
ALTHOUGH he is a lawyer, he has not
drawn up his regular legal will yet.

“For an Asian, it’s pantang,” he says,
using the Malay word for taboo.

He is even uncomfortable calling the
emotional will a will. “It sounds too fi-
nal,” he says with a shudder.

Yet Mr Shashi Nathan, 44, is en-
thralled by the little booklet – which in-
cludes poems and a series of prompts to
guide the writing process – he received at
the Rose Party a couple of weekends ago.

“It’s brilliant. It allows you to think
about the people you love and why you
love them. We don’t take the time to do
that any more.”

He was invited to the event by friends.
Opening the booklet, he was drawn to

the prompt asking about someone who
made a difference in his life.

“I immediately thought of my friend
‘C’.”

In 2000, Mr Nathan became gravely ill
with what the doctors thought was menin-
gitis and blood poisoning. No one knew if
he would survive. Kept for three weeks in

intensive care, he drifted in and out of
consciousness.

It was a difficult time for Mr Nathan,
who felt helpless in his efforts to get bet-
ter.

“It’s strange because I don’t remember
most of it but the memory that stuck
most vividly with me was ‘C’ popping his
head into the ICU and saying, ‘Hang in
there, we are all praying for you. You’ll
be fine’.”

“I remember it so clearly, as if it hap-
pened yesterday. It’s made a real impres-
sion on my life. It gave me hope,” he
adds.

Though he sees “C” every few months,
he has yet to express how much he cher-
ishes their friendship.

“It’s awkward to get emotional in so-
cial circumstances,” he says.

But expressing his feelings in a letter
feels natural.

“Writing allows you the flexibility to
include more of your emotions. You can
say things in a letter you couldn’t say in
person.”

He also appreciates the permanence of
the document and plans to write more let-
ters to the people he is closest to.

But he does not want to wait until he’s
dead to give the letters to them. “I want
to share this with them while we’re
healthy and living. It doesn’t have to be
an end of life document.”
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My Dear Friends: I wouldn’t have gotten through the lowest
points of my life if not for: the friends who stood by me
through thick and thin...Thank you all for putting up with my
tears and complaints... Nothing beats knowing people that
you love, love you.” – Marissa. For my wife Shelley: The song
that perks me up every time would be Times Of Your Life. It
marks the start of our life together as it was our favourite
song during courtship. With each passing year, the words be-
come more meaningful. – Daniel. My Dearest Sister, Manda:
I get a warm and fuzzy feeling whenever you link your arms
with mine. I love you and I will always be with you, no matter
what. My peach cheesecake and pavlova recipes are in the
small red notebook on my bookshelf. – Nicola. For my very
dear husband: The happiest moment in my life was – My wed-
ding! Oh, it was so beautiful. It will forever be in my memo-
ry... These things perk me up every time: Food - Assam
Chicken made with Mummy’s yummy chilli. Song – ‘Jesus
loves the little children’ Sean loves this song. He can sign and
I’ll sing. – Helen. To my precocious Dany and precious Dyna,
I love to read, as you know. There are so many books I’d like
to pass on to you but if there is one that means more to me
above all others, it will have to be The Prophet by Kahlil Gi-
bran. I have not read this book to you during our bedtime
readings but I hope to share it with you one day. – Shahrany.
For my husband Michael: I love you because you never mind-
ed that I didn’t wear the expensive watches you bought for
me, but instead help me to wind up the watches daily, just in

IN A rose-filled room, a dozen people
record their innermost thoughts for loved
ones. All in their prime, they think about
life and death as they intently pen their
“emotional wills” in stylish notebooks as
uplifting music plays.

The wills are collections of thoughts
and expressions of love. The occasion is a
“Rose Party” designed to create a lumi-
nous mood for people to write these
wills.

Emotional or ethical wills have gained
popularity in recent years, though mediae-
val models are found in Judaism, Christi-
anity and Islam. In reticent Japan, seniors
write “ending notes” or autobiographical
reflections for posterity.

The Lien Foundation, a philanthropic
house, has since August hosted two par-
ties for the public and nursing home com-
munity to “smell the roses” and reflect
on their personal legacy.

The atmosphere is meditative, not mor-
bid, at a party held on the upper level of a
Boat Quay cafe two Saturdays ago.

For a couple of hours, a facilitator
guides the small group in thinking about
emotional wills. They are prompted to an-
swer 10 questions in a booklet, such as,
“The happiest moment of my life...” and
“My fondest memories of us...”

The resulting emotional will is present-
ed to loved ones – it does not have to
wait for the writer’s death.

Coffee and cake at his side, criminal
lawyer Shashi Nathan, 44, addresses his
will to a dear couple who stayed by his
side as he lay in an intensive care ward a
decade ago.

