study, “The

religiously unaffiliated are somewhat more concentrated in the Western U.S. (30% among the unaffil-
iated vs. 23% among the general public) and less concentrated in the South (28% vs. 37%).”

How They Think

The religiously unaffiliated are similar to their
affiliated counterparts on many levels, but there are
also distinct differences. Here are some things to
keep in mind:
• The religiously unaffiliated are more likely than

the general public to think that religious organiza-
tions are too concerned with money and power, too
focused on rules and overly involved in politics.
“But at the same time, a majority of the religiously
unaffiliated clearly think that religion can be a
force for good in society,” the study states.
• The religiously unaffiliated aren’t as convinced

that religious institutions “help protect morality,”
the study states. “Just half say this, considerably
lower than the share of the general public that
views churches and other religious organizations as
defenders of morality (52% vs. 76%).”
• A common belief among the religiously unaffil-

iated is that church leaders are too pushy or
demanding in trying to convince people to their
way of thinking.
While there are certainly differences between the

religiously unaffiliated and their affiliated counter-
parts, it’s important not to lose sight of all the ways
they are the same. “For example, roughly three-in-
ten religiously unaffiliated adults say they believe
in spiritual energy in physical objects and in yoga
as a spiritual practice. About a quarter believe in
astrology and reincarnation. In addition, nearly six-
in-ten of the religiously unaffiliated say they often
feel a deep connection with nature and the earth;
about three-in-ten say they have felt in touch with
someone who is dead; and 15% have consulted a
psychic. All of these figures closely resemble the
survey’s findings among the public as a whole,”
according to the study.
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But no matter where you live, you should be
seeking to serve the religiously unaffiliated,
Stansbury says. “We often hear funeral directors
say, ‘Everyone in my town attends church,’” she
says. “Well, the people that you know may still be
showing up on most Sundays. It is that increasing
number of individuals in your community who
won’t even darken the doors of your funeral home
because they do not darken the doors of the church
who believe that you have nothing to offer them that
you should be concerned about.”
Funeral professionals can no longer continue

trying to fit those people into their own concept of
how things should work, Stansbury says. When a
family comes to you and lets you know Dad didn’t
go to church, the response can’t be, “I got a guy” –
as you open up your Rolodex and pick out the next
rent-a-minister on the list, she says. 
Even if you do that with care and compassion,

thinking you’re helping the family, the reality is that
your families feel pressured into having a service
that isn’t right for them. All this does is create more
people who hate funerals, she says.
Heffner could not agree more. “Our profession

has too long failed to offer ceremonial relevance to
this growing segment of consumers,” he says. “I
believe ‘nones’ have been the driving force for
direct disposition, no ceremony – seeing it as the
only way for them to avoid a religious ceremony
without publicly confessing that they are spiritual but not religious or simply don’t believe in God –
period.” 
Its for these reasons that Heffner has made sure that all his funeral directors have become certified as

celebrants by the Insight Institute “so they understand the dynamics of celebrant ceremonies,” he says.
Since focusing on this segment, he’s been pleased with the results. “For those who simply cannot put
their personal belief system aside, they need to find someone who can while they go run the crematory
or embalm,” he says.
Changes are Widespread

If you’re thinking that you shouldn’t be concerned with the increase in the religiously unaffiliated
because the increase tends to be more pronounced among younger generations, you might want to recon-
sider your stance. 
“About seven-in-ten people who describe themselves as unaffiliated are under age 50 (72%),

compared with 56% of the general public as a whole,” the study states. “And 35% of the unaffiliated are
18 to 29 years old, compared with 22% of the general public and 18% of U.S. adults who have a
religious affiliation.”
But that still leaves 8 percent of the unaffiliated age 65 and older, the study found, which compares

with 18 percent of the general public.
The increase in the unaffiliated is even more evident and equal when it comes to other areas. For

The Role of Education

Glenda Stansbury, marketing director of the
Insight Institute, which provides celebrant
training, suggests that mortuary colleges need
to do a better job incorporating information
about celebrants into their curricula.
By doing so, licensees will be more prepared

and comfortable serving anyone who comes
through the doors of the funeral home, she says.
As an instructor at the University of Central

Oklahoma in Edmond, Okla., Stansbury makes
sure that her students are exposed to infor-
mation about celebrants. And she also knows a
number of mortuary colleges that address this
topic, such as Des Moines Area Community
College in Iowa, the University of Minnesota in
Minneapolis, the Pittsburgh Institute of
Mortuary Science, Mercer County Community
College in New Jersey, and the Worsham
College of Mortuary Science in Wheeling, Ill.
But a number of other institutions just aren’t

paying enough attention to the topic, Stansbury
argues. “There is nothing normalized or what
would be considered accepted American Board
curriculum,” she says. 
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instance, it’s increased for both men and women, college graduates and those without a college degree,
people earning $75,000 or more per year and those making less than $30,000 per year. No matter where
people live in the United States, the ranks of the unaffiliated have grown in number.
But the study did find, “When it comes to race, however, the recent change has been concentrated in

one group: whites. One-fifth of (non-Hispanic) whites now describe themselves as religiously unaffil-
iated, up five percentage points since 2007. By contrast, the share of blacks and Hispanics who are
religiously unaffiliated has not changed by a statistically significant margin in recent years.”
Final Thoughts from Experts

