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F O R G E T

JUNIORS AND SENIORS AT MCQUAID JESUIT ARE MAKING SURE THOSE WHO DIE WITHOUT FAMILY 
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funeral home service. Accordingly, there are 
only two funerary customs possible with the 
$1,250 stipend: direct cremation without fu-
neral home visitation of the deceased or dona-
tion of the body to the University of Rochester 
Medical Center. And the donor must be both 
eligible and be registered with URMC’s Ana-
tomical Gift Program. 

Interment of the cremated remains alone 
is $300 to $550, an urn is $50-plus, and 
newspaper death notices can be $100 or more, 
depending on the paper. And while a single 
cemetery plot ranges from $600 to $3,200 
alone, historically there has been an alternative 
option: the potter’s field. 

Oatka Cemetery in rural Scottsville has a 
potter’s field with graves, both unmarked and 
some staked with crosses, names written in 
marker. Burial of the indigent or those without 
next of kin primarily took place there until 
2014, when the county and the city reached 
an agreement allowing burials of city residents 
at Riverside Cemetery’s Path of Peace near 
Holy Sepulchre Cemetery. The latter location 
is advantageous in that it’s more accessible 
for funeral attendance and visitation, with 
public transportation lines just outside of the 
grounds. 

In arranging indigent memorials with little 
to no budget, funeral homes are pressed to 
donate their services in order to honor the 
humanity of the deceased. And after Monroe 
County’s budget cuts to funeral assistance, 
community volunteerism has been one of the 
only ways to support these efforts—especially 
in the face of inflation. 

In the scheme of all the unknowing, it’s a blip 
on some map no one but god(s) might see. And 
it’s all unknowing when you really think about 
it. The least we can hope for is a dignified 
funerary arrangement, where friends and loved 
ones respect our essential wishes for putting 
our bodies to final rest. That might mean 
cremation, interment, resomation, promession, 
or other various ways of reentering the 
particles of ourselves back into the universe. 

But what happens to those without means 
when they pass away? The rituals of death in 
our culture are, for the last century anyway, 
commodity-driven and can be economically 
insurmountable to many. How do public 
policy and public health accommodate less 
than fortunate circumstances, and how much 
do they lean on community resources?

In 2006, Monroe County officials made 
clear that the right to basic funerary dignities 
is considered a privilege when former County 
Executive Maggie Brooks cut the financial 
assistance budget for Indigent Burial and 
Funeral Assistance by over 30 percent per 
case. This, critics point out, was the same year 
a $4.5 million elephant exhibit upgrade was 
added to the budget for the Seneca Park Zoo. 
Today, according to the county, the maximum 
amount of aid per case is $1,250 for decedents 
ages six or older, or $500 for children under 
six. This often leaves people with no choice but 
to cremate, even when their personal wishes or 
religion are opposed. 

Sectarian nonprofit Funeral Consumers 
Alliance of Greater Rochester lists a variety 
of funerary arrangements and their average 
range of costs on its website. Immediately out 
of the county’s budget range: direct burial and 
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less of creed or station in life, are loved and 
their lives are treated as sacred. 

Typically, with just a couple of days’ notice, 
Mulholland receives a call from a funeral 
home, confirms all details for scheduling, and 
contacts the Pallbearer Ministry’s student 
leaders to assemble a group. Brian Vierhile, 
a senior, is one of those student leaders. “It’s 
a special form of community service,” he 
says. “We put the message out on our student 
bulletin board, but students are always coming 
to us asking how they can get involved. There 
was a point where we had to make a signup 
sheet because they’re so willing.”

They call themselves not a practical 
ministry, but a “ministry of prayer and 
presence.” Typically, the boys gather in the 
chapel in preparation of service. “We get on 
the bus,” says Mulholland, “and drive to the 
funeral home. Then we do the burial at the 
cemetery.” Some days they go straight to the 
cemetery if the person or their loved ones 
aren’t of the means to support anything more. 

Afterwards, the boys get back on the bus 
and fill out a sheet designed to help them 
reflect either as a group or independently, de-
pending on how they share. “What is God say-
ing to you through this experience?” the sheet 
asks. They are invited to compose a personal 
prayer and reflect on their feelings. 

