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By Dean R. Louder 

David's brothers would not hear of a Mormon funeral. 
They said David had spent sixty-five years as a Catholic- 
joining the Mormons for a year was no reason to deprive 

him of a Catholic mass. 

I N NOVEMBER OF 1970, I was com- 
pleting my doctoral studies in Seattle 
and with my wife, deciding whether to 

take an assistant professorship of geography, 
which Lava1 University in Quebec had just 
offered. Inasmuch as the Church had always 
been central to our lives, and would be to 
that of our three young children, we felt 
compelled, before accepting, to seek more 
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information about the status of the Church in 
Quebec. We therefore wrote to the president 
of the Canadian Mission in Toronto. His an- 
swer was not long in coming. Unfortunately I 
did not keep the letter, but its contents re- 
main etched in my memory: 

(1) The Church in Quebec City is practi- 
cally non-existent; 

(2) Missionaries have extreme difficulty 
spreading the Gospel message there; 

(3) It is not a good place to rear young 
Latter-day Saints; 

(4) 1 advise against your moving there. 
Pioneers, which we were to become, ac- 

cept challenges. And so, nine months later, 
we trekked eastward across the continent to 

the cradle of French civilization in America, 
Quebec, swelling the ranks of Latter-day 
Saints in that city to twenty-two. I was imme- 
diately called to assist Jerald R. Izatt, another 
American professor, as counselor in the 
branch presidency, along with Georges 
Bourget, a local convert of two weeks. I 
would occupy this position on two other oc- 
casions under two different presidents, 
Fran~ois Tremblay and Denis Couture. 

In those days, the branch met in the fecu- 
lence of an underbudgeted YMCA, whose di- 
rector gladly "loaned the locale for a modest 
sum to the scavenging Saints. Some Sundays 
there would be no key to open the front 
door, but, fortunately, a window eight feet 
above street level would usually be unlocked. 
I would lift up my five-year-old son, who 
would then crawl through the transom-like 
aperture and open the fire door at the rear of 
the building, thus letting in the faithful, who 
spent the next fifteen minutes disposing of 
empty soft drink cans, emptying smelly butts 
from heavy-laden ashtrays, sweeping floors, 
lining up chairs, searching for the tiny key to 
open the piano keyboard lock, and setting in 
place the fragile portable masonite pulpit. 

In 1973, we obtained our own church 
building, which we fashioned with our own 
hands from the bowels of a former news- 
paper office located downtown, two floors 
above a tannery that eventually became an 
auto parts dealership. It was a proud mo- 
ment when we negotiated the stairway's 
hairpin tum, bearing the beautiful oak 
benches just purchased from St-Martyrs 
Canadiens parish, where diminishing atten- 
dance had made them available. The branch 
sisters removed the small crucifixes from the 
arm rests and sanded and revamished the 
benches, leaving not a trace. We were at 
home in our own Mormon chapel! 

Since March 1983, la branche de Quebec 
has met in a new building in a middle-class 
suburb not far from the airport, about eight 
miles from city center. Our pioneer days ap- 
pear to be drawing to a close. Perhaps the ul- 
timate test will come when one of our 
members dies and a genuine Mormon fu- 
neral is held in the new authentic Mormon 
chapel. We'll then see if our prickliest of 
problems has disappeared. 

T HE four deaths of local Saints, occur- 
ring between 1969, the year of the 
branch's foundation, and 1982, pro- 

foundly marked Mormon life in Quebec City. 
Not only were there moments of anguish for 
the immediate families of the deceased but, 
more particularly, for the local leaden, whose 
task it became, under calamitous conditions, 
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to provide dignified obsequies for the de- 
parted. The completion of the new chapel 
has eliminated the most obvious difficulty, 
but three others remain: 

(1) Many Mormon burial practices are 
unknown and foreign to mortuary personnel 
in Quebec. 

(2) Most members of the extended family 
of the deceased are not Latter-day Saints and 
prefer religious services according to their 
own tradition. 

(3) Local leaders, most of whom have 
been LDs for fewer than five years, are like- 
wise unfamiliar with ~ o r m o n  burial rites 
and have access to little guidance about 
them. 

As a result of the suverhuman efforts of a 
few and the su~erlative collaboration of 
many, the small branch has always succeeded 
in bidding adieu in a fitting manner to its de- 
parted faithful: Gertrude Deschesnes, David 
Plante, Edmond Comeau, and Jean-Baptiste 
Collin. 

Sister and Brother Deschesnes, along with 
the Plantes, were baptized in the spring of 
197 1. These baptisms were singularly signifi- 
cant events, because they denoted the first 
"family conversions," in contrast to random 
single, child, or part-member family conver- 
sions so frequent in the mission field. 
Gertrude had never been healthy. Fragile, 
thin, and petite, she died six months later, at 
the age of fifty-five, leaving her husband, 
teenage daughter, and a houseful of oil paint- 

ings and watercolors that few members had 
had the opportunity to appreciate. 

