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The Hand That Gives the Rose
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“Convocation of Thanks” is the annual ceremony commemorating
the gift of body donation to the Mayo Clinic Bequest program in
the Department of Anatomy, College of Medicine, Mayo Clinic in
Rochester, MN. For 26 years, this ceremony of gratitude has given
students, researchers, faculty, and family members an opportunity
to reﬂect on the immeasurable value of these gifts. The authors
describe the signiﬁcance of ceremonies such as these in historical context and provide abridged transcripts of participants’
speeches.
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issection of the human body in the didactics of gross
anatomy has been a cornerstone of medical education
for centuries. Dissection was integrated into the medical
curriculum in the 1800s and evolved from a public spectacle with the unethical procurement of cadavers to today’s
educational anatomical dissection with cadavers provided
by bequest programs.1 Students are often abruptly immersed into the dissection experience with little preparation or reflection.2 They enter the gross anatomy laboratory eager to learn anatomy but often unsure of how to
cope with the act of dissecting a human body.2,3 Anatomy
faculty often encourage students to reflect on these issues
during their extracurricular time, frequently using literature, theater, and art to explore aspects of professionalism
and ethics.4,5 In outcome-based curricula, these activities
contribute to student development and ideally contribute
to the development of humanely oriented physicians.6
These learning activities are aligned with measurable
graduate competencies7 and contribute to the development
of the knowledge, skills, and attitudes of medical graduates.6,7 Even in these times of major changes in anatomy
curricula with reduction of didactic contact hours,8 most
gross anatomy courses dedicate a time to acknowledge the
altruism of body donation, thereby encouraging students
to reflect on death and dying.4,9
Anatomy memorial services allow students, donors,
and their families to interact while recognizing common
needs and boundaries.10 Students may develop a richer understanding of the last days of life that the donors experienced. Students’ recognition and expression of gratitude
for the sacrifices of donors and their families can enhance
an emerging sense of professional responsibility. Students
are given an opportunity to articulate what meaning they
find in life and death and, in doing so, reflect on their own
mortality. Such ceremonies provide positive and healing

closure for students after the course in human dissection,
which is intellectually and emotionally intense.10-12
In the United States, many anatomy programs have instituted formal services of gratitude to which families and
friends of donors are invited.9,11-14 In some institutions, these
services have expanded from small, informal services with
only students and faculty offering reflections and readings
in the gross anatomy laboratories15 into large memorial ceremonies that include the family members of donors and that
feature music, refreshments, artistic slideshows, candelabras, and flowers decorating ballroom-sized halls.
At Yale University School of Medicine, medical and
physician assistant students organize a “Service of Gratitude” for body donors and publish annually a compilation
of the reflections expressed during the ceremony.14,16-20
Sparse descriptions of other memorials in the United States
are available in older literature.11,13,15,21-23 Some articles include examples of students’ songs and poems inspired by
gross anatomy experiences.2,11,13,24,25 Other articles provide
examples of student artwork, often in conjunction with an
interweaving of humanities curricula into the gross anatomy course.2,25,26
In Japan, memorial services were held during the Edo
period (1603-1868) for bodies of executed felons used
for dissection for medical studies.27 The practice of holding annual gatherings in honor of body donors in Taiwan
has nearly a 100-year history. Such ceremonies encourage
and popularize the practice of body donation and express
the respect for donors and their families.28,29 In Thailand,
donated bodies are valued not as specimens for analysis,
but as teachers. At the beginning of the laboratory dissection, students, faculty, family of the body donors, and Buddhist monks attend a dedication ceremony in the dissection
laboratory in which donors are honored by having their
names read aloud and by being awarded the title of “Great
Teacher.” At the end of the course, another ritual is held,
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FIGURE 1. Cover page and the program page from the brochure of the first “Service of Memory and Thanks” organized
in 1985.

ing which each dissecting group carries their “teacher” to
the site of final cremation.30,31 Ceremonies have also been
reported from Europe,1,32-34 New Zealand,35 and Africa.4
Each spring during the past 26 years, medical and
physical therapy classes at the College of Medicine, Mayo
Clinic, in true interprofessional fashion, have collaborated
to express their gratitude to the families of body donors.
Initiated by Dr Donald R. Cahill, the first Chairman of
Anatomy at Mayo Clinic, and Dr James R. Carey from
the Physical Therapy Program, the inaugural “Service of
Memory and Thanks” was held on May 11, 1985, at Balfour Hall in the Foundation House, a former home of Dr
William J. Mayo (Figure 1). About 40 families of donors
attended this first convocation. In 1986, the ceremony was
renamed the “Convocation of Thanks,” the name it still
bears today.
Recently, the 26th “Convocation of Thanks” was held
at Mayo Clinic and was attended by 350 guests, including
members of donor families, all anatomy teaching faculty,
and students of Mayo Medical School and the Physical
Therapy Program (Figure 2). In this ceremony, members
140