Mr Daniel Ee and wife Shelley, married
for 34 years, recall their roller-coaster un-
ion and exchange heartfelt wills, thankful
that they stayed the course.

The idea of the will is to destigmatise
death, as a step to living abundantly.

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief executive of
the Lien Foundation, is mindful of the val-
ue of writing emotional wills in the prime
of life, saying: “It is but a few short years
from prime to sub-prime of life.

“Writing emotional wills can help us
confront our mortality consciously, learn
about ourselves and reflect on the impor-
tant things we really want to share with
our loved ones.”

The wills are also a reminder not to
postpone any gratitude, apology, forgive-
ness and love. “For some, this stocktak-
ing exercise may be a timely wake-up call
to be truly alive and to consider what
they are living for,” he believes.

Mrs Jessie Tong, 59, a marriage coun-
sellor who facilitates the party, says:
“People often don’t verbalise the appreci-
ation in their hearts for someone. An envi-
ronment like the Rose Party helps us to
deliberately reflect about life and death.”

She suggests a bit of creativity. If a
will is for Mum, take her out for dinner
and present it to her. The will is also
meaningful for an anniversary.

She is delighted with the group’s will-
ingness to discuss their wills. Mostly
strangers to one another, they range in
age from the early 30s to late 50s, all
guests of the Lien Foundation. Among
them are art teachers, housewives and
lawyers like Mr Simon Tan.

While lawyers often regard legal wills
as “lifeless tools” for the transfer of finan-
cial assets, Mr Tan, 46, pushes the con-
cept further. For 15 years, he has helped
clients pen “testamentary wishes” that
are akin to emotional wills.

One client, in his will, thanked his son
for pandering to an idiosyncratic wish to

experience “the wind in our faces”. Be-
fore every storm, their condominium cor-
ridor turns into a wind tunnel. Father and
son run out, take off their glasses and rel-
ish the power of storms.

“An emotional will is a fresh lease of
life, not a denouement,” says Mr Tan. “It
oils your desire for fitter living, regulates
your conduct. It captures the essence of
your life.”

Besides writing his own emotional
will, he leaves appreciative notes for
friends on Facebook every day.

Lawyers like him have a distinct role in
conveying the value of emotional wills,
says Mr Lee of the foundation, which is
working with the Law Society this year to
bring law awareness to the elderly and
community.

Mr Lee says: “I view an emotional will
as a special addendum to augment and
personalise a legal will of inheritances.”

He hopes more lawyers will embrace
such wills to help clients bequeath their
values, life experiences and non-material
possessions. “By doing so, their clients’
lives are rendered more precious and
poignant, and can serve as insightful bea-
cons for future generations,” he says.

Ultimately, he hopes the cluster of
Lien Foundation initiatives, from the con-
templative to the zany, will reduce the ta-
boo of death and dying, though there is
still a long way to go in Singapore.

“Death has been sequestered, hidden,
and sometimes forbidden,” he says.

“Ours is a social experiment to provide
new languages for die-logues, which
needn’t be always depressing, doom and
gloom.” Most of their Life Before Death
initiatives get people to tell their life sto-
ries and make sense of them, he says.

Death, after all, is like life. He says:
“Death and dying, like life and living, is a
fascinating topic and quite an adven-
ture.”

siewhua@sph.com.sg
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Lawyer Shashi Nathan, 44, listens as facilitator Jessie Tong, 59, speaks to the participants at a Rose Party. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LIM

Easier to express feelings
on paper than in person

BY LYDIA VASKO

At Rose Parties, people confront their
mortality and write emotional wills

AN EMOTIONAL will is a compact col-
lection of a person’s experiences, inner-
most thoughts, memories, wishes and ex-
pressions of love.

It can contain a secret, an apology, a
most endearing memory, even a favour-
ite recipe.

It is really a memento for loved ones,
such as a child, grandparent or friend. It
is not a legal document but can be pre-
sented personally as a profound gift,
while the will-writer is alive.

But whether people are in the prime
of life or dying, penning such a will en-

courages them to reflect on life and val-
ues, appreciate their nearest and dear-
est, and spark conversations about the
end of life.

For the dying, it helps them get their
departure affairs in order, so their life be-
fore death becomes more meaningful.

The will can be in writing.
It can also be captured in a voice or

video recording.
Reflections can be done in an uplift-

ing or contemplative style, along these
lines:
L The happiest moment in my life...
L What I love most about you...
L My wish for your future...

The Lien Foundation advocates
better care of the dying. Its Life Before

Death initiative seeks to destigmatise

death and dying by spurring

“die-logues”.

The will can be downloaded from

www.lifebeforedeath.com. Or e-mail

talk@lifebeforedeath.com to ask for a

hard copy.

