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An infant child draws breaths for just three months before 

severe health issues stop life at its earliest stage. The family 

of a man who died in prison where he spent most of his life 

looks for comfort. Non-church going families seek comfort 

and compassion for the last rites of a loved one. Parishioners 

in Christian churches in the Central Illinois communities of 

Blue Mound and Mattoon look to their pastor in the last days and hours of a loved one’s life. 

Time after time, the Rev. Robert Clark professionally, methodically, extends his touch to those 

he knows well, and those he doesn’t, at the passing of a loved one. 

Clark in 2008 presided at the funeral of his first wife, a marriage of 51 years. In December2014, 

he officiated at the funeral of a beloved daughter, age 43, who died 52 days after being 

diagnosed with colon cancer. The constant in these scenarios is Clark, a gentle, empathetic man, 

listens to families, and then humbly inserts a perspective that puts people at ease. 

Clark’s funeral service extends 54 years in Central Illinois, 16 as pastor of the First Christian 

Church in Blue Mound, 25 as pastor of the First Christian Church in Mattoon, and 13 years as a 

retired pastor. He also presided at funerals for four years during his seminary studies, and two 

years prior to that as a student at Culver-Stockton College in Canton, Mo. 

Clark’s now officiated at some 1,500 funerals since his first one, a 7-month-old-baby, who he put 

to rest about 60 years ago years ago while helping a small church in Ursa, Il, near Quincy. His 

next two funerals at the same church were a 3 month old, and a 10 year old who contracted 

meningitis.  

 



Recently Clark said health in the form of troubling eyesight is preventing him from continuing to 

do funerals, which he considers a service for the community. That leaves a void for families 

seeking a stable voice to help them move through a difficult time. 

Clark’s seen winds of change in funeral protocol, though he has changed little. “I hibernate for a 

few moments when I first hear the news of someone passing,” Clark said. “I think about what 

kind of framework I would build (around a message). I may spend 30 or 40 minutes alone.” 

A next step is to meet with family, as many as he can gather. In that meeting, he learns the 

person’s life story. For parishioners, Clark’s been engaged in that story. In the majority of cases, 

he’s working with a grieving family to find highlights about their loved one. The toughest 

funerals, he said, are the ones in which information about the deceased is limited. 

He’s seen family’s feud, others come together. He’s eulogized community leaders, and paupers 

with no one to mourn. “The good and the bad are all mixed up in life,” he said. “We’re here to 

glean the good. 

 “I feel a funeral is a period at the end of a sentence,” Clark said. “You are putting a wrap at the 

end of a life.  I sit down with the family and try to learn the story of the deceased. You can 

always find some good if you’ll look for it.” 

Clark has some favorite stories he reuses at funerals depending on the circumstance. Retelling a 

story is easier in Mattoon, population 18,000, than it was Blue Mound, population 1,200, as there 

would be fewer people in the audience who may have heard the story before.  

Clark often combines a piece of poetry within the service. Even before the Internet, he said there 

were places to research and find appropriate poems that fit a particular life story. Other times 

reading a piece from Psalms complimented the message. 



In Clark’s younger days, most everyone dressed and acted formally at funerals. “There was a 

solemnity,” Clark said. “I lamented that services were more about death than celebrating a life.” 

One day, the mood lightened. “I remember the first time I got a laugh at a funeral,” Clark said. 

“The service was for the mayor of Blue Mound, and he was a character. Everyone knew him and 

we laughed together.” 

Over time, families were permitted to lighten the music, within reason, and some choose to dress 

more casually. 

There is one item Clark considers going too far. 

“I don’t agree to open mics at funerals,” Clark said, explaining that one of two things happens. 

The first is that no one gets up to say anything, providing an awkward moment, or you lose 

control as multiple people participate. “You can have a couple people talk, I’ll introduce them; 

that’s fine.” 

In one such instance, a family member doing the eulogy used more colorful language than some 

thought appropriate. One relative called Clark and said he should have intervened. “I was 

criticized for that one. She said she had to go out to the cemetery and have their own service (for 

an appropriate goodbye).” 

