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Cultures and Beliefs
Schools have to function within an increasingly multi-cultural society, in which various
beliefs, religious and non-religious, require to be taken into account. Respect for the
differing needs, rituals and practices is essential when acknowledging a death. It is this
diversity that enriches our lives.
General points for Eastern Faiths:
 Within a faith there are often many variations and it is wrong to be prescriptive - beliefs can
be moderated by life in a Western Culture.
 This is especially so for the younger generation, who may find it difficult to fit in with the
stricter requirements of older members of a family or community.
 Families tend to be much more involved in preparing the body and the funeral
arrangements than in Christian faiths.
 Because of belief in an afterlife, it is important that the whole body is retained. Postmortems therefore tend to be viewed as unwelcome procedures.
 The coffin is likely to be kept at home until the funeral and may well be open. All who wish
to pay their respects will be very welcome.
The following descriptions merely give an overview of the major religions and belief systems that
are found in the UK.
Islam
Muslims believe in life after death when, on the Last Day, the dead will come back to life to be
judged by Allah. The good will reside in Paradise, the damned in Hell. Muhammad teaches that all
men and women are to serve Allah and that they should try to live perfectly, following the Qur`an.
Devout Muslims believe that death is a part of Allah’s plan and open expressions of grief may be
viewed as disrespectful to this belief.
As cremation is forbidden, Muslims are always buried, ideally within 24 hours of the death. Ritual
washing is usually performed by the family or close friends at the undertakers or mortuary. They
will wrap the body in a clean cloth or shroud. The coffin is often very plain as traditionally one
would not be used. The grave is aligned to enable the head of the deceased to be placed facing
the holy city of Mecca. Muslim graves are unmarked but to meet UK requirements, a simple
headstone is used as a compromise.
There is an official mourning period of three days when the family will remain at home and be
brought food by friends and relatives. For forty days after the funeral relatives may wish to make
regular visits to the grave on Fridays.
Hindu
Hindus believe in reincarnation and a cycle of rebirths. When a person dies, the soul is reborn in a
new body, returning to earth in either a better or worse form. What a person does in this life will
influence what happens to them in the next, the law of Karma. Those that have performed good
deeds in this life will be reborn into higher order families, those whose behaviour has been bad will
be born again as outcasts.
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A Hindu funeral is as much a celebration as a remembrance service. Hindus cremate their dead as
it is the soul that has importance, not the body which is no longer needed. White is the traditional
colour and mourners usually wear traditional Indian garments. If attending, it may be worth asking
what will be appropriate dress. During the service, offerings such as flowers or sweetmeats may be
passed around and bells rung so noise is a part of the ritual. The chief mourner, usually the eldest
son, and other male members of the family, may shave their heads as a mark of respect. In India,
the chief mourner would light the funeral pyre. Here, he will press the button to make the coffin
disappear and in some instances, may be permitted to ignite the cremator. Ashes may be taken
back to India to be scattered on the River Ganges. In the UK, some areas of water have been
designated as acceptable substitutes.
The mourning period lasts between two and five weeks.
Sikhs
Sikhs believe the soul goes through a cycle of rebirths, with the ultimate objective being to reach
perfection, to be reunited with God and, as a result, break the cycle. Thus death holds no fear and
mourning is done discretely. The present life is influenced by what happened in previous ones and
the current life will set the scene for the next.
The deceased is cremated as soon as possible after death. The coffin is taken to the family home
where it is left open for friends and family to pay their respects. It is then taken to the Gurdwara
where hymns and prayers are sung. A short service follows at a crematorium, during which the
eldest son presses the button for the coffin to move behind the curtain. In India, the eldest son
would light the funeral pyre and no coffin would be used. After the funeral, a meal may held at the
Gurdwara. The ashes may be taken back to India to be scattered. Here they may be sprinkled in
the sea or river.
The family remain in mourning for several days after the funeral and may listen to readings from
the Guru Granth Sahib (Holy Book).
Buddhist
Buddhists believe that nothing that exists is permanent and everything will ultimately cease to be.
There is a belief in rebirth but not of a soul passing from one body to another. The rebirth is more a
state of constantly changing being rather than a clear cut reincarnation. The ultimate objective is to
achieve a state of perfect peace and freedom. Buddhists try to approach death with great
calmness, and an open minded attitude of acceptance.
There are few formal traditions relating to funerals and they tend to be seen as non-religious
events. Cremation is the generally accepted practice and the service is kept very simple. It may be
conducted by a Buddhist monk or sometimes family members.
Christianity
Christians believe that there is just one God and that Jesus Christ was the Son of God. They
believe that Jesus died on the cross (The Crucifixion), and that three days later, God raised him
from the dead (The Resurrection).
Christians believe in an afterlife and also the idea of resurrection but the details around what
actually happens at the time of death and afterwards, varies within the different denominations. For
some, as soon as a person dies, he or she is judged by God and will immediately go to Heaven or
Hell, dependent on how good or bad a life they led. For Roman Catholics, there is a half-way place
called Purgatory, where an impure soul can stay until fit to enter Heaven. Others believe in the
Day of Judgement, when the world will end and the dead will return to life to be judged by God.
Within the different Christian denominations, there are many variations on what happens at a
funeral. When someone dies, the body is taken to an undertaker who will carry out the necessary
preparations for the body to be laid out. This is to enable those who wish to view it before it is
placed in a coffin. The funeral, organised by an undertaker, is about one week after the death.
This usually takes place in a church, but sometimes a crematorium, or a combination of the two.
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The coffin will remain closed. Wreaths or bunches of flowers may be placed on the coffin. It is
traditional to wear black but this custom varies. If held in a church, the funeral service may include
a Holy Communion, Eucharist or Mass. The body will either be buried or cremated, dependent on
the wishes of the deceased and the family. A churchyard grave is often marked by a headstone but
for a cremation, the family may choose a more informal way to mark where the ashes are buried or
have been scattered.
Humanist
Humanists are non-religious. They follow the principle that this life is the only one we have and
therefore when you are dead there is no moving on to another one. The focus of a Humanist
funeral is on celebrating the life of the deceased. The person people knew is talked about, stories
shared, and memories recalled. Their favourite music may be played, whatever it is. This is done
by friends and family who are supported by an Officiant. The ceremony, usually a cremation, will
be tailored to meet the family’s wishes rather than following a set pattern.
Resources
Death and Bereavement Across Cultures by Murray, Laungani, Pittu and Young
Covers rites, rituals and mourning traditions for adults and children from the major religious and
secular belief systems. Published by Routledge.
Cost £18.99.
Supporting Young People Coping with Grief, Loss and Death by Weymont and Rae.
A programme designed to be delivered to groups or whole classes of secondary school students
which includes a section on Beliefs and Customs. The session encourages students to explore
how the concept of death varies according to different religions and cultures. Information is given
on the main world religions and belief systems. Photocopiable work sheets and handouts are
included. Includes a CD- ROM. Can be ordered online from www.luckyduck.co.uk.
Cost £17.99.
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