This first death in the infant branch con- 
stituted a major challenge. It was important 
to show that the Church, so newly implanted 
in the St. Lawrence Valley, could indeed pro- 
vide for its membership funeral services that 
could equal in dignity and respect those of- 
fered by the Catholic Church. The Saints- 
almost all recent converts-were, with 
reason, very anxious. Family and friends of 
the Deschesnes would obviouslv never take 
the Mormon church seriously if it were un- 
able to pay decent final homage to Gertrude. 

Clearly, the f~ineral could not be held at 
the YMO\. How to proceed? Generally, mor- 
tuary administrators are cooperative in the 
extreme. They seek to be understanding of all 
customs, traditions, and institutional idiosyn- 
crasies. As the plight of the Deschesnes family 
and the LDs church was recounted to 
Monsieur Lepine, a smile came to his lips and 
he benevolently proposed the use of a large 
drawing room in his mortuary on Avenue des 
Quatre-Bourgeois. The organ, important to 
LDS services, was another matter: however. 
The branch presidency rented one from a 
music store at nearby Place Laurier. 

The funeral lasted only forty minutes, but 
the memory of it will remain eternally en- 
graven in the minds of those who attended. 
Georges Bourget, second counselor in the 
branch presidency and a convert of two 
months, reached beyond his own under- 

standing of gospel principles in discussing 
the significance of death and resurrection. 
Given the circumstances, his moving dis- 
course on the Plan of Salvation was easily the 
equal of that uttered by the Prophet Joseph at 
the passing of his friend King Follett! A 
neighbor of the Izatt family, and a stranger to 
most of us, consented to play sacred heav- 
enly strains on the harp for this special occa- 
sion. At the end, we were hesitant to quit 
these celestial surroundings. Nevertheless, 
the funeral procession wended its way to St- 
Michel Cemetery on Chemin St-Louis, where 
the body of Gertrude Deschesnes was placed 
at rest as a light November snow fell. 

Less than a year later, on 23 October 
1972, David Plante died of cancer in Hdpital 
St-Sacrament. He and his wife, Blanche, had 
realized one of the dreams of their early mar- 
ried years, that of leaving the poor working 
class neighborhoods of the basse-ville to take 
up residence en campagne (in the country- 
side). It was in their little home directly be- 
neath the railroad trestle in Cap-Rouge, 
today an affluent suburb, that Elders Bell and 
Buehler met them and taught them the prin- 
ciples of Mormonism. David loved to tease 
and took great pleasure in baiting his young 
friends, the missionaries. He was ordained a 
teacher at age sixty-six and delighted in 
passing the sacrament in the company of the 
branch's two young deacons. 

This time, we were not worried about a 
place to hold the funeral. We had learned 
that mortuary directors would collaborate 
and that their drawing room could be more 
than ade~uate. The funeral was to be held at 
the Sylvio Marceau mortuary on Rue St- 
Vallier. But the relatives of Frere Plante, espe- 
cially his brothers, would not hear of it! They 
reminded all who wished to hear that David 
had spent sixty-five years in the Catholic 
Church and that if he had been sufficiently 
inane to "join the Mormons" for a year, that 
was no reason to deprive him of a Catholic 
mass. In any case, his brothers maintained, 
David always did let himself be overly influ- 
enced by his wife! 

The local leadership faced a dilemma: re- 
spect the wishes of the widow, who wanted a 
religous service "just like that of Soeur 
Deschesnes," or allow the Plantes to take 
possession of the body and hold traditional 
Catholic rites. In order to conserve some 
semblance of serenity in this situation, which 
worsened by the hour. President Izatt and I 
met at the rectory with the Cap-Rouge parish 
priest, enlisting his aid to calm the Catholics. 

"YOU know, you're quite spiritual. And, comingfrom a In the meantime, insult and invective 
were the order of the day The Plantes went 

radical feminist, that? quite a comp~iment." so far as to threaten legal action. The situa- 
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How are ya gonna dress Edmond?" asked the mortician. "He's been dead for 
three days." 'That doesn't matter," said President Tremblay "We '11 open the 

casket, stand him up, and dress him right. " 

tion finally came to a head when Yvan 
Gallant, a convert of a few months who had 
replaced Georges Bourget in the branch pres- 
idency, had had enough. Looking the Plantes 
right in the eye and using the same foul lan- 
guage and strident tone of voice as they, he 
made them understand that we (the 
hlormons) wouldn't back down! The 
brothers Plantes caught on and quieted im- 
mediately We often wondered whether or 
not the priest had intervened. In any case, a 
compromise was reached. We would keep 
the body and hold the Mormon senice chez 
Marceau. The Plantes would hold a memorial 
mass at the church in Cap-Rouge, and the 
two contingents would meet at cimetiere St- 
Charles for the interment. Except for some 
sloppy synchronism, which necessitated the 
Mormons waiting unduly at the gate, the 
proceedings went without a hitch. Some of 
the parties even managed a cool handshake 
after the casket had been lowered into the 
earth! 

