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Religion, Mortality & COVID-19

• L3 TALKING TO THE DEAD MODULE

• PROF. GARY R. BUNT
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Reading

• Heidi Campbell, Distancing Religion Online: Lessons from the Pandemic 
Prompted Religious Move Online

• Heidi Campbell, Religion in Quarantine: The Future of Religion in a Post-
Pandemic World (open access e-book: Digital Religion Publications, 2020)

• ‘A Good Death’ During the Covid-19 Pandemic in the UKA Report of Key 
Findings and Recommendations (LSE Anthropology)

• Sujata Gupta, Why do we miss the rituals put on hold by the COVID-19 
pandemic?, Science News, 14 Aug 2020

• The Conversation, Different faiths, same pain: How to grieve a death in the 
coronavirus pandemic, 1 June 2020
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Listening

• BBC Heart & Soul, ‘Will coronavirus change my faith?’, 
August 2020

• BBC Heart & Soul, ‘Will God protect me?’, 23 August 2020
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https://contendingmodernities.nd.edu/global-currents/distancing-religion-online-lessons-from-the-pandemic-prompted-religious-move-online/
https://doi.org/10.21423/religioninquarantine
https://doi.org/10.21423/religioninquarantine
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/104143/4/GoodDeath_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/rituals-religion-coronavirus-covid-19-pandemic
https://theconversation.com/different-faiths-same-pain-how-to-grieve-a-death-in-the-coronavirus-pandemic-138185
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3ct0x1b
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3ct0x1l
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Questions

• Closure of places of worship: mosques, churches, synagogues

• Ritual practices reconsidered: Hajj, Pesach, Easter, Diwali

• Are alternative approaches feasible to practice faith in the 
pandemic context?

• What are the different responses between and within diverse 
religious contexts – especially in relation to mortality?

• Does the Covid-19 situation make people more religious?
• Has the nature of religion changed?
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A pastoral view

“Everything feels so sacred right now,” she 
says. “These little synchronicities assure 
me there’s a force greater than myself out 
there at work.”

”And she’s learned to embrace the divine 
that moves through a Zoom chat, even as 
her hands can no longer touch. “We have 
to get used to seeing God differently,” she 
says. “It’s made me so grateful that we 
even have this technology. Because 

imagine if we didn’t.”” Rev Angela 
Maddalone, Hospital Chaplain, North 
Carolina
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Religious experience

Ritual:

Sensory experiences
Communal experience
Ideas of sacred space

How has this changed in the 
COVID-19 context?
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Responses

• Some sought to ignore advice i.e. evangelical churches in 
USA 
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/may/06/coronavirus-covid-19-chaplains-christian
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Arkansas: CDC report, May 2020
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‘The rightwing Christian preachers in deep 
denial over Covid-19's danger’

• “ …Howard-Browne is just one of the most prominent 
religious leaders on the Christian right who are 
endangering their flocks and the rest of America by 
claiming the virus is a hoax, or that it can only be defeated 
by supernatural means, rather than solid healthcare policy.”
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https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6920e2.htm
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Pastor who refused to close church due to 
coronavirus killed by outbreak

• “Bishop Gerald Glenn, a prominent evangelical pastor in a 
community near Richmond, Virginia, died on Saturday evening 
from COVID-19. The news comes a month after Bishop Glenn 
told his congregation: “I firmly believe that God is larger than 
this dreaded virus.” In a video of the sermon, Bishop Glenn told 
those who gathered: “Just imagine if the government had the 
authority to say, you and me, we can’t go to church. Aren’t you 
glad you were free to get up and come?” Religious leaders in 
other parts of the country have also dismissed the idea of staying 
home during this pandemic.”

14

15

Tony Spell, a pastor of a Pentecostal 
megachurch in Baton Rouge

• “Spell has been outspoken about his disdain for masks. In 
the Aug. 5 video, the pastor claimed that masks are the 
“precursor” to the Antichrist and said that a vaccine would 
“have the ability to track all of humankind.””