Parker Grobe, a senior at McQuaid, was 
at his locker when he encountered a group 
of friends returning to school in suits. While 
McQuaid Jesuit has elevated expectations 
for dress code, the suits flagged his attention 
immediately. “I asked what happened and 
they said they were coming from a funeral. 
When I gave them my condolences, they said 
it was actually for the Pallbearer Ministry.” 
Grobe pauses in reflection and explains that he 
doesn’t know how to put into words the feeling 
that came over him. “But at that moment,” he 
says, “I knew it was just something I had to 
do. So I went down and signed up that day. I 

didn’t even tell my parents.” 
Usually, the pallbearers know very little 

of the people they serve, not even what they 
look like. “The obituaries are very short,” 
Mulholland says. “Some of the deceased are 
homeless, they are recluses, or they’re people 
who outlived everyone in their life.” This year, 
they have participated in nine burials. 

Junior Devon Goodbody volunteered for 
the added advantage of getting out of his 
comfort zone and to acquaint with society 
beyond his own everyday life. “I see helping 
others this way as benefiting the whole 
community. I actually really enjoy interacting 
with the family and friends of the deceased. 
We comfort them, and we write them cards. 
When there’s no one there at all, we just think 
about the dead.”

Down the line, Mulholland sees the 
program growing to include helping maintain 
the potter’s field at Oatka Cemetery. “When 
we see someone who passes without anyone, 
who may be forgotten,” he says, “it serves 
as a reminder to us and especially everyone 
else that this was the life of a human being.” 
The Pallbearer Ministry, in Jesuit tradition, 
is concerned with social justice. Funeral 
homes that are willing to donate their time, 
money, and resources for respectful funerary 
arrangements are dwindling. Another way 
Mulholland hopes the students can live 
the teachings is through attending Monroe 
County meetings as advocates for funding  
to support and affirm the dignity of all  
human life. 

When queried how they reckon with the 
misfortune of the individuals they’re serving, 
Grobe reflects on something he thought about 
the first time he buried a man. “I felt I had 
to be there, for no reason I can recall other 
than the feeling of duty. His life wasn’t lost on 
me. (Being a part) of his service taught me to 
reflect on how I’ll be remembered when I die.” 

McQuaid Jesuit High School’s St. 
Joseph Arimathea Pallbearer 
Ministry started two years ago 

when requests came in for a practical need 
in the community—volunteers to carry the 
caskets of the dead to their final resting place. 
Theology teacher and mission coordinator 
Joe Mulholland explains that the Pallbearer 
Ministry’s relations are primarily with 
the funeral homes. “But the goal isn’t just 
carrying the casket,” he says. “It’s also to 
provide prayer for these human beings. To 
us, they’re God’s children, and we believe we 
hold a certain responsibility for them. We’re 
grateful to pray for them in celebration of their 
homecoming in this intimate moment at the 
end of their lives.”

Joseph of Arimathea, as the story is told 
in the Christian Gospels, was a wealthy, 
secret disciple of Jesus Christ who donated 
his own tomb as the resting place for Christ’s 
body. He is said to have miraculously escaped 
incarceration to deliver the body to the 
tomb, rolling a rock across the entrance for 
protection. Hence, St. Joseph is recognized as 
giving Christ his dignified burial. Theology 
teacher Mulholland explains, “Tombs were 
a major status symbol. So St. Joseph’s act 
touches back to Christ’s charge, ‘What you do 
for all is what you do for me.’ By serving as 
pallbearers, we’re caring for Christ.” In other 
words, the pallbearers are performing the 
ritual embodiment of St. Joseph’s act through 
a much needed community service. 

The words “ritual embodiment” make 
Mulholland hesitate. As a theologian, and es-
pecially with regards to Catholicism, he mulls 
everything over before speaking carefully. “We 
don't interpret the Scripture passage literally, 
meaning we don't believe the people we bury 
are literally God or Christ incarnate. … At the 
heart of Christian faith are love, service, and 
solidarity with those who are marginalized or 
in pain.” Through this lens, all people, regard-
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