Given the increase in the religiously unaffiliated, Stansbury thinks it only makes sense that funeral
homes respond. “Incorporate celebrants in your offerings,” she advises. “It is truly that simple, but it
seems to be a huge boulder for a lot of funeral directors.”
One of the reasons why might be because celebrants may preside over services that don’t reflect the

personal beliefs of the funeral director, Stansbury says. Others are just afraid to try something new or
“they are afraid it will offend the clergy who, quite honestly, have done them no favors over the past 25
years,” Stansbury says.
Funeral home owners that want to offer celebrant services need to pick the right staff to do the job,

Stansbury says. “You can’t just pile the duties of a celebrant onto an already loaded funeral director,”
she says. “It takes 8 to 10 hours for a celebrant to put together a service from start to finish. So there has
to be some consideration and thought put into who has the time and talent to serve as a celebrant for a
firm.”
Funeral professionals need to take a proactive stance by serving all segments, Stansbury reiterates. “If

20, 30 or even 50 percent of the families who walk in your door have no affiliation with religion, why
would you continue to offer clergy only?” she asks. “Why not offer trained professional celebrants who
can meet the needs of those individuals in creative and healing ways?”
Offering celebrant services will ultimately result in more services because families can select a

ceremony that reflects their values, Eulette and Bless state. “They might not even be aware of this unless
their funeral director advises them that they can collaborate seamlessly with a professional certified
celebrant who will reflect their values and tell their loved one’s life story and create a noble ceremony
for them,” they state. “It’s important that the funeral director offers this professional service to their
client families since many client families may not be familiar with the celebrant professional.”
Lastly, funeral homes need to have a bit of vision in offering these services, because the families that

want them won’t always be obvious. “They probably won’t walk into the funeral home and introduce
themselves or their set of beliefs as one of the new, hip ‘nones,’” Eulette and Bless state.
Heffner concludes that the Pew study is ironically “the most valuable research we have ever had

access to, far beyond any other industry-sponsored study.” He adds, “It deals with how people live their
lives unrelated to death and dying questions. All we have to do is read the reality and then apply it to
what we offer in service and ceremony.”
The bottom line, Heffner says, is that if there is a disconnect between what the public wants and what

funeral service offers, “We darn well better fix that.”
Eulette adds, “Society is making a call, and we have to heed that call.” She adds, “These are people in

need, and they need a noble, dignified funeral ceremony.”
Visit www.pewforum.org/unaffiliated/nones-on-the-rise.aspx to download a full copy of the Pew study.

To comment on this article, email tparmalee@katesboylston.com.
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The Latest News from Throughout the World of Funeral Service

It’s been another busy week or two for funeral service. Here are a couple headlines you might have
missed ...
Webinar to Provide Tax Season Tips 

Tax code changes affect every business – especially funeral home owners and cemetery operators
trying to control costs and keep profitability headed in the right direction.
Dan Isard, founder and president of The Foresight Companies in Phoenix, helps you navigate the

complicated terrain of tax code rules and regulations on our March 27 webinar, “Tax Season Tips for the
Death-Care Professional,” which will be held at 3 p.m. Eastern Time.
“We have a tax system that is separating the haves from the have mores,” Isard said. “And therefore,

the have mores have to be prepared to understand why their tax bills are going to go up disproportion-
ately.” More importantly, they must educate themselves now about how to minimize the tax they pay
moving forward, he said.
On the webinar, Isard will examine key tax code changes so you can:
• Understand what the changes mean for you.
• Decide if your business is structured correctly.
• Determine how to maximize your use of a Roth IRA.
• Minimize your tax bill moving forward
It doesn’t matter if you plan on filing your taxes before March 27 – you still need to sign up for this

webinar, Isard said. “The webinar will focus on changes in the tax law from 2012 to 2013, so as
attendees are going through and seeing their year-end numbers for 2012, they’ll learn what they can do
differently over the next nine months to make sure their tax return in 2013 is properly prepared and their
business is properly structured so they have to pay no more taxes than needed,” Isard said.

See our back page for a special offer that will allow you to attend the webinar at half price and also
get a FREE PASS to all future webinars we hold in 2013.
Federated Reports Averages for December

A regular adult funeral, including a casket and professional services, sold for an average cost of
$6,669.30 in December 2012. That’s a 2.05 percent increase over the same period in 2011, according to
Federated Funeral Directors of America in Springfield, Ill., a unit of Fiducial. Meanwhile, the average
outer container sale was $1,274.19, a 0.9 percent increase over the 2011 figure.

Sincerely,

Thomas A. Parmalee, Executive Director
tparmalee@katesboylston.com

Funeral Service Insider is on Break Next Week

Funeral Service Insider will be on a regularly scheduled break next week. 
Your next issue will be dated Feb. 18.
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