16
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Responses to mortality in the COVID-19 
situation

• Usual communal rituals cannot be observed i.e. limited funerals, 
burial approaches, funerals as the liminal event

• Impact on pre-death religious mediation

• Bodies treated differently (numbers)
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World Health Organisation: Infection 
Prevention and Control for the safe 
management of a dead body in the context 
of COVID-19

• The dignity of the dead, their cultural and religious traditions, and 

their families should be respected and protected throughout;

• Hasty disposal of a dead from COVID-19 should be avoided;

• Authorities should manage each situation on a case-by-case 

basis, balancing the rights of the family, the need to investigate 
the cause of death, and the risks of exposure to infection.
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World Health Organisation: Funeral home/ 
mortuary care 

• Health care workers or mortuary staff preparing the body (e.g. washing the body, 
tidying hair, trimming nails, or shaving) should wear appropriate PPE according to 
standard precautions (gloves, impermeable disposable gown [or disposable gown 
with impermeable apron], medical mask, eye protection); 

• If the family wishes only to view the body and not touch it, they may do so, using 
standard precautions at all times including hand hygiene. Give the family clear 
instructions not to touch or kiss the body;

• Embalming is not recommended to avoid excessive manipulation of the body;

• Adults > 60 years and immunosuppressed persons should not directly interact with 
the body.

20
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Religious Responses 
to Funerals
L3 TALKING TO THE DEAD MODULE
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Iraq

• “In Iraq, relatives participate in washing the bodies of their 
loved ones and preparing them for burial. The dead are 
buried the same day wherever possible. For both Muslims 
and Christians, deaths are normally followed by three days 
of condolences held in large tents or mosques or church 
halls. With the family surrounded by relatives, friends and 
neighbors, outpourings of grief are expected and often 
encouraged.”
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Hinduism: India

• “Funerals are now limited to 20 or fewer attendees. Gone are the big, 
public funeral processions that are a key part of mourning for 
adherents of many faiths across South Asia.”

• “Many of India's majority Hindus believe that being cremated next to 
the Ganges, or having ashes submerged in its waters, ensures 
salvation. But with limited public transportation and travel curtailed 
under lockdown, families are unable to transport the bodies or ashes 
of their loved ones to the river, and there are reports of ashes piling 
up in crematoriums because families can't come to pick up the ashes.”

24

https://www.hindustantimes.com/cities/death-in-times-of-coronavirus-a-final-journey-without-loved-ones/story-m49iGprSW9639YX9tdCJ4I.html
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Islam: Pakistan

• “ …the most populous province, Punjab, issued guidelines
requiring those performing the ritual Islamic washing of 
bodies to wear appropriate protective gear. A prominent 
clerical council also called on Pakistani Muslims to practice 
social distancing as they undertake traditional communal 
prayers to honor the dead.”
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Islam: Pakistan
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Islam: Turkey

“In Turkey, close farewells have been replaced by distance 
burials. Only those physically involved in the burial are 
allowed at the pre-burial body washing ritual normally 
attended by close family members, and only the closest 
relatives can attend the burial, with the imam praying from a 
safe distance away, speaking through a mask. Authorities 
have forbidden mourners from approaching the coffin for a 
last look or word.”
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Islam: Turkey

Coronavirus: Funerals held in Istanbul | AFP, 1 Apr 2020

28

https://www.dawn.com/news/1543239/health-dept-issues-guidelines-for-burying-virus-victims
https://www.dawn.com/news/1545890


07/12/2020

8

Islam: Canada
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Judaism: Israel

“Burial officials restrict funerals to 20 guests 
and forbid the custom of passing around a 

shovel for attendees to scoop dirt into the 
grave so participants don't touch the same 
shovel. At some funerals, participants insist 
on keeping the tradition to honor the dead 

by scooping up dirt with their bare hands. 
Coronavirus victims' bodies are wrapped in 
two plastic body bags to protect those who 
handle the body, since coffins are not 

typically used in Jewish burials in Israel and 
bodies are lowered directly into the grave, 
wrapped in shrouds.”
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Judaism: USA

• “I’m broadcasting funerals online and coordinating shiva
visits through Zoom, but technology will never approximate 
the comfort of a home full of people. During shiva, our 
community holds us in our grief until we discover ways to 
move forward alone again.“ Rabbi David A. Schuck
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Shiva.com
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https://www.shiva.com/learning-center/visiting-shiva/covid-19-coronavirus-social-distancing-and-jewish-mourning-shiva/
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Judaism: USA

34

Judaism: USA

NYPD Break Up Crowded Street Of Orthodox Jewish Community Having Rabbi’s Funeral | 

NBC News NOW, 29 Apr 2020
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Judaism: UK
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Judaism: UK
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Christianity & Islam: Philippines 

“In the Philippines, a government edict has decreed that the 
remains of a COVID-19 victim should be cremated within 12 
hours, with an exception if a religion forbids cremation. If the 
deceased is a Muslim, for example, the body of the deceased 
should be placed in a sealed bag and buried in the nearest 
Muslim cemetery according to Muslim rites, also within 12 
hours.”
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Buddhism
Responses to Bereavement and Mortality 
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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Buddhism
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SIKHISM
Responses to Bereavement and Mortality 
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Sikhism
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Sikhism
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