E DMOND Comeau had been born in 
Tracadie, New Bmnswick, but had 
spent most of his life in the belle 

province. This six-foot three-inch, 220- 
pound, seventy-year-old Acadian with 
sparkling eyes and a raucous laugh joined 
the Church in 1975. His ascendancy through 
the priesthood ranks was meteoric, culmi- 
nated by his ordination to the Melchizedek 
priesthood and, shortly thereafter, a visit to 
the temple. 

Frere Comeau enjoyed a very special rela- 
tionship with the young boys of the branch. 
He taught the Blazers in Primary and could 
usually be found swapping tales with them at 
branch activities. When Teddy Pepin, who 
was almost three years overdue for baptism 
because he was afraid of water, finally de- 
cided to take the dip, he requested that the 
ordinance be performed by Edmond. It was 
his last official act as a priesthood bearer. He 
died a month later, on 13 March 1977. 

His death presented a problem that the 
branch had never faced. Of course, we had 
long since taken leave of the YMCA, but it was 
still impossible to hold a funeral in our 
"chapel" because the narrow turn in the 
stairway impeded the passage of a casket. 
The funeral would be held as usual at the 
mortuary. The problem was dressing 

Edmond Comeau in temple attire. No one 
within hundreds of miles had ever done such 
a thing, and of the few men in the branch 
who could potentially do it, only two had 
themselves been to the temple more than 
once. Further, no temple clothes were avail- 
able in Quebec City. 

The first dilemma was clearly less serious 
than the second. Once permission to dress 
the body had been obtained from the morti- 
cian (an ordeal itself) and three elders were 
designated to cany out what for them 
seemed a macabre task, it was still, without 
the appropriate raiment, impossible to pro- 
ceed. 

The absence of temple clothing can be ex- 
plained simply According to the general 
priesthood handbook that served as guide to 
all branch presidents and bishops in the 
Church in 1977, it was the responsibility of 
the stake Relief Society president to have and 
care for temple clothing reserved for the de- 
ceased. A telephone call to the district presi- 
dent in Montreal revealed, after verification 
with the district Relief Society president, that 
there were no temple clothes in Montreal. 
Try Ottawa, 120 miles farther down the road. 
In the meantime, District President Gerard 
Pelchat offered this advice: Be patient! That 
was hardly possible, given that Frere 
Edmond was to be viewed in a few hours and 
three other times over the next two days. 

As it became clear that the clothing would 
not amve that day nor the following 
morning, those delegated to dress the corpse 
(Yvan Gallant, President Fran~ois Tremblay, 
and I) sought to make do. We had located 
garments and a white shirt in one of Frere 
Comeauk drawers and found a white tie and 
socks in the branch's meager supply of bap- 
tism apparel. I purchased a pair of white 
trousers, which we eventually cut out in the 
back to stretch around this big man. These 
would have to do until such time as the sa- 
cred habit amved, hopefully before the fu- 
neral! 

Two days later, scarcely an hour before the 
final viewing session, a call from the bus sta- 
tion confirmed that a package had just ar- 
rived from Ottawa. We hastened to the 
station and thence to the mortuary. Surprised 
at our breathless amval, the mortuary per- 
sonnel enquired as to our purpose. 

"We gotta finish dressing Edmond," one 

said. 
"And how are ya gonna do that?" asked 

the assistant mortician. "Hek been dead for 
three days." 

"That doesn't matter," said President 
Tremblay "We'll open the casket, stand him 
up, and dress him right." 

Unable to believe what he was hearing, 
the assistant turned on his heel, shouting as 
he left the room, "Hey, this is incredible. Do 
what you gotta do, but I'm getting the hell 
out of here." 

Half an hour later, the incredible had in- 
deed been accomplished. Edmond reposed 
peacefully, clothed in the robes of the Holy 
Priesthood. The next morning, accompanied 
by the sacred strains of "Oh My Father," his 
brothers, sisters, and friends paid their last 
respects to Frere Comeau, who was carried 
to his rest upon the shoulders of the young 
boys of the Quebec City branch. The bene- 
diction was pronounced by Jean-Baptiste 
Collin who, three years later, would join his 
friend Edmond in death. 

