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The Memorial Service for Sharon Katherine Johnson
I.  Welcome by Celebrant

Celebrant:
Good morning and welcome to this sacred space that has been created to honour the life of Sharon.  My name is Linda Stuart and I am a Celebrant.  It is a privilege for me to be here with you today at this celebration of Sharon’s life.  As the service is about to begin, please take a moment to ensure that your cell phones are turned off.  Thank you.

II. Opening Music

“Streams of Hope”

by Dan Gibson

Pat and Donna Mead (Sharon’s parents) to carry Sharon’s urn to the ceremonial table at the front of the chapel while the music is playing.  Urn to be placed next to the empty vase.

 III.  Introduction and Eulogy by Celebrant

Celebrant:
We have just been listening to “Streams of Hope” by Dan Gibson. This beautiful, soothing piece of music has no lyrics and I’m sure you will agree, it really doesn’t need any.   We wanted to open this ceremony with the sounds of nature.  The sounds that are sacred to Sharon. 

Sharon believed we don’t just live with nature, but rather we are nature.  It was her sanctuary and so we create this sacred space as we welcome and embrace her presence.

Nature.

So simple, yet as diverse as the landscapes that form our world.   

It’s the starting point of life as we know it and it comes in all shapes, sizes and forms.

Like our beautiful animals, those that live in the wild, and those that live in our homes, like dear, sweet Ginger, Sharon’s beloved Great Dane, who didn’t leave her side during her last moments.

Nature.

The towering mountains of China, the soft, white sand in Bali, the deep blue sea surrounding Greece and the Emerald fields of Sharon’s favourite foreign locale, Ireland.  I can just imagine the joy in her heart as she took in all the beauty of these corners of the world and shared the experience with those she loved most.  

- 1 - 

And so we have come here today to celebrate the life of Sharon.  To acknowledge the sadness that she is no longer in our physical world, but to take comfort in knowing that like nature, she is all around us.  

Here, there and everywhere.

Sharon knew that she was leaving us too soon and that we weren’t ready to say goodbye to her, as I’m sure neither was she.  But she was quite adamant, that today not be a day to mourn because she died, but rather a day to rejoice because she lived. 

I think this poem, entitled “You can shed tears,” conveys Sharon’s wishes for today and the days to follow.

You can Shed Tears

Unknown Author

You can shed tears that she is gone
or you can smile because she has lived.


You can close your eyes and pray that she’ll come back
or you can open your eyes and see all she’s left.


Your heart can be empty because you can’t see her
or it can be full of the love you shared.


You can turn your back on tomorrow and live yesterday
or you can be happy for tomorrow because of yesterday.


You can remember her and only that she’s gone
or you can cherish her memory and let it live on.


You can cry and close your mind, be empty and turn your back
or you can do what she’d want:

Smile, open your eyes, love and go on.

It is wonderful to see so many of you wearing such bright and lively colours.  That’s what Sharon wanted for today.  I am sure she is smiling.  I have chosen to wear green, not only in honour of Sharon’s Irish heritage but also because green is the colour representative of life and that is, after all, what we are here to celebrate today.
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The most important things to Sharon were the people in her life.  There was nothing more precious than the relationships she had with those she loved and when we look around the room today, we can see just how many lives she has touched.  And her family was where it all started.  Sharon’s adoring parents, Pat and Donna; Brad, Sharon’s husband of almost 25 years; her lovely daughters, Katie and Jennifer; big sister Lynn and brother-in-law Jim; little sister Karen; Brad’s brother Paul and his wife Shelley, and of course, Sharon’s nephew and godson, Chris.  

Brad, your parents, Joan and Alan Johnson, wanted so much to be here today, both for you and to say goodbye to Sharon.  They couldn’t have asked for a more loving daughter-in-law.  Your Mother says she will never forget the day when you first told them about Sharon.  She said the smile on your face stretched ear to ear and she had never seen you so happy.  Sharon was the daughter they always wanted and they will miss her with all their heart. 

Sharon came into this world on April 29, 1953 and she left us last Friday, too soon, at the age of 52 after a courageous battle with breast cancer.   She was born Sharon Katherine Mead in Toledo, Ohio to Pat and Donna Mead.  Sharon was their second child, little sister to Lynn and a few years later, big sister to Karen.  When Sharon was born, Lynn thought she was her new baby doll and delighted in being a surrogate mother to her little sister.  She loved to give her a bottle but left the diaper changes for Mom to take care of!  Karen remembers looking up to her big sister and fondly recalls the many hours of girl-talk.  Oh and the pillow-fights!   Sunday mornings, the 3 girls would wake up early to watch TV, taking their pillows and blankets into the family room to snuggle together on the couch.  Inevitably a fight would break out over which cartoon to watch and Mom or Dad would sleepily make their way downstairs grumbling about their inability to ever sleep in again.  