LEE SIEW HUA

Dear C & E: You are one of the loveliest couples I know.
You are both such caring and genuine friends, I feel lucky
to have you in my life. Thank you.
– Shashi
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For my wife Shelley:
The song that perks
me up every time
would be Times Of
Your Life. It marks
the start of our life
together as it was
our favourite song
during courtship.
With each passing
year, the words
become more
meaningful.
– Daniel

BY LEE SIEW HUA

IT WAS a life and death moment, but in
the loveliest way possible.

The couple melted the moment Paul An-
ka’s soulful song, Times Of Your Life, was

played at a party where they were picking
up tips to write emotional

wills.
These wills are col-

lections of thoughts
and expressions of

love, and both Mr
Daniel Ee, 58,

and wife Shel-
ley, 55, were

planning to
pen them

as a lov-
ing legacy

for their
three chil-

dren, who

are aged 20 to 28.
Husband and wife were at a “Rose Par-

ty” hosted by the Lien Foundation recently
for baby-boomers to design such wills and
destigmatise death, when the song was
played.

“It was our courtship song,” says Mr
Ee. “It’s serendipity.”

So they felt they were meant to write
wills for each other – and this quick deci-
sion also reinforces several pivotal beliefs
about life, death and marriage for them.

Mrs Ee, a housewife, says: “Life is un-
predictable and death can come any time,
so it’s worthwhile to stop and think of
what to say to loved ones before it’s too
late.”

Her husband, a company director, re-
marks: “We can live life fully and purpose-
fully and keep our relationships strong, es-
pecially with our spouses.

“If the couple’s relationship is strong,
there’s a ripple effect for strong bonds

with their children and wider circle.”
Their offspring will receive emotional

wills from their parents next. So will the
couple’s elderly mothers.

For 21 years, the Ees have volunteered
with Worldwide Marriage Encounter, a
Catholic organisation that aims to enrich
marriages.

At the Rose Party, they also decided
there and then to spread the idea of emo-
tional wills globally at Worldwide Marriage
Encounter conferences.

They are heading to a conference for 12
Asian countries in Hyderabad, India, this
month, and another for all regions next Jan-
uary in Rome.

Closer to home, they would like to stage
small Rose Parties for friends too.

“The emotional will peels away a little
bit of the fear of dealing with death,” Mrs
Ee says.

Her husband, who helps the priest at his
church with funeral services, says: “Death
is not a taboo for us.”

BY LYDIA VASKO

“I THINK anyone at any age can write
an emotional will,” says Marissa Yeo,
17, a business student at Ngee Ann
Polytechnic.

Despite her youth, she admits she
has contemplated her own death
before.

“What would happen if I died
tomorrow? What would I say to the
people I loved?” she asks.

When writing her emotional will,
Marissa did not know where to begin.
But she says the emotional will book-
let – with its emotional poem and
clear prompts – is a helpful catalyst
for the process.

“It triggered a lot of memories I
want to forget, when I was down in
the pits, but it made me even more
thankful for my friends and family.”

She went through one of her dark-
est periods when she was 14, due to a
series of disappointments in school,
tensions at home, and her first broken
heart.

“I was really weak,” she says.
She contemplated suicide and even

cut herself using scissors and sta-
plers.

Her friends helped her through her
despairing period.

As she wrote her emotional will,
one name stood out: her friend Ruthie
Tan, 17, who studies at Meridian Jun-
ior College.

“She talked to me, told me that life
has more meaning.”

Ruthie took sharp objects away
from her, and watched to make sure
Marissa “didn’t do anything stupid”.

“She was very concerned, really
there for me and I’m so grateful for
that.”

Writing her emotional will, she felt
blessed remembering so many people
who care for her.

“It felt good to do it, to write
things you could never bring yourself
to say in person. Just in case you nev-
er get the chance, the emotional will
will help you.”

Rather than give her emotional will
to her friends and family now, Maris-
sa will put them in an envelope for
safe keeping.

“It’s the last few words I am going
to say to people. It wouldn’t have the
same impact if I gave it to them now,”
she says.

For her, the emotional will is a way
to bring happiness to loved ones after
she is gone. “If I were to receive one
of my friends’ emotional wills, I
would be very happy. I hope my
friends would feel the same joy.”

Never too young for emotional will

Think of what to tell loved ones before it’s too late

Marissa (right) and Ruthie were classmates for four years
at Tanjong Katong Girls’ School. PHOTO: MARISSA YEO

My dear friends:
I wouldn’t have
gotten through
the lowest points
of my life if not
for: the friends
who stood by me
through thick and
thin... Nothing
beats knowing
people that you
love, love you.
– Marissa

Mr Daniel Ee and wife
Shelley plan to spread the
idea of emotional wills
globally. PHOTO: DESMOND
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