World Religions Notes: Death

Christianity: death rites
The ways in which religious people deal with death and the funeral rites they carry out are usually very closely linked with the beliefs about life after death which they hold.

1. Funeral rites 

2. Christian funerals
Funeral rites
Funeral rites are very important for two reasons:

· They show respect for the dead and, in some religions, they include various ceremonies which people believe are necessary to ensure that people go on to whatever their next life will be. 

· Perhaps more importantly, they give the relatives and friends of the dead person time to mourn and show their grief in a certain way. People often say that showing their grief formally helps them to get over their loss. 
Christian funerals
Christian funerals vary slightly according to the Christian denomination to which people belong.

Sometimes, when a person is dying, a priest or minister will come to their bedside to pray with them and to try to help them prepare for death. In the Roman Catholic church, the priest will anoint the person with holy oil as a preparation for death (the Last Rites ).

When a person dies their body is placed in a coffin. Sometimes this coffin is left open so that relatives can say a final goodbye to the person.

· The coffin is then usually taken to a church or chapel (occasionally straight to the crematorium). Here a priest will read from the Bible. The priest will also say a few words about the person which are designed to comfort the mourners and then say prayers, hoping that the person will now be in heaven. 

· In a Roman Catholic church there will be a special Eucharist called a Requiem Mass where prayers are said for the dead person's soul. 

Next the coffin is taken from the church, either for burial or cremation.

In the past many people did not approve of cremation because they felt that it would mean that the person could not be resurrected on the Day of Judgement. In the Apostle's Creed it says: I believe in...the resurrection of the body... However, St Paul said that 'on earth it is a physical body but in heaven it will be a spiritual body...'(1 Corinthians 15:43)

Today it is often just a personal decision as to whether a person is buried or cremated.

· At a crematorium, more prayers are said and the coffin is then taken away to be cremated. Later the ashes are returned to relatives to be buried or scattered. 

· At a funeral the coffin is lowered into the ground and then covered with earth. Later a gravestone may be placed there giving some details of the person's life. 

· At both services the priest or minister will probably say: We commit this body to the ground, earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. In this way people are reminded that we are all human and made by God. 
· People often send flowers to a funeral as a tribute. They represent the new life and the beauty of the world which the dead person is about to enter. 

· Candles are sometimes lit to remind people that Jesus was the Light of the World and that because of him, Christians can be saved from their sins and go to heaven. 
It can be seen then that most of the things which Christians do after a person has died are closely related to their beliefs about life after death.

Christians believe that each person has 'one soul and one life to save it in'. Unlike members of some other religions, Christians do not believe in reincarnation in any form. 
Christianity: death rites Test
1. All Christians think cremation is wrong. 

True 


False 

2. Sometimes coffins are left open for relatives to say goodbye. 

True 


False 

3. Funerals are only for dead people, not for people who are alive. 

True


False 

4. Roman Catholics have a Requiem Mass at their funeral. 

True 


False 

5. All Christians receive the Last Rites when they are dying. 

True 


False 

6. Christians believe that after death they will be reborn as someone or something else. 

True 


False 

7. Eucharist is another name for a funeral. 

True 


False 

8. Flowers at a funeral are used to represent the beauty of heaven. 

True 


False 

9. The Last Rites are said as the coffin is being lowered into the ground. 

True 


False 

10. In the Apostles' Creed it says 'I believe in the resurrection of the body'. 

True 


False 

Christianity: death rites Test Results
1. You said b - False. 

Well done. For most Christians the choice between burial and cremation is a personal one. 

2. You said a - True. 

Well done. Coffins are sometimes left open so that relatives and friends can say goodbye to the dead person. 

3. You said b - False. 

Well done. A funeral is the ceremony which allows relatives and friends to pay their respects to someone who has died. 

4. You said a - True. 

Well done. Roman Catholics have a special Eucharist at a funeral, called a Requiem Mass. 

5. You said b - False. 

Well done. Only Roman Catholics receive the Last Rites when they are dying. 

6. You said b - False. 

Well done. Christians do not believe in reincarnation in any form. 

7. You said b - False. 

Well done. The Eucharist is not another name for a funeral. 

8. You said a - True. 

Well done. Flowers at a funeral represent the beauty of heaven. 

9. You said b - False. 

Well done. The Last Rites are not said as the coffin is lowered into the ground. 

10. You said a - True. 

Well done. The Apostles' Creed says 'I believe in the resurrection of the body'. 

Christianity: life after death
Death is the one thing in life which we can be sure about. Everything else may or may not happen to us: we might get married, be rich or be happy, but all these are 'mights'. The only real certainty is that at the end of our life, whenever that is, we will all die.

