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Nature Mandala Memorial Service
Rev. Diana K. Davies

This memorial service is centered on the creation of a mandala constructed of the beloved’s cremated remains and items found in nature (with the option of adding shiny objects for corvids, or seed and grains for birds and other small creatures). This script is focused on the honoring of one companion animal, although it can easily be adapted to honor a beloved human being, multiple beings, or all of Nature. 
Background: The creation of mandalas as sacred and restorative practice is both ancient and widespread across cultures. The word mandala means “circle” in Sanskrit, and mandalas are typically circular in form. (Some traditions, such as the Hindu yantra, utilize a square shape instead.) The circle symbolizes the interconnectedness and wholeness of life. Among Tibetan Buddhists, extremely intricate and symbolically rich mandalas are created over the course of many days using colored sand. Some believe that the Buddha himself taught this practice, and the tradition has continued for over 2000 years. 
Tibetan Buddhist sand mandalas are designed around a unifying center which is surrounded by concentric circles. The concentric circles may represent different planes or forms of existence (as in the Wheel of Life pattern, which depicts different options for reincarnation) or different aspects of the divine. Repeating patterns reflect the complexity of life and function as an aid in meditation or reflection. Mandalas are created using a specific ritual format, including consecration of the site, blessing of the sand, and mindful creation of the pattern, followed by dissolution, in which the creation is wiped away, representing the impermanence of things. 
Sacred designs that are similar to mandalas can be found in many other traditions, including Jainism, Shintoism, indigenous traditions (such as Navajo medicine wheels), Hinduism (yantras), paganism, and mystic Christianity (as found in the designs of Hildegard of Bingen). Today, a popular spiritual practice available to people of all faith traditions – or none – is the creation of nature mandalas, which are constructed out of materials found in nature. Instead of being deconstructed by human hands, these designs are often left to be blown away by the wind or otherwise reclaimed by nature. 
Preparation: If using cremated remains, the officiant may assist the friends of the deceased in dividing up the cremains into small, tightly sealed bags, decorated mason jars, or other containers, to be distributed to the service participants. Small spoons can be included in the containers for those who prefer not to touch the remains. This preparation work is, in fact, an important part of the ceremony and can be a good opportunity for friends to share memories of their loved one. 
Location: The ceremony can take place in any outdoor location. It should be a still day, with little to no breeze. Concentrated ashes can affect the pH of soil; cremated remains can be mixed with local soil to avoid burning plant life. 
Ceremony outline: 
The officiant welcomes the participants, offers a centering breath, blessing of the four directions, or centering reading. 
Example centering words: This is a time of mourning for the loss of a precious being, beloved of so many. And yet, it’s good to be here, on sacred ground, under an all-embracing sky, because we need the blessings of Nature, as well as the blessings we can give to one another. We are gathered here today in death, by life, by the life of ______. 
The officiant invites participants to gather branches or small stones to make a sacred circle, big enough for one person to stand in. (Adapt for wheelchair or walker access.) Once the circle is completed, participants are invited to move into the circle, one at a time, to offer a memory or a blessing for their beloved friend.  
Optional: Sing, a capella or with guitar, the song “May You Be at Peace,” by Laura Fannon, in between speakers. 
Once all have had a chance to speak, the officiant offers a moment of silence, short reading, meditation, or short prayer. 
Example prayer: Spirit of Life, God of many names and of no name, the spirit of ________, that filled our world with love and delight, has become one with the Eternal. May those who cherished (her/him/them) find space to grieve, may their hearts crack open to release their sadness, even as those cracks allow the light of remembrance, healing and wholeness to enter. By cracking open, may our hearts find new connections to other hearts and through those connections, may we come to know oneness and peace.
The officiant steps out of the circle and invites the best friend(s) of the deceased to place a unifying symbol of the one who is being honored at the center of the circle. This symbol should be something natural that can blow away or be dissolved into the ground over time. The person placing this unifying symbol should say a few words about its significance. The officiant then invites all participants to find rocks, sticks, leaves, flowers, shells, or other elements of nature that will be used to create the mandala. Found, shiny objects might also be collected as offerings for crows and other birds.  
As participants return with their objects, they are invited to hold them in their hands and infuse them with a blessing before placing them in patterns radiating out from the unifying symbol, within the speaker’s circle or in concentric circles around it. If children are present, they may be invited to go first. Once all the objects have been placed, the bags or jars containing the cremated remains are passed out to the participants who are then invited to spread the ashes in a pattern within the mandala. Instead of (or along with) cremated remains, bags of grain and seeds might be given to participants to add to the mandala, as a blessing for the birds and other creatures. All participants are then invited to gather in a circle, holding hands, forming the living, outer edge of the mandala. 
Optional: While standing still in the circle or moving closer in toward one another and then back apart, participants are invited to sing “Blessings Whenever You Breathe” by Melanie DeMore.
The officiant explains to participants that the mandala will now be left to be scattered by the breath of wind or to be reabsorbed into the heart of Nature, just like the body of the beloved one who is honored on this day. All physical things are impermanent yet love persists. After a benediction, participants are invited to stay with the mandala for as long as they wish. 
Example benediction: Remembering _____, may you live life in all its fullness, with verve and joy. May you be held in love, rocked upon the waves of peace. And now, go in peace, go in beauty, go in curiosity, go in strength, but most of all, go in love. 

