
B1
Business

OCTOBER 1 – 7, 2020

By Sylvester Brown Jr. 
Of The St. Louis American

“In this business, if you don’t adapt, you fail, 
huh.” 

Ronald L. Jones has a unique way of using the 
word “huh.” For Jones, it’s more of an affirmation 
than a question. Like a preacher uses “Amen,” Jones 
employs “huh” to emphasize his points. In this case, 
he was discussing his trade in the wake of COVID-
19. 

“I’ve been through swine flu, Ebola, spinal meningitis, even active 
cases of tuberculosis, you name it. This is the first pandemic I’ve ever been 
through,” Jones said. “You just have to be very cautious about what you’re 
dealing with, huh.”

Jones, 73, owner of Ronald L. Jones Funeral Chapels on East Fair 
Avenue near O’Fallon Park, is as distinctive as his word usage. He dresses 

Confessions of a 
last responder

flamboyantly and speaks lyrically. His style made 
him the perfect candidate for two documentaries – the 
2002 short film “Laid Out: Life and Death Inside an 
American Funeral Home” and 2005’s “Pushing Up 
Daisies,” about the world of funeral directors.

Jones has been in the death care business since 
1969. The castle-like interior of his building is an 
homage to his career. A window-sized oil painting 
of an elegantly dressed Jones hangs above a plush, 
smokey grey sectional in the common area. Ornate 

glass cases throughout the building hold several trophies and plaques in 
recognition of Jones’ embalming work or his talent as a “restorative artist,” 
the technical term for morticians who restore the appearances of those who 
may have experienced gruesome deaths. 

Jones is a member of the National Funeral Directors Association, which 

Jerina Phillips, a member of St. 
Louis-based law firm Lewis Rice 
who serves on the firm’s Recruiting 
Committee, was selected for the 2020-
2021 Leadership 100 Cohort with-
in the Young Professionals 
Network (YPN) of the St. Louis 
Regional Business Council.

The YPN was established in 2008 
to attract, retain, develop and engage 
diverse young professionals in St. 
Louis. Membership in the YPN helps 
young professionals develop leader-

ship skills, cultivate 
social and business 
networks and give 
back to the commu-
nity. Phillips is one 
of 29 distinguished 
young professionals 
to be chosen for the 
cohort. 

“As a val-
ued member of the 
firm’s Diversity 
& Inclusion 
Committee, we look 
forward to the infu-

sion of knowledge, inspiration, and 
diverse perspectives Jerina will bring 
back to Lewis Rice from the YPN,” 
said John J. Riffle, RBC member and 
chairman of Corporate Department at 
Lewis Rice. 

Phillips maintains a wide-ranging 
litigation practice representing 
individuals and companies in a 
variety of disputes, including complex 
commercial litigation, employment 
litigation, media and communications 
law, and consumer litigation. She has 
successfully represented companies 
in defending against a wide variety of 
claims, including breach of contract 
claims, breach of fiduciary duty 
claims, and claims brought under the 
Missouri Merchandising Practices Act. 
She also has significant experience 
defending employers in all types of 
employment matters, as well as rep-
resenting clients in a variety of First 
Amendment issues.

Phillips 
selected 

for YPN’s 
Leadership 
100 Cohort

NGA, Harris-Stowe sign agreement 
to develop STEM educators

American staff

National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency 
Director Vice Adm. Robert Sharp and Harris-
Stowe State University President Corey S. 
Bradford Sr. signed an agreement September 21 
that lays the foundation for NGA and HSSU to 
collaborate on course offerings at Harris-Stowe 
for STEM educators.

“Our national security depends on the lead-
ership and innovation that will come from the 
next generation of science, mathematics, engi-
neering and technology professionals,” said 
Sharp. “We’ll need top-quality STEM educators 
to teach and mentor that next generation.”

NGA, which delivers geospatial intelligence 
to policymakers, warfighters, intelligence pro-
fessionals, is a unique combination of intelli-
gence agency and combat support agency. 

A partnership with NGA offers HSSU the 
opportunity to collaborate on education initia-
tives with professionals who are experts in their 
STEM fields.

See STEM, B2

‘This is just the start of the partnership’

Ronald L. Jones on COVID’s 
impact on the funeral business

Ronald L. Jones’ chapel provided the services for Jazmond Dixon in March. Dixon, 41, a biomedical services employee, was St. 
Louis’ first recorded COVID-19 death.
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n “People don’t realize that 
every time you move a body 
the compression of the lungs 
is expelled in the air.” 
– Ronald L. Jones

Harris-
Stowe 
State 
University 
President 
Corey S. 
Bradford 
Sr. and 
Vice Adm. 
Robert 
D. Sharp, 
NGA 
director, 
signed an 
agreement 
during a 
ceremo-
ny at the 
universi-
ty in St. 
Louis on 
September 
21.