Clark’s even keel, non-judgmental approach attracts families, and leads funeral directors to have 

confidence when they place Clark on a list of potential ministers. 

He doesn’t use the funeral as a time to evangelize. Rather, it’s a time to tell a life story so that 

friends and acquaintances leave with the best possible feeling. 

“For you to take advantage of them when they’re in that state, I’ve just never thought that was 

right,” Clark said of his leaving out the preaching, particularly for those he doesn’t know well. 

“It’s a very unfair and almost immoral tactic (to use a funeral as a way to convert). I might refer 



to the fact that people of faith hold to the idea we’re going to have existence beyond death, but 

that’s about the extent.” 

Of course if the deceased is a parishioner who Clark knows well, he has more latitude. Clark 

remembers being at the hospital with the daughter of an elderly woman who had been 

unresponsive and was near death. With the daughter holding her mother’s hand, the mother who 

had been unresponsive extended her arm and said “It’s wonderful,” as she took her last breath. 

“The daughter asked what happened and I said I think you know what happened: That was her 

first glimpse of heaven.” 

In funerals for parishioners like that, Clark felt comfortable working in more elements. “You 

could draw on your own experience and be more accurate in your characterization,” he said. “It 

was like a preparing a meal with someone you dined with often.” 

Clark found meaning in working with those he didn’t know, too, and sometimes people who 

seemingly no one knew. “George Jerdan (a Mattoon funeral director) called once and said I have 

a pauper,” Clark said. “He said I think everyone deserves a service, we’re all valued human 

beings not to be ignored, will you do a service even though no one will be there?” 

Clark did a short service with no audience, and then helped the funeral home staff with 

pallbearer duties. 

One time in Missouri Clark was asked to do a service for a man who spent all but 12 years of his 

65-year-life in prison. Clark uncovered an upbeat story about the man’s life as a child and a story 

that people in the correctional system thought was good about the man to help comfort a family 

that was embarrassed by their loved one’s actions. 

Suicides are particularly difficult on families, as are young people who die suddenly and 

tragically in automobile or other types of accidents. Clark said during the service it’s important 



for the presider to hold it together and keep going, leaving it to the funeral home staff to help 

friends or family in the audience. 

Owners of both the local funeral homes in Mattoon recognize and appreciate the value of a 

presider like Bob Clark. 

“As a funeral director at Mitchell-Jerdan Funeral Home my experience with Rev. Robert Clark is 

that he is an eloquent speaker that can take common words to invoke intense feelings,” said Greg 

Jerdan of the Mitchell-Jerdan Funeral Home. “He likes to personalize his messages not only to 

the families he serves but to the entire congregation.” 

This from John Schilling of the Schilling Funeral Home: “Both of the local funeral homes in 

Mattoon have used Bob Clark extensively even to the point of having him do a parent’s funeral. 

Bob’s a person who can empathize and meet a family’s needs when they’re in their grief. He 

understands the needs at time of death and he’s able to meet those needs and provide comfort.” 

Clark’s funerals go beyond serving the community and his church. In December, he presided at 

the funeral of a daughter, Patrice, who was just 43 after a short bout with cancer. He also 

presided at the funeral of his first wife, who had a longer illness. Both Patrice and Sally had large 

community followings, much like Bob Clark. 

“I wanted them done a certain way and no one else was able to do that,” Clark said of the 

funerals for Sally and Patrice. “I couldn’t do it (delegate the service to someone else).” 

Clark remembered the Rev. Virgil Baker presided at the 1990 funeral for Baker’s son Dayne, 

who died tragically in a private airplane crash in Kentucky. “I thought if Virgil Baker can do it, I 

can do it.” 



Clark retained his composure through those services for people he knew intimately. In many 

ways, that calming, comforting, caring way typifies the way Clark cares for people in 

communities he serves in their times of need. 

People hope that need doesn’t come any time soon. When it does, they’re thankful to have a 

community asset like Bob Clark. 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 


