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The Kanagawa Cosmos Funeral Home is located
within a residential area. A three-story building with a
modern mirrored facade, it does not look like a funeral
home from the busy road.

Space is limited in Tokyo and the Funeral Homes
have to make use of every space they have. This does
not stop them from providing a well-furnished and
comfortable space for families. The Kanagawa Cosmos
Funeral Home has each of their funeral hall laid out like
a home, and include tatami living areas. There is a living
room, dining area and kitchen for the family members.
Each ‘hall’ is fully furnished with everything needed to
stay for a night or two, for example utensils, microwave,
towels, beds, etc. In Japan, families will spend their time
during the memorial service, usually 1 — 2 days, at the
funeral home until the cremation.

We had the rare chance to observe a Buddhist
funeral ceremony at the Kanagawa Cosmos Funeral
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Home. The Founder and CEO, Mr Hiroaki Shimizu, has
kindly arranged a staged funeral ceremony for us to
experience a real Japanese funeral ceremony.

The ceremony began when all the guests were
seated, with the ‘family members’ seated in the front row.
The master of ceremony announced the commencement
of the ceremony, thanking the guests for their presence
on behalf of the family and gave some details about the
‘deceased’. Next, the master of ceremony announced
the arrival of the Buddhist monk. The hall fell silent as
the monk, dressed in a black robe, walked into the hall,
towards his seat set up in front of the altar. He bowed
and paid his respect to the deceased before he sat down
and starts chanting scriptures. Joss sticks were offered
during the chanting session. After the chanting ended,
the casket was moved from the front of the altar to the
middle of the hall. Family members were then asked
to pay their respects by offering a stalk of carnation
and placing it in the casket. Guests were asked to offer
flowers too after the family members. The monk then led
another chanting session and the ceremony ended after
he was escorted out of the hall.

It was a well-coordinated funeral. Staff members
were always around to guide the family members and
guests. The transition in the change of setup was done
very smoothly, with minimal movement and distraction to
the people present in the hall.

We are indeed grateful to Kanagawa Cosmos
Funeral Home in making this special effort to help us
understand the Japanese funeral culture.

Japan has one of the highest cremation rates in the
world. According to statistics in Year 2008, the cremation
rate was at 99.85%.
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Toda Sousaijo Crematorim, located at the northwest
part of Tokyo City centre, occupies a total land area
of 13,382m2. The crematorium building housed 15
cremation chambers at the first level and family resting
areas at the second level. A main building at four storeys
high, housed offices, dining halls and a reception at level
one, funeral halls of varying sizes through levels two to
four. They have recently added a new wing: a high-tech
and modern pet cremation facility.

As we entered into the bright and airy crematorium
building, there was a sense of tranquility and
peacefulness. The hallways were spacious and natural
light flow in from the gardens surrounding the facility.
A beautifully maintained Zen garden nestled in the
courtyard.

After walking through a long walkway entering the
crematorium, there were several doors lined against
the wall. The doors open up to the cremation chamber
directly. It is explained that families will witness the
sliding of the casket into the cremation chamber. Each
cremation chamber has just enough space to fit a single
casket. Cremation process usually takes about two
hours, and families will then returned to the cremation
facility to ‘pick’ the bones into the urn. In Japanese
culture, family members will use chopsticks to pick the
cremains, feet first to be placed at the bottom of the
urn, body in the middle and lastly the skull on top. The
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closest family member has to find the hyoid bone; it's
the bone at the neck area which resembles a seated
Buddha, and places that right at the top before closing
the urn.

As we say thanks to the hosts at Toda Sousaijo
Crematorium, the sun sets in the horizon, bringing our
Tokyo site visits to an end. We are indeed privileged to
be part of this post mission trip to Tokyo Japan. Special
thanks go to the coordinator, Mr Kenichiro Hashizume.
Without him, this trip would not have been possible. He
has put in a lot of effort coordinating this trip and most
importantly, acted as the English translator for everyone.

| love the Japanese culture. | like how they are so
considerate, polite, clean and neat. And the culture exists
in everything they do, be it at work or at home. They
pay attention to details, and little things do matter. This
sets them apart in their impeccable service level. Little
details like having wheelchairs at the entrance at Toda
Sousaijo Crematorium for the elderly, wearing of gloves
when performing funeral ceremonies at the Kanagawa
Cosmos Funeral Home,
maintaining poise in
front of family members
even when the dressing
of a body gets difficult
due to rigor mortis at
Okuribito Academy, have
all but displayed their
professionalism and
compassion. Talking to
some of the staff while
visiting the various
organizations, | find
that they carry out their
work with pride and are
committed to deliver their
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best to each family they serve. They are not ashamed
working in this ‘dying’ trade and are in fact contented that
they are able to serve and support families through their
grief. | hope more people can think this way, influence
the people around them and eventually change the way
this trade is being viewed.

Everyone can learn something from anyone. It’s
the openness and willingness to learn and share that
propels a person or an organization forward. | am sure
a lot of people are looking forward to next year’s post

mission learning trip!
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