American staff

Mastercard announced that it 
is investing $500 million in Black 
communities over the next five years, 
including new investment in St. Louis. 
This commitment includes products, 

services, technol-
ogy and financial 
support, as well as 
concentrated invest-
ments that will 
focus on providing 
Black-owned busi-
nesses and Black 
people access to 
affordable financial 
tools and capital. 
“This is a time 
for action,” Ajay 
Banga, chief exec-
utive officer at 

Mastercard, said in a statement. “We 
have an obligation as a corporate 
citizen to ensure the digital economy 
is enabled for all, an obligation to be 
part of the positive change Black com-
munities so rightly need now.”

Mastercard plans to focus on three 
areas:

Expanding city programs to sup-
port Black communities. In collabo-
ration with city leaders, Mastercard is 
initiating efforts in seven cities includ-

St. Louis 
is part of 

Mastercard’s 
$500M 

investment 
in Black 

communities

Ajay Banga, 
Mastercard 
CEO

See MASTERCARD, B2
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represents 20,000 funeral direc-
tors and 11,000 funeral homes. 
In April, the organization 
petitioned Congress to include 
the death-care profession in 
emergency economic stimulus 
packages. According to the 
association, the “vital net-

work of often-overlooked first 
responders” are in desperate 
need of emergency assistance 
during the national crisis.  

Jones has become the local 
voice for funeral directors 
fighting for access to federal 
funds. Personal protective 
equipment (PPE) – masks, 
hazmat suits, gloves, body 
bags, etc. – have become scarce 
and costly, Jones told KMOV 
reporter, Kim St. Onge.

“I’m not just concerned 
about myself,” Jones said. “I’m 
concerned about every funeral 
director in the country because 
they’re facing the same prob-
lem and same risks that I am.” 

The coronavirus has also 
changed how Americans 
grieve and cope with death, 
Jones said.  Because of social 
distancing restrictions, infect-
ed people have died alone, 
leaving families without a 

“HSSU and NGA have 
many shared goals that will 
be furthered through the 
exchange of ideas, personnel 
and resources made possi-

ble through this agreement,” 
Bradford said. “Furthermore, 
HSSU is a vital resource in 
meeting the region’s ongoing 
workforce needs. This partner-
ship will offer enhanced educa-
tional experiences to the HSSU 
students through research and 
other hands-on learning oppor-
tunities.”

proper “goodbye.” Attendance 
at funeral services have been 
limited to a fraction of capacity 
crowds. More than 200,000 
people have died of COVID-
19 in the United States. Those 
deaths are in concurrence with 
the loss of tens of millions of 
jobs. Because of the econom-
ic downturn, many families 
have been forced to delay or 
postpone services, with many 
opting for less costly cremation 
services. 

According to the funeral 
association, a funeral and a 
burial can cost up to $10,000. 
Crowdfunding campaigns like 
GoFundMe have become an 
increasingly useful way to help 
families manage astronomi-
cal health care and expensive 
funeral costs.

Jones’ chapel provided the 
services for Jazmond Dixon in 
March. Dixon, 41, a biomedi-
cal services employee, was St. 
Louis’ first recorded COVID-
19 death. Dixon’s family cre-
ated a GoFundMe account to 
cover her final expenses.  

During these turbulent 
times, funeral directors, Jones 
said, must serve as psycholo-
gists, counselors and even ref-
erees for families dealing with 
the heavy emotions of burying 
loved ones. Federal funding, he 
adds, is but one obstacle funer-
al directors must face.

“The biggest challenge,” 
Jones said, “is trying to comply 
while at the same time trying to 
satisfy, huh.”

Even as the pandemic rages 
across the country, Jones said 
he has difficulty convincing 
families that they can’t honor 
the deceased the way they’ve 
been accustomed. Funerals, 
for Black people, “from before 
slavery and after,” Jones 
stressed, “is a process of our 
culture.” 

Ida Harris, writing for YES! 
Media, elaborated on the cul-
tural phenomenon.

“Black funerals are a tes-
tament of rhythm and blues 
that fill chapels,” Harris wrote, 
“soul that pours from organs, 
intonation wrapped around 
eulogies, final farewells at the 
close of the casket, and jubi-
lance of breaking bread and 
celebrating Black life at the 
repast.”

On average, Jones said at 
least 500 people attend typical 
funeral services at his chapel. 
For the services of former foot-
ball player Damien Nash and 
blues artists Johnny Johnson 
and Bennie Smith, more than 
10,000 people visited his chap-
el to bid farewell.

In July, researchers at 
Oxford University issued a call 
for more studies on the risks 
COVID-19 poses for funeral 
directors. 