1. Christianity and death
In some ways all religions can be seen as an attempt to explain what will happen to us when we die. It is the one major event in our lives which we can know nothing about.

Although some people claim to have had 'near-death' experiences, and whilst others say that they can talk to the dead or have seen ghosts, none of these can be proved.

No scientific proof has ever appeared to show that anything happens to people after death. It is possible therefore that when people die they simply stop living and that there is nothing beyond life.

It is not surprising that, from the very beginning of human life, people have asked questions about what would happen after they died and each religion offers an answer to this question.
Christianity and death
When Adam and Eve disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden they brought sin into the world. This meant that from then on all people would be born with original sin (the sin of Adam and Eve) and would be more likely to do wrong than right. It also meant than human beings would not be immortal and would eventually die. There was no suggestion that they would go to heaven.

Christianity developed from Judaism. This religion believed originally that when people died they went to a dark place under the earth called Sheol. Later, Jews began to believe that they might share some sort of eternal life with God after death.

When Jesus died on the cross he was giving up his life for other people's sins and demonstrating the love of God. When Jesus rose again he proved that it was possible to overcome death and live with God for all eternity. Christians were freed from the burden of original sin if they followed Jesus' teaching and example and believed in him as the Son of God.

Jesus said, 'I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies. 
John 11:25-26 

Many Christians believe that one day Jesus will return to earth. This second coming of Jesus is called the parousia. At the parousia God will judge everyone and decide whether they will be given eternal life with God or whether they are to be punished in hell.

Many Christians have different ideas about heaven and hell. Some follow a very traditional belief that heaven is a wonderful garden paradise where they will live for ever with God and Jesus. These people often believe that hell is a real place where people will suffer eternal torment and punishment. Other people believe that heaven and hell are really states of mind of happiness and unhappiness. Heaven is the condition of being permanently united with God and hell a condition where you are permanently unhappy and unable to be with God.

Roman Catholics believe that, as well as heaven and hell, there is an intermediate place called purgatory. When people die most will go to purgatory where they will receive some punishment for their sins. Then, when they are forgiven, they will go to heaven.

Because none of us can ever know what will happen when we die, Christianity provides a very real hope to people that, after death, they will live on in God's presence and will be with their friends and family again.

Question 1

Explain Christian beliefs and teachings about life after death.
Hinduism: death rites

The ways in which religious people deal with death and the funeral rites they carry out are usually very closely linked with the beliefs about life after death which they hold.

Funeral rites

Funeral rites are very important for two reasons:

· They show respect for the dead and, in some religions, they include various ceremonies which people believe are necessary to ensure that people go on to whatever their next life will be. 

· Perhaps more importantly, they give the relatives and friends of the dead person time to mourn and show their grief in a certain way. People often say that showing their grief formally helps them to get over their loss. 

Hindu funerals

Most Hindus are cremated as it is believed that this will help their soul to escape quickly from the body.

The exact details of the funeral ceremonies (antyeshti samskara), which form the last of the samskaras, vary according to tradition and place.

Funerals are usually conducted by a priest and by the eldest son of the person who has died.

Various rituals may take place around the dead body:

· A lamp is placed by the head of the body. 

· Prayers and hymns are sung. 

· Pindas (rice balls) are placed in the coffin. 

· Water is sprinkled on the body. 

· A mala (necklace of wooden beads) may be put around the dead person's neck as may garlands of flowers. 

How the cremation takes place depends on where this happens:

· In the United Kingdom the coffin will be closed and taken to a crematorium. 

· In India people hope to have their funeral at the burning ghats on the shores of the sacred river Ganges. Here the body is placed on a large pile of wood, the eldest son says the appropriate Vedic prayers and lights the fire. Incense and ghee are poured into the flames. 

Prayers are said for the dead person:

O Supreme light, lead us from untruth to truth, from darkness to light and from death to immortality.

Afterwards the ashes of the dead person are sprinkled on water. Many people take the ashes to India to put on the waters of the Ganges, others may take them to the sea near to where they live.

After the funeral the widow or widower will wear white as a sign of mourning.

The close family may mourn for twelve days. On the thirteenth day the samskara ends with Kriya. During this ceremony, rice balls and milk are offered to the dead person to show the gratitude of the family for the life of that person. After this, the mourners can continue with their normal lives.

Every year after the death Shraddha takes place. At this ceremony food such as pindas is offered to the poor and needy in memory of departed ancestors.
Hinduism: death rites Test 

1. Hindus are usually buried. 
True 


False
2. Hindu funerals are conducted by the wife of the dead person.