of both classes reflected publicly on their anatomy experience in poetry, music, dance, ballet, and artistic multimedia
presentations.4,24,36,37 The “Convocation of Thanks” invites
families of donors15 to honor their loved ones individually
with the reading of their first names.38
The themes and meditations are unique each year, but
when planning ceremonies such as these, it can be helpful
to study past programs and observe how speeches, musical selections, and artistic expressions have commonly
been organized. For example, student photography of nature, flowers mainly, was presented in slideshow and in the
printed program to metaphorically reinforce how the gift of
body donation is akin to the perennial incarnation of flowers and seeds (Figure 3).39 Also, students distributed packets of flower seeds to all donor family guests along with
white roses to symbolize that the blessings of many gifts,
including grief, are not immediately evident, but reveal
themselves over time; the gift triggers a metamorphosis
that transforms the future, as planted seeds become flowers. To demonstrate how these themes were integrated into
the 2010 ceremony, the authors have provided abbreviated
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FIGURE 2. View of the screen and stage over Mayo Clinic “Convocation of Thanks” in Phillips Hall. The audience is faculty, students, and
loved ones of the donors honored.

transcripts of the speeches made at the 26th Mayo “Convocation of Thanks.”
JEFFREY D. STRAUSS
“The Calling”
Your mothers, fathers, sisters and brothers, all knew you
from the start
But their life and legacy did not end, as their time had come
and they had to depart.
To another world is where they would make their stay
With one special stop along the way
They had one important gift, to us they would give
Not to move on, but through us they will live
Their talents, skills, an educating mind
Would teach us all, each and every time
The time we spent with them all, along the way
Has helped us become who we are here today
We learned from them and respect them all
For their thoughtfulness when they heard their call
So let’s all be thankful, for even though they are gone,
Their wondrous gifts, they have forever passed on.
SHAUN G. HEATH
The donors’ altruistic gift has touched the lives of many individuals. Henry Melvill, a nineteenth century English priest
stated that “We cannot live only for ourselves. A thousand
fibers connect us with our fellow men.” 40 This ideology is
exemplified by the donors’ ultimate contribution to humanity. Their gift revealed the complexity of the human body
to medical school and health sciences students, developed
the technical skills of future surgeons, enabled the study of
researchers and enhanced the patient care methods of practicing physicians. Anatomical study and research enables

clinicians to transform ideas into medical innovations and
advancements. The profound impact of your loved one’s
generosity is perpetuated in the wisdom that will benefit
future generations.
Through this noble gesture, the donors have bestowed
far more than knowledge of human anatomy. They have
shown what is not palpable. Their bequest expressed an
absolute clarity and fortitude. Giving of oneself without
return is the greatest act of selflessness. With unwavering
faith your loved one has entrusted to us the most private
and valuable mortal possession, their body, and we are
humbled. Silently, the donors have taught by example the
lessons not found in text—the most desirable virtues of humankind that instill integrity, build character and continually challenge us to ponder our own morality. We recognize
the privilege of this opportunity and are deeply indebted.
We also acknowledge you, the families of the donors,
for respecting the wishes of your loved one. Each one of
you has sacrificed a sense of closure and perhaps compromised the funeral traditions of your family. In a time of
loss, you recognized the significance of your loved one’s
contribution to medical education.
KRISTIN D. ZHAO
The clear motivation of “the needs of the patient come
first”41,42 helps us to focus our research endeavors on projects and investigations leading to new biomechanical discoveries that impact clinical care and help people like you
and me, as well as people around the world.
I humbly thank you for the generous gift of your
loved ones and for being a part of our team. Without
your loved ones, none of these discoveries would have
been possible.
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FIGURE 3. Excerpt from the student-designed program booklet. Poetry from Kahlil Gibran39
and the vibrancy of the image reflect the themes woven through the talks and ceremony.
(Photograph courtesy of Ms. Amy Cole, a second year Mayo Medical School student.)