Sharon’s mother, Donna, describes her as a “spark of human spirit” with a natural sense of wonderment, especially when it came to anything out-doors.   Her father Pat fondly remembers the countless road trips the family took together, often to national and state parks all over the country.  They both laughed as they recalled the time Pat scared the girls with grizzly bear stories at Yellowstone Park.  And they still have, and treasure, some of the seashells the family collected together on the coast of Oregon.  

Sharon discovered her passion for tennis while in high school and played in the state tournament twice with her sister Lynn.   Her love for this sport never faltered and afternoon games with the tennis ladies were a highlight in her life.  She even coached the tennis team at school and at the age of 48 won the 40-50-year-old age group in the local tennis tournament.   She was not a fan of TV at all, but when a Grand Slam tennis tournament was on, WATCH OUT.  She would yell at the screen as if she were in the stands!  The girls wonder what on earth the neighbors must have been thinking!
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With a major in English, she graduated from Oberlin college in 1975 and headed off to the University of Ohio, where she graduated with her MA in English and Education in 1979. Her love of English literature was infectious and she would re-read the classics over and over.  In fact, she was working her way through all the Booker Prize winners and the Modern Library’s top 100 works of fiction when she died.  

Teaching advanced placement high school English was a natural fit for Sharon and she felt it was such an honour to do so.   While she was known to be a tough teacher, she was very much admired by her students and colleagues and was voted teacher of the year twice.  Ashley Reid, one of Sharon’s recent graduates, who is here today, says Sharon was “a teacher who taught from her heart.  She pushed me and she believed in me and ultimately, she taught me to believe in myself.  And for that, I will never forget her or the impact she has had on my life.” 

Her love of language was not limited to the written word.  In fact, perhaps her favourite language was that of music, but unfortunately singing was not one of her many talents. Sappy love songs on her Lite FM channel were her favourites, much to the embarrassment of her daughters, Katie and Jennifer.    She would sing in the car, in the shower, while she gardened and it didn’t matter who was around to hear it.  No, she didn’t care what people thought – she loved to sing, so she was going to sing!

On October 10, 1980 Sharon married the love of her life, Brad in her parents backyard in Toledo.  It was a simple, intimate affair, full of love, promise and hope.  In 1981, Katie came into the world, adding to their joy, and 2 years later, Jennifer arrived, completing their happy family.  

It was a great privilege to have been able to stay home with the girls when they were young and Sharon treasured that special time of her life.  She was as devoted as a mother could possibly be and the girls always felt cherished.  Sharon attended every single swim meet, all of their school events, track meets, plays and sometimes even the practices.  She encouraged them to find their own passions and was not the least bit upset when it was discovered that both girls had inherited their Dad’s tennis genes and as a result, neither one of them took up the sport!  Living an authentic life was something so natural to Sharon, and the girls learned by example to be their own person and be proud of who they were.  Her love and respect for all things living and her distaste towards waste are qualities that Katie and Jennifer admired and have proudly adopted as values of their own. 

IV.   Personal Eulogy

1. Katie and Jennifer Johnson

Celebrant:

At this time, I’d like to invite Sharon’s daughters, Katie and Jennifer, to come forward and share with you their special memories of time spent with their mother.  
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Celebrant:

Jane Asten, one of Sharon’s favourite authors said, “to sit in the shade on a fine day and look upon the verdant green hills is the most perfect refreshment.”  I think Sharon would have agreed with that statement, only adding a cherished friend to chat with.  She nurtured her friendships as she did her garden and when you think about it, planting a garden is a lot like building a friendship.  Both require love, attention, devotion and time to grow something beautiful that continues to get stronger as the years go by.  She was blessed with many friends - real, true and beautiful friends.  

