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Wolfelt’s hierarchy 
of the purposes of
funerals
The pyramid depicts the many reasons why we have had 

funerals since the beginning of time.  The most practical 
reason is on the bottom of the pyramid, and the most 

spiritual and significant is at the top. 
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Reality
 When someone we love dies, we are faced 
with acknowledging a difficult reality. It is 
hard to truly accept the finality of death, but 
the funeral helps us begin to do so. At first we 
accept it with our heads, and only over time do 
we come to accept it with our hearts. 

Recall
Funerals help us begin to convert our 
relationship with the person who died from 
one of presence to one of memory. When we 
come together to share our memories, we also 
learn things we didn’t know and we see how 
the person’s life touched others. 

Support
Funerals are social gatherings that bring 
together people who cared about the person 
who died. This reason for having funerals 
is especially important to remember if the 
person who died liked to say, “I don’t want a 
funeral. Don’t go to any trouble.” Funerals are 

Let’s talk a little bit about each layer of the pyramid.

in remembrance of the person who died, 
but they are for the living. Those who loved 
the person who died need and benefit 
from having a special time to support one 
another in their grief. 

Expression
So many thoughts and feelings fill our minds 
and our hearts when someone we love dies. 
Collectively, these thoughts and feelings 
are what we mean by the term “grief.” In 
other words, grief is what’s inside us. When 
we express our grief—by crying, talking to 
others, sharing memories, taking part in 
a funeral ceremony—we are mourning. 
Mourning is grief communicated outwardly.  
When we grieve but do not mourn, our 
sadness can feel unbearable and our many 
other emotions can fester inside of us. 
Mourning helps us begin to heal. The funeral 
is an essential time for mourning.  
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Meaning 
Did the person I love have a good life? What 
is life, anyway? Why do we die? There are no 
simple explanations, but the funeral gives us a 
time and a place to hold the questions in our 
hearts and begin to find our way to answers 
that give us peace

Transition 
Funerals have a way of getting us to wake up 
to think about what we truly care about and 
how we want to spend our precious remaining 
days. Ultimately, funerals help us embrace the 
wonder of life and death and remind us to live 
deeply, with joy and love. 
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Planning a funeral 
is a privilege
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As you consider the funeral, try to 
remember that planning the funeral 
of someone you love is not a burden, 

but a privilege. Think of the funeral as a gift to 
the person who died. It is your chance to think 
about and express the value of the life that 
was lived.  

This is not to deny your need to mourn and to 
embrace painful feelings of grief in the coming 
days.  You may feel deep sadness as you plan 
this funeral and begin to acknowledge the 
reality of the death.  But when all is said and 
done, you will also feel deep satisfaction that 
you have helped plan a meaningful tribute to 
someone who has meant a lot to you.  And you 
will begin to work your way from the bottom of 
the pyramid—acknowledging the reality of the 
death—to the top. 

Planning and attending a meaningful funeral 
can have a lasting and profoundly important 
impact on your life. I encourage you to tap 
into the power of ceremony on your journey to 
transition. 
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For thousands of years, funerals have been a 
means of expressing our beliefs, thoughts, and 
feelings about the death of someone we love. 
As you enter into the planning process, you 
may find it helpful to remind yourself why we 
have funerals.  
The funeral ceremony:

• Helps us acknowledge that someone we 
love has died.

• Fosters our memories of the person who 
died and encourages us to share those 
memories with others.  

• Offers a time and place for us to talk about 
the life and death of the person who died.

• Provides a social support system for us and 
other friends and family members.

• Allows us to search for the meaning of life 
and death.

• Offers continuity and hope for the living.

One of the most important gifts of planning 
a funeral is that it helps you and your 
family to focus your thoughts and feelings 
on something meaningful. The funeral 
encourages you to think about the person 
who died and to explore the meaning of her 
life and the ways in which she touched the 
lives of others.

The remembering, deciding, and reflecting 
that take place in the planning of the service 
are often an important part of the process 
of grief and mourning. And ultimately, this 
process of contemplation and discovery 
creates a memorable and moving funeral 
experience for all who attend.
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“ A meaningful  
funeral celebration  is 
about saying hello on 
the pathway to  
goodbye.”
Dr Alan D. Wolfelt
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Understanding 
your grief
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Any kind of difficult change or loss can 
be challenging to cope with at times. 
Sometimes more changes and losses 

can happen as a result of the first one, making 
things even harder.

Grief is the normal human process that 
happens after any kind of difficult change or 
loss. It’s the way we gradually adjust our life to 
the reality of what’s happened and become 
able to move forward again.

Grief involves the mix of thoughts, feelings and 
reactions we experience. It affects us more 
than we often realise. Grief reactions can be 
emotional, mental, physical, social or spiritual.

Grief and trauma are often experienced 
at the same time – a double impact. 
Any experiences in which you felt your 
safety, or that of others, was threatened, 
or that leaves you feeling emotionally 
overwhelmed or highly anxious is 
considered traumatic. Grief centres on 
sadness and loss, but Trauma centres on 
fear and is felt as a threat to safety. It also 
takes time for the impact of trauma to ease. 
See a doctor if it doesn’t, or if it worsens as 
time passes.
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What you 
need to know
• A person’s grief is as unique as their 

fingerprint.
• We all grieve differently.
• Sometimes we don’t realise we’re grieving.
• Grief isn’t a test that we pass or fail, or a 

race or a competition.
• There are no set rules or timetable.
• Grief takes time.
• All ages grieve.
• There is no shame in grief – it’s normal.
• It can be triggered at any time after a loss.
• If you try to hide it, grief still affects you.
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• Look after yourself
• Use your support circle
• Use your sense of humour
• Keep flexible and adaptable
• Use the life skills you’ve learned
• Believe in yourself
• Know what you’re good at and use those things
• Think creatively, see things differently, try new things
• Keep a positive outlook and attitude – be hopeful
• Persevere - keep trying!

What helps the most 
in tough times?

The following 10 factors help to build your 
resilience, so we can cope as well as possible 
in times of adversity.
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• Really listen
• Shared silence is okay sometimes
• Don’t judge – accept them
• Give them time
• Don’t assume you know exactly how they feel
• Encourage them - include them
• Be there in an ongoing way - offer support but 

also then follow through
• Help them find information or extra help, if 

needed.

Ways to support others 
in tough times

“Grief is not a state but a process like a walk in a 
winding valley with a new prospect at every bend.”
- C.S Lewis
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Courage doesn’t always  roar. 
Sometimes courage is that quiet 
voice at the end of the day saying, 
“I will try again tomorrow.”
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Contact the Grief Centre
09 418 1457

92 Hinemoa Street, 
Birkenhead, Auckland

PO Box 34 548, 
Birkenhead, 

Auckland 0746

office@griefcentre.org.nz
griefcentre.org.nz

Mt Eden 
400 Dominion Road

09  638 9026

Henderson
150 Central Park Drive

09 835 3557

Pakuranga 
2A Udys Road

09 576 7108

Kohimarama
353 St Heliers Bay Road

09  521 0300

Papatoetoe
110 Kolmar Road

09  277 2526

Contact us on
office@davisfunerals.co.nz 

09  638 9026