“Often, they do not know 
the specific cause of some-
one’s death and at times they 
do not know the guidelines for 
treating corpses or follow them 
strictly,” the university health 
officials wrote. “These dangers 

are especially important with 
regard to COVID-19, as the 
virus seems to be very conta-
gious and can survive in dead 
bodies.”

Although many are adjust-
ing to health regulations for 
the living, Jones said some are 
having a hard time understand-
ing how those rules apply to 
the dead. 

“People don’t realize that 
every time you move a body 
the compression of the lungs is 
expelled in the air,” Jones said. 
So, I have to tell families who 
insist on viewings that we just 
don’t do it because the risk fac-
tor is too high.”

With all the challenges with-
in his industry, Jones has few 
complaints. His loyal customer 
base was built on satisfying 
“one family at a time” for 
more than four decades, he 
said, and business “is steady.” 
Jones said he is thankful that 
he hasn’t had to lay off any of 
his 15 employees. In time, he 
said assuredly, when a COVID 
vaccine is found, the country 
will get through this pandemic. 
Jones shares his philosophy as 
a key to coping.

“I had to learn to respect 
death,” he said. “As you get 
older, you get more serious 
about life. It makes you appre-
ciative of every day. It keeps us 
rooted, huh.” 

Sylvester Brown Jr. is The 
St. Louis American’s inaugural 
Deaconess Fellow.

The partnership also:

• provides HSSU students 
and faculty with access to 
NGA’s personnel, facilities 
and technology so they can 
learn about and collaborate in 
the disciplines associated with 
NGA’s mission 

• allows NGA scientists and 
professionals to leverage the 
educational knowledge and 
capabilities of HSSU students 
and faculty to execute their 
mission

• encourages early interest 
in STEM topics by people at 
NGA and HSSU at all stages of 
their academic careers

• and provides the potential 
for more opportunities for 
HSSU and NGA to work 
together in areas of mutual 
opportunity, including on 
topics of critical thinking and 
analysis.

“This is just the start of the 
partnership,” said J.N. Markiel, 
senior GEOINT authority for 
geomatics. “The agreement can 
be amended going forward, so 
additional goals may be added 
as appropriate as we continue 
our collaborative efforts.”
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ing Atlanta, Birmingham, Dayton, Los 
Angeles, New Orleans, New York 
City and St. Louis. The company will 
bring together identification, financial 
access and payment functionalities 
in one place through Mastercard City 
Key, enabling more than 1 million 
residents with digital access to essen-
tial financial tools and support.

Affordable financial tools and 
services. Mastercard is working to 
reduce the cost and access to finan-
cial products for Black families 
with a collection of digital services 
being offered first through African 
American-owned fintech MoCaFi. 
The digital Mastercard Money 
Connect Solutions will allow people 
to send money to relatives affordably; 
enable real-time bill payment and 
check deposits by phone; and help 
people manage wage fluctuations and 
unexpected bills through earned wage 
access instead of having to wait until 
payday. 

Capital and resources for Black-
owned businesses. Mastercard 
will expand its relationships with 
Community Development Financial 
Institutions, including Accion 
Opportunity Fund and the Community 
Reinvestment Fund, to increase cap-
ital availability in minority commu-
nities. The company is also investing 
directly in Black- and minority-led 
startups and expanding its work with 
Black-owned goods and service pro-
viders. 

“In the City of St. Louis, we’re 
exploring ways this investment can 
support our youth and future gener-
ations through expanded access to 
education, summer programming, and 
financial literacy opportunities,” St. 
Louis Mayor Lyda Krewson said in a 
statement. 

On August 14, Emerson’s Blacks Reinforcing Diversity (BRD) partnered with Chick-Fil-A to serve lunch to 50 essential employees 
at People’s Health Centers who are continuing to serve our community in the COVID landscape. Left to right: Gail Montgomery-
Edwards (People’s Health Centers), Dr. Jacqueline Harvey (People’s Health Centers), Carl Green (People’s Health Centers), Tasha 
Fox (Chick-Fil-A), Emma Monroe (Emerson), Renee Henderson (Emerson), Sam Bush (Emerson), Chris Carpenter (Emerson)

BRD is a group of employees dedicated to fostering a diverse and inclusive environment by pursuing strategic recruiting, 
retention and advancement initiatives that support Emerson’s corporate objectives. The group also strives to enhance Emerson’s 
engagement with local communities by forging active partnerships with organizations that share Emerson’s core values. The St. 
Louis Chapter has been gathering donations this summer to deliver lunch for essential workers at North St. Louis County locations 
to support them during the pandemic.

Emerson diversity group serves People’s front line
Photo courtesy of People’s Health Center
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