“WHEN SOMEBODY DIES”
 ATTITUDES TO DEATH

Among the world’s many different cultures, beliefs and religions there are significant differences in belief about death and differences in marking this event by mourning. There is, however, no difference in the experience of grief that accompanies the loss of a family member or friend through death.

Teachers and all others who work with children and young people are in an important position to be able to watch for the signs of grief. It would be of great value if they are also able to set this grief in its cultural or religious background. Many of the traditions and cultures of different religions, for example, may mean that bereaved children may be absent from school for longer periods than those who belong to the Christian tradition. Compassion, sensitivity and understanding need to be exercised by all staff at this difficult time.  
Please note: While stating the obvious, we need to acknowledge that there is no definitive type of Christian, Sikh, Muslim, Jewish, Humanist, or Hindu family, just as with any other culture or religion.  The wishes of the individual family must always be paramount and we need to be aware of the dangers of generalisation.
Non-religious funerals
Many people are uncomfortable with religious funerals if religion has had no meaning for the dead person and when most of the dead person’s closest relatives and friends are not religious.

The British Humanist Association offers personal and dignified funerals and memorial ceremonies for those who have chosen to live without religion. A humanist funeral remembers the life of the person who has died and reflects on their contribution to the world and to others.  Although it does not include hymns or prayers, the ceremony can be entirely acceptable to religious people mourning an atheist friend or colleague.  It is important to acknowledge that humanist ceremonies do not include anti-religious material whatsoever.
Buddhism

The funeral of a Buddhist is usually led by a monk. Prayers and readings are recited along with symbols such as water pouring into a bowl to signify that the dead person will receive all that is needed for the soul’s journey.
Prior to the funeral, the body of the deceased usually remains at home. No cooking is permitted in the house during this time.  Pictures are often removed from the walls of the house and the wearing of jewellery is forbidden.

After the funeral a meal is usually held at the house for family and friends. On the third day after death, alms are given and on the seventh day the monk receives alms as a symbol of merit of the dead person.

This is usually repeated after three months and every year on the anniversary of the death.

Christianity

The funeral of the deceased may take place in church and/or a cemetery/crematorium chapel. It will be led by a priest, deacon or lay-leader. The service includes prayers, readings and hymns. Some funerals are held within the context of the celebration of the Eucharist or Mass. 

In both the Roman Catholic and Church of England traditions, the Anointing of the Sick is often given to the dying person.

There is no set period of mourning. Prayers for the deceased and/or mourning family are said in Church during the weeks following the funeral.

In some Christian traditions there is an annual service to remember the dead on All Soul’s Day on the 2nd November and indeed the whole of November is set aside to remember those who have died. There is also the facility within the Catholic Tradition to have Mass said for the dead person at any time and especially at anniversary times. 

Hinduism

At a Hindu funeral, the body is usually taken into the crematorium on the shoulders of six mourners. The pandit (priest) or eldest member of the family leads the mourners in prayers and after the ceremony is completed, the youngest member of the family usually leads the way home.
The mourning period may be 10 – 16 days but ‘unofficial’ mourning may last up to 40 days. The mourners often have no contact with outsiders, adopt a strict diet and take no part in any public activities.

On the fourth day after the funeral, the ashes of the deceased are thrown into a river. On the eleventh day, in a ceremony to help the deceased on the journey, water and rice balls are often offered as sustenance. 

After this is concluded, the mourners can return to their usual lifestyle.  For anniversaries, it can be the custom for many families to visit the Mandir with an offering of food to remember the loved one.
Islam
The Islamic belief is that Allah gave life and he will take it away. This belief requires a natural dignity in expressing grief as the death is the will of Allah and not to be questioned.

Usually, only men attend the Islamic funeral where the body is carried into the Mosque or burial ground on the shoulders. Prayers are said throughout.

The body is buried in the ground facing Mecca.

Mourning normally lasts up to three days but the period of mourning may last for forty days, with special ceremonies held on the third, tenth, and fortieth days, all designed to mark the progress of the soul’s return to Allah.

During this time, no jewellery or make-up is worn and no joyful celebrations may be held.

For anniversaries it may be the custom of the family to hold prayers and food served for family and friends to remember loved ones.  Some families have prayer on Thursdays to remember the deceased.

Judaism
The Jewish funeral usually takes place within twenty-four hours of death. It is not common for women to attend the funeral. The coffin passes the home of the deceased during the funeral. Clothes are often torn at the funeral service to symbolise grief.

The mourning period begins after the body is buried. Cremation is not allowed. Seven days of intense mourning are followed by a further thirty days. During this time the family are supported by friends even to the extent of fulfilling domestic duties.

Work may be resumed during this period but no celebration may be held. Mourning officially lasts until the first anniversary of the death when prayers are recited in the synagogue.

Sikhism

At a Sikh funeral, hymns are sung and prayers said. The body is cremated and the ashes are scattered in running water..  After the cremation Sikh communities may finish prayers at home or at the gurudwara and then eat.  In some families children are not allowed to go to the crematorium but in others children have a choice. 
A period of mourning, usually lasting from ten to thirteen days follows the initial period immediately after death when the continuous readings of the writings of Guru Granth Sahib are read. This lasts for about forty-eight hours, during which time, relatives and friends join in.  
During this complete time of grieving the family is cared for by relatives.  For anniversaries it may be the custom to visit the temple with an offering of food to remember the loved one.
PLEASE NOTE:  These notes are taken and slightly adapted from the work of Robin Cooper “Young People and Loss – a Handbook for Schools”.  
N.B. We do stress that these are brief background notes. For more detailed information please refer to appropriate local Faith leaders. 
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