V.  Reading
Celebrant:

I would now like to invite Sharon’s dear friend and tennis companion, Andrea Harvey to read for us the poem “A Moment in the Sun” by Robert Longley

“A Moment in the Sun”

By Robert Longley

Read by Andrea Harvey

I stepped into the sunlight

And felt a gentle breeze

A soft and wistful moment

That was echoed in the trees

Each leaf at a shimmer

Each limb a dancing pose

A moment as beautiful

As a single long stem rose

And so it is this moment

This time that we have shared

A special bond between us

Knowing that you cared

As moments fade to memory

Again the bows will bend

And a gentle breeze will remind me

Of my very special friend

VI.  Flower Ritual

Celebrant:

It is said that some people, like flowers, give pleasure, just by being.  I believe Sharon was one of those people.  She was a library of the natural world and knew every bush, flower and tree by name.  In honour of their mother’s love of nature, Katie and Jennifer have researched flowers and specifically chosen a selection that are being held today by family members. 
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The gladiola that Sharon’s mother Donna is holding symbolizes Sharon’s strength of character.  

Sharon’s Father, Pat holds a magnolia, which represents Sharon’s love of nature.  Jennifer’s daisy depicts patience, simplicity and loyal love.  The hyacinth that Katie holds represents playful joy.

Sharon’s sisters Lynn and Karen, each hold a pink carnation meaning, “I will always remember you.”   And expressing his eternal love for Sharon, Brad is holding a single red rose.

I’d like to ask Sharon’s family to please come up and place their flowers in this vase to create a bouquet symbolic of Sharon’s true essence.

Family members approach ceremonial table and each place their flower into the

vase which sits beside Sharon’s urn.  

As perfectly said by Lady Bird Johnson, “Where flowers bloom, so does hope.”
VII.   Musical Reflection
Celebrant:

Sharon’s nephew and godson Chris Kennedy, is now going to play for us the Beatles song, “Here, There and Everywhere.”  Accompanying Chris on vocals are 3 of Sharon’s former students, Ashley Reid,  Kelly Watson and Brian Williams.  While we’re listening, let us hold Sharon in our hearts and remember her spirit. 

“Here, There and Everywhere”

Music and Lyrics by The Beatles

To lead a better life I need my love to be here...

Here, making each day of the year

Changing my life with a wave of her hand

Nobody can deny that there's something there

There, running my hands through her hair

Both of us thinking how good it can be

Someone is speaking but she doesn't know he's there

I want her everywhere and if she's beside me

I know I need never care

But to love her is to need her everywhere

Knowing that love is to share

Each one believing that love never dies

Watching her eyes and hoping I'm always there
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I want her everywhere and if she's beside me

I know I need never care

But to love her is to need her everywhere

Knowing that love is to share

Each one believing that love never dies

Watching her eyes and hoping I'm always there

To be there and everywhere

Here, there and everywhere
VIII.   Personal Eulogy

2.  Brad Johnson

Celebrant:

I invite Brad, Sharon’s husband to share his memories of his wife.

Brad Johnson

Falling in love with Sharon was the most natural thing I have ever done.  

And it all started with a blind date.  She suggested we play tennis, and even though the extent of my ability never progressed beyond my garage doors as a kid, I agreed.  She killed me and I paid up afterwards with ice cream.  Good thing I kept my ego in check or I might have never asked her for a second date.  And even though it meant being reminded on a regular basis that she could whoop my ass at tennis, I knew that she was the girl I wanted to wake up next to every morning. 

When I proposed over 25 years ago, I didn’t even have enough money for an engagement ring.  But she still said yes. And even though, years later I wanted to replace her simple wedding band with something really special, she said there was nothing in the world more special than the perfect silver ring I gave her on the happiest day of my life. 

Sharon enjoyed and appreciated the simple things in life.  She was “real” and never felt the need to keep up with the trends or impress people.  She felt more comfortable in sweatshirts and stretchy pants and looked more like a tennis coach than a respected English teacher.  And that was just fine with me.  I loved that about her.  I loved that her sense of self had nothing to do with her possessions and everything to do with who she was.  

Sharon was blessed with incredibly thoughtful and compassionate friends.  When she became ill, first back in 1995 and then again more recently, there were constant supplies of homemade, ready-to-eat meals at our doorstep and the house was always clean, thanks to them.  They donated their sick time and read to Sharon at the hospital.  Truly great friends are hard to find, difficult to leave and impossible to forget.  We will never forget all of you and the gifts you gave to Sharon and our family.
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Sharon taught me to appreciate the world and all it’s many treasures.   We discovered so many of them in every corner through our travels together.  But she always loved to come home because home was her most favourite place of all.  And while generally she was frugal, the one place she felt justified in splurging was at home.  She took our house made of bricks and mortar and created a haven for us.  Everywhere we look, we see Sharon.   A house wasn’t a home until you opened your door to friends, she used to say, so she made sure our door was wide open and our place was always full of activity.  Comfortable, casual, easy-going, that was Sharon’s style of entertaining.  Not likely you would get a gourmet meal (unless of course, I was home) but she always made sure we had a good stock of her favourite snack, chex mix! 