True 


False 
3. Rice balls called pindas are placed next to the dead person. 

True 


False 

4. Hindu funerals can only take place in India. 

True 


False 

5. Wooden beads and flowers are placed around the neck of the dead person. 

True 


False 

6. Hindus never use coffins. 

True 


False 

7. Water is sprinkled on the dead body. 

True 


False 

8. The burning ghats are on the river Nile. 

True 


False 

9. Shraddha takes place each year. 

True 


False 
10. Many Hindus have large tombstones giving details of the person's life. 

True 


False 
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Hinduism: death rites Test Results
1. You said b - False. 

Well done. Hindus are usually cremated 

2. You said b - False. 

Well done. Hindu funerals are usually conducted by a priest and the eldest son of the dead person. 

3. You said a - True. 

Well done. Rice balls, called pindas, are often placed in the coffin. 

4. You said b - False. 

Well done. Hindu funerals can take place anywhere - it does not have to be in India. 

5. You said a - True. 

Well done. Wooden beads and garlands of flowers are often placed around the neck of the dead person. 

6. You said b - False. 

Well done. Hindus do use coffins. 

7. You said a - True. 

Well done. Water may be sprinkled on the body. 

8. You said b - False. 

Well done. The burning ghats are on the sacred river Ganges in India. 

9. You said a - True. 

Well done. The ceremony of Shraddha does take place every year. 

10. You said b - False. 

Well done. Hindus usually sprinkle the ashes of the dead person on water rather than bury them. 
Hinduism: life after death 
Death is the one thing in life which we can be sure about. Everything else may or may not happen to us: we might get married, be rich or be happy, but all these are 'mights'. The only real certainty is that at the end of our life, whenever that is, we will all die.

1. Faith and death 

2. Hinduism and death 

Faith and death

In some ways all religions can be seen as an attempt to explain what will happen to us when we die. It is the one major event in our lives which we can know nothing about.

Although some people claim to have had 'near-death' experiences, and whilst others say that they can talk to the dead or have seen ghosts, none of this can be proved.

No scientific proof has ever appeared to show that anything happens to people after death. It is possible therefore that when people die they simply stop living and that there is nothing beyond life.

It is not surprising that, from the very beginning of human life, people have asked questions about what would happen after they died and each religion offers an answer to this question.

Hinduism and death

Hinduism teaches that any attempt to find permanent happiness in this world is maya (an illusion). They believe that a person's atman or spirit is permanent and cannot change while the physical body is not permanent and can change. The atman is reborn many times - samsara or reincarnation.

As a man casts off his worn-out clothes and takes on other new ones, so does the embodied soul cast off his worn-out bodies and enters other new.
Bhagavad Gita 2:22 

Death is a natural event so that the atman can move nearer to a final release from rebirth when it reaches moksha.

For sure is the death of all that comes to birth, sure is the birth of all that dies. So in a matter that no one can prevent thou hast no cause to grieve.
Bhagavad Gita 2:27 

Each group in society has its own dharma or duties which must be followed. The speed with which a person can be freed from samsara is dependent on karma - the law of cause and effect which teaches that all actions have corresponding results. The karma of previous lives is samchita karma. Suffering in this life can be caused by sinful actions in the past (paapa). Agami karma are the actions which are performed in the present life and which go on to affect the future.

When the atman finally reaches moksha it can rest:

Coming right nigh to Me, these great of soul, are never born again. For rebirth is full of suffering, knows nothing that abides: free from it now they attain the all-highest prize.
Bhagavad Gita 8:15 

Because of this teaching an attempt to shorten life, such as suicide or euthanasia, is unacceptable. This would be samchita karma.

The one who tries to escape from the trials of life by committing suicide will suffer even more in the next life.                         (Yajur Veda 40-43)
Question 1

Explain Hindu beliefs and teachings about life after death. 
Islam: death rites 

The ways in which religious people deal with death and the funeral rites they carry out are usually very closely linked with the beliefs about life after death which they hold.

1. Funeral rites 

2. Islamic funerals 

Funeral rites

Funeral rites are very important for two reasons:

· They show respect for the dead and, in some religions, they include various ceremonies which people believe are necessary to ensure that people go on to whatever their next life will be. 

· Perhaps more importantly, they give the relatives and friends of the dead person time to mourn and show their grief in a certain way. People often say that showing their grief formally helps them to get over their loss. 

Islamic funerals

When Muslims are dying, they recite the Islamic declaration of faith, the Shahada:

There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah.

They may try to say the last words of Muhammad (peace be upon him):

Allah, help me through the hardship and agony of death.

