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	Everyone has a different view of what happens to a person after he or she dies, but who really thinks about the person who will dress you in death?  Whatever after-life view you have, there is one underlying truth in America; you will most likely be presented to an undertaker. 
	Mortuary science is an art people rarely notice.  Morticians can be a great comfort, but what does it take to be the person responsible for dressing us (in whatever manner) in death?
	To become a funeral director or mortuary scientist in Iowa, there are 60 required semester hours at a university.  You must then go to one year of mortuary school and have completed a one-year internship with a certified mortician.
	“(Morticians) don’t make a lot of money, and as a society we’re very death denying,” says Michael Lensing, Funeral Director for Lensing Funeral & Cremation Service, he explains that fewer people think about morticians let alone aspire to become them. 
But the Executive Director at the New England Institute, Jacquelyn Taylor, sees a different picture. 
Taylor explains that while the numbers may have dropped off in past decades, recently, enrollments at the college of mortuary science have remained remarkably steady. 
“People start looking for something stable and as the old adage goes: ‘nothing is sure but death and taxes.’  Nobody wants to work for the IRS, so they decide on funeral service,” she says. 
Taylor says the reason that some morticians believe the industry is dying is due to the change in demographic.  The employers of morticians are largely white males and they are not aware of the actual diversity in the field. 
Taylor has also noticed that more and more people going into the field are women of varying ages and races, it’s not a path the average person wants to travel down so the enrollment is not always ‘college age’ students but those perhaps going into their second or late career.
Nationally, the annual enrollment into funeral service programs has averaged 2,500 students since 1975, despite what funeral directors may feel the education climate is, according to the American Board of Funeral Service Education.  
Taylor points out that the number of funeral homes has declined since 2000.  She says she notices that while the death rate has slightly declined, the baby boomer generation will die soon enough and our country is far from prepared to handle that many deaths in a short period of time. 
“Little of the mass fatality planning by government sufficiently addresses the treatment of the dead bodies,” Taylor explains. “It is almost all focused on health care. Until very recently, funeral directors were not even at the tables where the planning is taking place.”
While the U.S. is unprepared, Taylor points out that we have enough morticians, just not enough funeral homes to employ them.  She says the financial atmosphere in the past two decades has made the ‘mom and pop funeral homes economically unviable.’   
Here in Iowa City, there are two funeral homes that seem to be holding on: Gay & Ciha Funeral Home, and Lensing Funeral & Cremation Service, and while Lensing’s funeral home seems to be doing well now, it has had tough times.  Lensing has managed to capture the changes in the industry and has expanded the business to stay afloat. 
Lensing began his mortuary career here in Iowa City.  He started at the funeral home that was once where the bar Studio 13 is now located on Linn Street.   After he took over the business, he moved the funeral establishment to Kirkwood Street, where it remains. 
Lensing is a tall bubbly older man.  He seems as tenacious as he is friendly, fittingly animated in the explanations of his chosen profession.  He is the kind of person you could see yourself having a casual lunch with on a patio, intently listening to stories of his life’s work over raspberry iced teas. 
He wakes before the sun to begin a variety of tasks. One may be a run to the hospital to pick up a corpse; another may be to being an embalming for a later service. Lensing does not finish his day until he has completed any number of his estimated 250 yearly services (on top of that, he says he embalms and or dresses around 100 other calls for different areas).  
	Today, travel has become so easy that people and families are more spread out across the country, Lensing explains. It’s not uncommon to be in one place when you die and want to be buried or have services in another. 
	Not only does Lensing do services at the funeral home, he also embalms people and dresses them to be sent to their families across the country.  In the event that a college student whose family lived in the east coast were to die, he says he would normally embalm the body at the funeral home, store it in a cooling unit, and then get it on a flight back east.  The process is not exceptional and can be expensive and time consuming. 
	There are no standard fees for any one funeral home, but as time has gone on, there are a number of rituals that a funeral director is in charge of that have changed.  Decades ago, most people were being embalmed and buried, now, embalming is not a necessity. 
	Many religious and cultural rituals used to hold ideas that made it so that a person was not allowed to be cremated-- instead they were required to be buried.  Recently, it became in many religions permissible to be cremated says Lensing, and because cremation is more affordable it often becomes the families’ choice.  
	One common misconception is that when someone is cremated, they cannot have a viewing.  Lensing explains that the viewing for people is something that sometimes brings a sense of closure.  The body does not even need to be embalmed as long as it is kept cool for a viewing before the cremation; that can still cut down on the costs. 
	At Lensing Funeral home, a burial service can cost around $4,000.  Add in the cost of a casket, transportation, services, staff, a photomontage, etc. and you could be looking at a small fortune.  Lensing does provide a very basic package for around $6,000 dollars but again this excludes a lot of service necessities.  
If you were looking into a cremation, the cost after the fact can be significantly less; if you have an urn you want to use the cost of cremation would be around $3,000. 
	Many people who have an issue with cremation do not always understand what goes into either death ritual.  Embalming a body for inhumation requires the draining of fluids from the body, and then the adding of the embalming fluid through the arteries, the sewing together of lips and securing eyelids so they don’t pop open on their own.  You are dressed and made up to look as you did before your death, and then you are located in a cooler or a side room to wait to be placed a casket for burial.  
Cremation (without embalming) takes the individual into a chamber that is almost like a kiln.  The body heated from 1600 to 1800 degrees for roughly two and a half hours.  After that, what is left is around 3 to 8 pounds of bone mass, not ash, which is what is scattered or kept in an urn. Lensing explains the whole process is a lot more sanitary than most people realize. 
“People sometimes call me claiming they see black smoke coming out of the chamber’s chimney stack,” says Lensing. “That’s nearly impossible.”
The fact that there is less and less money in the field, and many changes like cremation popularity are hurdles that many industries have to face.  Lensing explains that once upon a time, mortuary science was all about burying and dressing the dead, but now he is also a sort of bereavement counselor. He tries to help families in their time of need, and he doesn’t feel intimidated by this at all.
“When I was younger I didn’t always know what to say,” Lensing says, “but now, with my years of life experience, I can relate and help loved ones.” 
Lensing sells a variety of memorial keepsakes, little necklaces with a picture of your loved one that could hold some of their ‘ash,’ an assortment of urns, vaults, and casket accessories as well as a variety of casket types; they are all relatively pricey and help his revenue a little.  
He has also started a pet cemetery and burial service to aid those who have lost beloved animals.  
Regardless of the money, Lensing says he loves his job-- to delicately handle those who have died and those who are attempting to morn their losses.  He says he feels it has certainly shaped him as a person.
“Sometimes a death brings out the best in people, and sometimes the worst,” Lensing says, “at least you have the opportunity to say the things we should say all the time but don’t.”