The one thing we agreed to disagree on was music.  She hated mine, hard rock, Bob Segar.  And although I protested to hers, I secretly loved hearing her joyfully sing a very off-tune, sappy love song.  I especially loved it when she didn’t know I was watching.  Once I caught her in the kitchen, belting out a Mariah Carey song, using a spatula as a microphone.  Come to think of it, that’s probably the only time I saw her with a cooking utensil in her hand!

I cherish the memories of our wonderful times together.  Especially our trip to Ireland where we seemed to fall in love all over again.  My favourite memory of that trip was the day we packed a picnic lunch and sat in a field of clovers.   She kept telling me about this poem she loved, and was so determined she would find a four-leaf clover.   Sharon didn’t find one that day, but I found the poem and I’d like to read it for her.

Four Leaf Clover

 by Ella Higginson

I know a place where the sun is like gold 

and the cherries bloom forth in the snow; 

And down underneath is the loveliest place,

Where the four-leaf clovers grow.

One leaf is for faith,

And one is for hope.

And one is for love you know;

And God put another in for luck:

If you search you will find where they grow.

But you must have faith, 

And you must have hope,

 You must love and be strong and so... 

If you work and you wait,

You will find the place 

Where the four-leaf clovers grow
Sharon, I have no doubt that you have found the place where the four-leaf clovers grow and I think that’s probably where I will find you when we meet again.  I can see you now, wearing your favourite Irish wool sweater, on a blanket with a picnic lunch consisting of chex mix and a bottle of wine.  How perfect.  Can’t wait.  
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But don’t worry Sharon, while I am still here, with Katie and Jennifer, I promise you, I will live. For they, our beautiful daughters, are the greatest gift of all - the gift we gave each other.  I will forever see your beauty in their faces, your goodness in their eyes.  I hear your kindness in their voices and feel your warmth in their hugs and when they say, “ I love you Dad”, I am so grateful.  

Saying goodbye to Sharon, the love of my life, is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.  But maybe, like she always said, I don’t have to.  Maybe I will always feel her all around me, as I do today. She believes that love never dies and told me to look for her in the afternoon clouds and the stars at night and to feel her in the gentle breeze and the warmth of the sun.  She promised she would be everywhere.  And I believe her. 

I love you Sharon, always and forever.  Here, there and everywhere. 

IX.  Reading

Celebrant:
I would now like to invite one of Sharon’s dearest friends, Vanessa Yu, to read for us the poem “The Little Cares” by Elizabeth Barrett Browning, another of Sharon’s favourites.

The Little Cares

By Elizabeth Barett Browning

Read by Vanessa Yu

The little cares that fretted me,

I lost them yesterday 

Among the fields above the sea,

Among the winds at play;

Among the lowing of the herds,

The rustling of the trees,

Among the singing of the birds,

The humming of the bees,

The foolish fears of what may happen-- 

I cast them all away  

Among the clover-scented grass,

Among the new-mown hay;

Among the husking of the corn 

Where drowsy poppies nod,

Where ill thoughts die and good are born,

Out in the fields with God.
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Celebrant:

Thank you Vanessa.  

Sharon specifically requested that Vanessa read the poem you just heard. I think perhaps she’s trying to send us a message. Live in the now - be in the moment.  Let’s try not to regret what happened yesterday or worry about what might, but probably won’t, happen tomorrow.  Joy comes from a state of being connected and present to the wonder of life.
Upon entering the chapel, you were given lyrics to a special song that Sharon has chosen especially for you, the people who made her life worth living.  True to the way she conducted her life, she wanted to end this service selflessly by paying tribute to all of you.  Now let’s all sing as loud as we can for Sharon. 

X.  Closing Music

“Because you Loved Me”

