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After what seemed like an eternity of summer, the heat has
slowly subsided. The days are suddenly shorter, but the
weather pleasant. As the autumn leaves fall, I can't help but
be stunned by the beauty and wonder if autumn is, in fact, the
springtime of death. Death is a phenomenon that is shared
across all cultures. How we deal with death, however, is
distinct even from person to person. The movie Departures, or
Okuribito, showed the world how the traditional Japanese
handle the loss of a loved one in Japanese death rituals, which
are relatively peaceful and calm; however, what surprised me
the most about a Japanese wake is the fact that guests are
given gifts from the family of the deceased. It boggles my
mind to think that even after dealing with a death in the
family and the mental, emotional and financial stress that is
caused, the Japanese are still bound to serve their guests in
the best way they can.

On the other hand, I grew up in a place where death rituals
are an extremely noisy affair. There are a few different types
of wakes according to the religion of the deceased, but I was
exposed to the Buddhist type of death rituals the most. Since
most Singaporeans live in high-rise apartments, these Buddhist
wakes are usually held on the first storey of the building that
the deceased was living in or in the neighbourhood’s
multi-function hall. Prayers offered by the monks for the
deceased are usually accompanied by loud music played on the
gong, flute and trumpet. The rituals last as long as 3 - 7 days,
depending on the financial situation of the family members.
Condolence money is also offered to the family of the deceased,
similar to the Japanese tradition. In addition, incense, joss
paper, etc. are burned continuously during the wake to
provide the deceased with sufficient income in the afterlife,
which usually meant that the surrounding area would be
engulfed by smoke and unpleasant during that funeral.

The Japanese observed Obon in August 13-15 this year,
welcoming the souls of their loved ones who have since
passed. The observance of obon is peaceful and the days pass
without much fuss. On the other hand, in Singapore, a similar
event is not as peaceful. The 7th month of the lunar calendar
is Ghost Month for most of the Chinese Singaporeans, when
the deceased visit their living relatives. In contrast to the
peaceful obon, free live entertainment shows are held at night
in many different areas during the Ghost month, where the
first row of seats is usually left empty for the ghosts. These
performances are usually loud as it attracts and pleases the
ghosts. Food and drinks are offered to the spirits, just like in
Obon. In addition, paper joss items such as paper houses, cars,
electronics or jewellery, etc. are burned to please the ghosts.
Although I am not superstitious, the festivities during August
create a lively, while slightly creepy, atmosphere that can be
enjoyed by everyone, alive or in spirit.

Some people say that funerals are for us, the living, and not
them, the dead. As the autumn replaces the greenery of
summer, and we embrace and witness the gradual touch of
death, let us remember that life, regardless of race or
nationality, is as the Bible says, like a morning fog'. It is my
deepest wish that we will treat each other with respect, the
knowledge that everyone is essentially the same, help each
other out and create a better world for everyone.
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