J 
EAN-BAPTISTE and his cousin, 
Gabriel, two dashing gentlemen whose 
ostentatious dress and immaculately 

coiffed hair set them apart, had begun fre- 
quenting the chapel in the summer of 1975. 
They shared an apartment on nle Benoit XV 
in the Limoilou section of the city, where the 
retired Jean-Baptiste kept house while the 
younger Gaby brought home the bacon. 
Their baptism, in October, brought new life 
to the branch. Both were skilled entertainers 
and musicians, especially the former, whose 
ability to mimic, sing, and dance had served 
him well during his long career at Radio- 
Canada and as a member of a touring artistic 
troupe that had criss-crossed Canada. 

In 1978, Jean-Baptiste decided to return 
to Montreal, where he had enjoyed his 
greatest success. Since hindsight is usually 
better than foresight, it is easy to say now 
that Jean erred. He did not find in la metro- 
pole the spirit of former times, the artistic 
community of his active years. The Church, 
which many had said to be stronger in 
Montreal, proved a disappointment to him. 
The old man that Jean-Baptiste was be- 
coming missed the heated discussions, the 
fraternity, and the pure unadulterated fun 
that had characterized his branch in Quebec 
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City I11 and saddened, he decided to return 
to the vieille capitale, but, unfortunately, he 
never made it alive. Jean-Baptiste was in- 
terred beside his friend Edmond Comeau in 
June 1980. 

Clothing his bony, gnarled body in 
temple clothes as a curious laboratory atten- 
dant looked on, I reminisced over the 
decade I had lived in Quebec. I had come a 
stranger and foreigner and had almost be- 
come one of them! Four people I had grown 
to love had died. In three of the four cases, I 
had been called to their bedside to give 
healing blessings, only to see them die the 
very next day. 

A couple of years later, Jean-Marie Cdte, 
the most generous person 1 had ever known, 
passed away at the age of fifty-seven. Jean 
was a rough, crude man who, before falling 
critically ill, took delight in speed and risk. 
At no time was he happier than when 
speeding down the Transcanadienne at 100 
miles hour. The Church had temporarily 
turned his life around before he became 
wayward and fell back into old habits. We 
had known each other in good times and 
bad. The worst-but perhaps the best- 
came in February of 1983, when I was 
called to the emergency room of St- 
Sacrament hospital to place my hands upon 
the head of Jean-Marie, who was technically 
dead. The doctors and nurses made a small 
path for "his clergyman," and I blessed him 
in the midst of their thumping his chest as 
he lay naked upon a sanitized table. He 
came back to life but, once again, only tech- 
nically Two weeks later, when the life-sus- 
taining apparatus were removed, Jean died 
"naturally" 

These days, I'm asked to do very little in 
the branch, perhaps a further sign of the 
Church's coming of age in Quebec and the 
end of a pioneer era. Others are able to do 
today what maybe only I could do a short 
while ago. I await the next funeral to test 
this hm;thesis.* Branch undertaker is not a , . 
formal calling, but it is nevertheless one 
which 1 have assumed and one from which I 
have gained understanding and compas- 
sion. D 

* In the founeen years slnce this was wriuen to celebrate the ded- 
ication of the Quebec City chapel, there have been four additional 
funerals. A sister in her mid-fonies dted of cancer, an elderly 
brother passed on through natural causes. and two young men 
comm~tted suicide. In each instance. the LDS funeral went 011 
without a hitch. On the other hand, in 1993. the body of a nincty- 
three-year-old sister, who had jolned the Lo5 church in 1967 and 
had practiced faithfully for twenty years before whiling away the 
Inst five years of her life in a nursing home, with little contact from 
the Saints, was turned over to the Catholic Church lor burial. By 
the time local LDS authorities learned of her death. she had already 
been in the ground lor a month. 

SUNDAY SCHOOL 
LESSONS 

There are those who say 
When we come to that part in the Book 
That God suffers 
Bad things to happen 
To good people 
To justify His punishment 
Of the wicked. 
But that doesn't rest with those 
Like me 
Who, on rainy afternoons long ago, 
And sunny ones, 
(Which still lurk ahead 
Around blind comers) 
Were knocked from our senses 
More by pressure 
Than impact. 

I watch 
From my perch, 
Where the walls meet the ceiling, 
The little girl 
Furtively dismantled 
Until only the bare, vital parts function, 
Until living means not feeling, 
Until years bring no healing, 
Until now. 
Sitting halfly at this gathering, 
I hear the others 
Dismiss such tragedy 
By rote. 
The sun slowly crashes into the moon 
In my skull, 
And there is no seeing 
There is no hearing 
And no thinking, 
But rage, rage, 
Rage against the One 
They say is so merciful 
But would make only 
Half a sacrifice 
Of me, 
To scrape from my flesh 
Years of evidence 
Against the defense, 
And then let me go on, 
Dragging this glassy-eyed little one 
Around my neck 
Who is finally sharing the pain 
She was unable to feel. 

-KIRSTEN T. CRAhf 
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