Performed by Celine Dion

For all those times you stood by me

For all the truth that you made me see

For all the joy you brought to my life

For all the wrong that you made right

For every dream you made come true

For all the love I found in you

I'll be forever thankful baby

You're the one who held me up

Never let me fall

You're the one who saw me through through it all

You were my strength when I was weak

You were my voice when I couldn't speak

You were my eyes when I couldn't see

You saw the best there was in me

Lifted me up when I couldn't reach

You gave me faith cause you believed

I'm everything I am

Because you loved me

You gave me wings and made me fly

You touched my hand I could touch the sky

I lost my faith, you gave it back to me

You said no star was out of reach

You stood by me and I stood tall

I had your love I had it all

- 10 - 

I'm grateful for each day you gave me

Maybe I don't know that much

But I know this much is true

I was blessed because I was loved by you

You were always there for me

The tender wind that carried me

A light in the dark shining your love into my life

You've been my inspiration

Through the lies you were the truth

My world is a better place because of you

You were my strength when I was weak

You were my voice when I couldn't speak

You were my eyes when I couldn't see

You saw the best there was in me

Lifted me up when I couldn't reach

You gave me faith 'coz you believed

I'm everything I am

Because you loved me

XI. Closing Remarks

Before we close, the family has asked me to make a couple of announcements.  Sharon’s request was that we have a party this afternoon back at her family home, so please join us to share memories and maybe do some more singing as we continue this celebration of Sharon’s life.  More information, along with a map will be given to you as you exit.   

We would also like to extend a special thank you to the staff of the Powell Funeral Home, especially Alex Powell, for your compassion and assistance during the past few days.

Upon entering the chapel today, you were invited to choose a river rock that you felt best represented the Sharon you know and love.  This stone that you have been holding, now carries a special connection between you and Sharon.  At the party, Katie and Jennifer will be planting a Kwanzan Flowering Cherry Tree, the symbol of education and spiritual beauty.  To provide a source of nourishment to the tree, they are requesting that you bring your river rock to the party where you will be asked to place it at the base of the tree. 
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In honour of Sharon’s heritage and love of the beautiful place we call Ireland, we will now conclude our service with an Irish Blessing.   She will be dearly missed, but as long as she is remembered in your hearts, she will live on.  For all that we love, becomes a part of us.

May the road rise to meet you.

May the wind be always at your back.

May the sun shine warm upon your face,

And the rains fall soft upon your fields.

Until we meet again,

May God hold you in the palm of His Hand.

 

Thank you for coming and we hope to see you at the party.  

Please allow the family to recess out first.
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Sharon Katherine Johnson

*  *  * 

Sunrise Committal Ceremony

* * * 

April 29, 2005

6:00 a.m.

* * * 

Cliffs of Pacific over La Jolla

* * * 

In attendance

Brad Johnson

Donna Mead

Pat Mead

Jennifer Johnson

Katie Johnson

Karen O’Connor

Lynn Kennedy

Jim Kennedy

Chris Kennedy

Andrea Harvey

Vanessa Yu

Ginger
Celebrant:  Linda Donnell

Opening Music

“Songbirds at Sunrise”

by Dan Gibson

We watch the sunrise while listening to “Songbirds at Sunrise.”  

Once the sun has risen, we form a circle.  

Everyone is given a jar containing a portion of Sharon’s cremains.

Celebrant:
There are few experiences more beautiful and spritual than observing a sunrise and feeling the earth awaken beneath you.   The sun rises and a new day begins. 

Today we are here to celebrate a new beginning for Sharon.

Sharing Memories and Giving Thanks

Celebrant:

On this day, 53 years ago, Sharon was given to us, and what an amazing gift she was.  

Today, we give her back. 

We give her back to the sun, and her warmth will comfort us.

We give her back to the wind, and we will feel her embrace.

We give her back to the sky, and we will see her in the clouds.

We give her back to the ocean, and she will provide peace and tranquility.

But before we do so, let’s take a few moments to give thanks to Sharon and share memories.


Starting with Brad, everyone shares a cherished memory and sends a special thank you to Sharon.
Scattering of Ashes


Celebrant leads everyone to the cliff and reads the following poem by Robert Longley

Time to Fly Away
To soar and float and flutter

A gentle bird I’d be

To grace the clouded mountains

Or fly above the sea

No more tied to substance

That makes up whom we are

It’s but little bits of nature

That can fit within a jar

I am now more than all of this

I’ve found a new resolve

To seek the boundless universe

And it’s mysteries to solve

Wish me a well journey

For it’s time to fly away

I’m off to see the universe

Until we meet again someday

Sharon’s ashes are now scattered in silence.  

(Ginger’s jar of ashes will be buried at home under the cherry tree that was planted at the party.)

Celebrant:

We have set Sharon free, allowing her life to grow into new life. 

Everyone takes a seat back in the circle.  

The coffee is poured and a toast is made to Sharon

To Sharon

May you fly with the angels

And sing with the birds

We love you, and always will.
Closing  Music

“Streams of Hope” 

by Dan Gibson

While the music plays softly, the healing circle remains.  

The memory box from the party is passed around and memories

 are read aloud for all to hear.