SHAWN SAHOTA
Anatomy was a rigorous course requiring great dedication
and devotion. There was a significant amount of material,
and very little time to commit details to memory. As an aspiring physician, it was an exciting course as it was the first
time we were expected to think like doctors. And as a human
being, it was an unusual experience because we were studying human structure from the bodies of people like us. I will
refer to those individuals who donated themselves as teachers, because that is exactly what they were. Forgive me, but
they were not cadavers or laboratory subjects; rather, they
were teachers who helped mold our medical education.
Medicine is a unique subject. While there is significant
learning from books and in the classroom, so much of a
physician’s training is accomplished through experience. I
vividly recall the first few days. We started by discussing
discretion and the importance of respecting the privacy of
individuals who donated themselves. We spoke of respecting them and ensuring confidentiality.
I realize this morning’s ceremony is inevitably difficult
for many of you. To reminisce about the lives of loved ones
142

lost can be trying. Yet, I hope this morning can also be a
time that we celebrate the lives of your loved ones—celebrate their selfless nature and their devotion to others.
So in the spirit of celebration, I’d like to make a toast.
Please hold up your white roses. To a good ceremony this
morning, to having had this great experience in our medical
school journey, and with best regards to our teachers who
selflessly gave so we may learn.
RACHEL R. HAMMER
Each student has a symbolic token of our gratitude to give
you: wildflower seeds. Why seeds? Well, with the arrival of
spring every year, and especially on days like today, I am
reminded of the poetic sacrifice symbolized in the flowers
coming up around us. Having blossomed vibrant and full,
splashing Earth with joy and color, isn’t it inspiring that
the last thing a flower does before it falls is to tenderly
pass along its seeds? With the flesh of petals gently folding around their precious gift, we are humbled to receive
such a legacy. There is hope in a seed. It isn’t over when
the petals fall away. We are reassured that when the dark-
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ness of winter passes, we will see them—their flesh, their
color—again, in a bright season to come. We students are
honored to have been entrusted with the responsibility to
invest the seeds sacrificially given to us, and to use them as
we cultivate our own gardens.43 It is said that all the flowers
of tomorrow are in the seeds of yesterday.
MARY A. FEELEY
We have come to the end of this “Convocation of Thanks,”
this special time to remember our family members and
friends and their generosity to our students. We have listened
to their names. We remember with gratitude the gifts they
shared both in life and beyond life. Their names are written
on our hearts and they live on in our memory. It was Wynona
Judd who sang “Every light begins with darkness; every
flower was once a seed.”44 We celebrate darkness and light,
seed and flower, and the wonder of both earth and sun.
Your loved ones have been partners as this group of students explored those basic questions of darkness and light.
In those two symbols reside the deepest questions of human
life: the questions of suffering, and sacrifice; the questions
of the human spirit and its limits; the questions of despair
and hope. These students have been invited by their partner to ponder their own mortality and their own generosity
of spirit. In his or her death, your loved one has offered a
glimpse into the wonder and power of the human spirit.
Celebrating their memory is vital to our lives if they are to
be lived with gratitude and a sense of daily miracles.
These physical therapy and medical students have
probed what a textbook or a laboratory report might not
offer and what is most difficult to teach: the skill of compassion, the art of care giving and respect, the wonder and
beauty of something good and real that can grow out of suffering. We thank them for their partnership. And we thank
these students and the faculty, staff and administrators who
walk with them for the respect and dignity with which they
met your loved one. They, too, have crossed a threshold
into a new world which demands much of them.
Many of you have come to remember the faces and familiar gestures of those whose faces hang on the walls of
your inner space. There they will always be with you. As
you leave today, the students will give you the gift of wildflower seeds. Take them. Plant them. Nurture them. Bless
them, and as winter and mounds of snow cover the landscape, trust them to the darkness, trust that next spring they
will begin to reach for the sun and once again you will be
surprised by the mysteries of darkness and light.
“See a blossom in your mind’s eye. Allow it to fill the
interior of your imagination.”45 And then slowly ascend the
shaft toward wider light, turn your imagination around and
around to see the blossom’s many facets. Stored within is
the memory of all flowers.

CONCLUSION
The lessons from the “Convocation of Thanks” continue to
linger with the students whose hands touched and learned
from the bodies, wrote tributes, played instruments, and
gave the rose to honored guests. A woman whose husband
donated his body to the program wrote the following in
a letter to the student co-chairs after the “Convocation of
Thanks:”
My husband was a medic in World War II. He was
privileged to work with medical students and residents. He
took great pride in that role. It was because of his background,
and the opportunities to work with dedicated individuals like
yourselves, that he made the decision to donate his body to
medical education. Thank you for respecting him and for
allowing him to be one of your many “teachers,” and remember,
“the fragrance always remains in the hand that gives the rose.”46
"VUIPSTXPVMEMJLFUPBDLOPXMFEHFUIFQBTU$IBJSNBOPGUIF%F
QBSUNFOUPG"OBUPNZBU.BZP$MJOJD %S4UFQIFO8$BSNJDIBFM 
GPSIJTDPOUSJCVUJPOUPi$POWPDBUJPOPG5IBOLTu"VUIPSTBSFBMTP
HSBUFGVMUPBMMTUVEFOUTBOEGBDVMUZXIPQBSUJDJQBUFEJOUIFUI
.BZP$MJOJDi$POWPDBUJPOPG5IBOLTu
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