The dead person's body is washed and wrapped in white cloth. Muslims prefer not to use a coffin.

Muslims try to bury the dead person as fast as possible, within 24 hours.

Bodies are buried facing Makkah.

Because Muslims believe that at the Day of Judgement there will be a physical resurrection, cremation is forbidden. Allah will put people's bodies back together again at the Day of Judgement:

Does man think that We cannot assemble his bones? Indeed, We have the power to restore his very finger tips.
Surah 75:3-4 

While people are standing by the grave the opening Surah of the Qur'an is read:

In the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful. Praise be to Allah the Cherisher and Sustainer of the worlds. Most Gracious, Most Merciful, Master of the Day of Judgement, You alone do we worship and Your aid we seek. Show us the straight way, the way of those to whom You have given Your favour, and not of those who go astray.
Surah 1 

Then, once the body is in the ground, people say:

From the earth have We created you, and into it We shall return you and from it shall We bring you forth once more.
Surah 20:55 

Graves are raised above ground level so that people do not walk on them and large tombstones or decorations are discouraged.

Islam: death rites Test
1. Muslims can be buried or cremated. 

True 


False 

2. Muslims are buried facing Madinah. 

True 


False 

3. Muslims may ask Allah for help when they are dying. 

True 


False 

4. Muslim funerals take place after one week. 

True 


False 

5. The body is wrapped in white cloth. 

True 


False 

6. Muslims prefer not to use coffins. 

True 


False 

7. Allah will put the bodies back together at the Day of Judgement. 

True 


False 

8. Muslims read Surah 2 at the graveside. 

True 


False 

9. Graves are raised above ground level. 

True 


False 

10. Many Muslims have large tombstones giving details of the person's life. 

True 


False
Islam: death rites Test Results

1. You said b - False. 

Well done. Muslims only bury their dead - cremation is forbidden. 

2. You said b - False. 

Well done. Muslims are buried facing Makkah. 

3. You said a - True. 

Well done. When they are dying Muslims may try to say the last words of Muhammad (peace be upon him), who asked for Allah's help. 

4. You said b - False. 

Well done. Muslim funerals take place as soon as possible, within 24 hours. 

5. You said a - True. 

Well done. Muslims wrap the body in white cloth. 

6. You said a - True. 

Well done. Muslims prefer not to use coffins. 

7. You said a - True. 

Well done. Muslims believe that Allah will put the bodies of the dead back together at the Day of Judgement. 

8. You said b - False. 

Well done. Surah 1 is read at the graveside. 

9. You said a - True. 

Well done. Muslim graves are raised above ground level. 

10. You said b - False. 

Well done. Muslims do not tend to have tombstones or decorations on graves. 

Islam: life after death
Death is the one thing in life which we can be sure about. Everything else may or may not happen to us: we might get married, be rich or be happy, but all these are 'mights'. The only real certainty is that at the end of our life, whenever that is, we will all die.

1. Faith and death 

2. Islam and death 
Faith and death

In some ways all religions can be seen as an attempt to explain what will happen to us when we die. It is the one major event in our lives which we can know nothing about.

Although some people claim to have had 'near-death' experiences, and whilst others say that they can talk to the dead or have seen ghosts, none of these can be proved.
No scientific proof has ever appeared to show that anything happens to people after death. It is possible therefore that when people die they simply stop living and that there is nothing beyond life.

Islam and death

Islam teaches that after death there will be a Day of Judgement. When people die they remain in the grave until the Day of Judgement. When the Day of Judgement comes, Allah will decide what happens to people and his decision is final:

To Allah belongs the knowledge of the unseen of the heavens and the earth; and the coming of the Hour of Judgement is like the twinkling of an eye, or even quicker. Surely, Allah has full power over everything.
Surah 16:77 

Allah will also judge all believers, not just Muslims:

Those who believe in the Qur'an, and the Jews and the Sabians and the Christians, any who truly believe in Allah and the Last Day and act righteously, shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve.
Surah 5:69 

People who have followed the teachings of Allah will go to Paradise, which will be a perfect world of rest and pleasure. Here they stay for ever (akhirah - life after death). People who have ignored Allah's teachings will go to hell where they will be punished.

Those who have believed and acted righteously will be made happy in a splendid Garden. Those who disbelieved and rejected Our Signs and the meeting of the Hereafter will be brought face to face with punishment.
Surah 30:15-16 

Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam has no teaching about reincarnation. Muslims have only one chance to live their lives and they are judged on how they do this. 
Question 1

Explain Muslim beliefs and teachings about life after death.
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