A variation of Islamic rituals surrounding mortality.

‘Islam’ means submitting to the will of God; their God being Allah.  Muslims strongly believe in life after death and they are only on this earth in preparation for the next1.  How they serve Him in this life will determine how they are rewarded in the next.  Depending on how one dies, depends on the ritual given, for example suicide is a sin and is not looked upon in the same way as someone who died of natural causes.  Those who die through Martyrdom will have a slightly different burial.  The recent coronavirus pandemic has led to the rituals needing to be adapted to accommodate the new restrictions, but Muslims are still trying to follow the ritual as closely as possible, albeit safely.
The Quran is the book Muslims follow and is of extreme importance to their religion.  Muslims believe the Quran is Allahs final revelation which he revealed to the prophet Muhammad3.  The Surah al-Fatihah is the first chapter of the Quran and, by some, is considered to be the core of the Quran4.  A Mosque, a Muslims place of worship, holds prayers five times a day at dawn, noon, afternoon, sunset and in the evening2.  During prayers, Muslims face Mecca, which is home to the Kaaba and also where Muhammad was born.  The Kaaba is a sacred site5.  Muslims branched off into different sects when Muhammad, a Prophet and caliph, died in 570 A.D.  After Muhammad’s death, two major sects emerged.  These were the Sunni and the Shiites.  The Sunni make up 90% of Muslims worldwide and accept the first four caliphs (Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali, all of which were relations of Muhammad) to be the true successors to Muhammad6.  Shiite Muslims believe the only true caliph to succeed after Muhammad was Ali.  Shiite Muslims deny the legitimacy of the first three caliphs and mainly reside in Iran, Iraq and syria7.  Angels play an important role to Muslims, many believing there are always watching.  Gabriel is said to be an angel who came to Muhammad whilst he was meditating in a cave8.  Two angels named Munkar and Nakir will visit a recently deceased person in their grave to interrogate them9.  This is to determine if the deceased will be rewarded or punished for their actions during life.  If one bears witness Allah is the only God, their grave becomes seventy cubits by seventy and is illuminated, where as if one is a hypocrite, the earth is to squeeze them until their ribs interlock and this torture is repeated10.  The usual mourning process for Muslims is three days and would include visitors to the family’s house and prayers together.
A 'traditional’ Muslim burial is usually and ideally performed before nightfall on the day of death to speed the process of the soles journey to its next destination and starts with a pray being said to the dying person.  The person will be surrounded by family members who will also pray for them.  The pray is recited by an Imam and is called the Ya sin and is performed to prepare those dying to ensure they are spiritually ready for their journey into death11 and is recited into the dying ones ear.  After the prays have finished, it is encouraged for the person dying to repent and recite Shahadah, which is I bear witness that (there is) no god except Allah; One is He, no partner hath He, and I bear witness that Muhammad is His Servant and Messenger12.  Once the loved one is deceased, they are washed at least three times by family members, preferably of the same sex. The washing of the body is called the ghusl and is sometimes done by professional washers13.  The washing is done thoroughly and precisely; the eyes are closed, the jaw is secured, and the limbs are kept flexible to ease the process of washing and wrapping.  The body’s orifices are sealed with cotton.  The body is then covered in a shroud of clean, undyed, perfumed cloth.  For men it is usually three pieces of cloth and woman have five.  The final piece is wrapped tightly around the body14.  The commemoration that follows is called the Salat-Al-Janazah and is attended by family and close friends of the deceased along-side adult Muslims from the local community15.  The Imam leads the pray at the head of a man and the feet of a woman.  The body is to face Mecca, on the right-hand side.  The body is then laid in the grave, without a coffin, deep enough to conceal odour and not attract animals.  Again, the body is to be laid on its right side, with a bare cheek upon a stone with the cloth loosened.  Once more, the Shahadah is said in the deceased ear.  At this time, the deceased will have their test of faith with angels Munkar and Nakir.  
The recent coronavirus pandemic has changed the way burials can be carried out.  The World Health Organisation (WHO) state dead bodies are generally not infectious, but it is recommended not to touch or kiss the body16.  Coronavirus has meant Muslims have had to alter the way they carry out their burial rituals.  Restrictions have come into place on the number of mourners who can attend a funeral, social distancing has to be maintained and the three days of mourning, commonly held in large tents or Mosques, is currently not allowed17.  The MBS (Muslim Burial Society) has had to adapt to the changes to assist with the rituals and follow new practices wearing full PPE (personal protective equipment) during the ghusl.  Following the guidelines, only one family can attend alongside five trained MBS volunteers; as well as training for the ghusl, Muslims can have online training sessions in order to complete the role of the Imam.  The Council (specifically Darwen and Blackburn) have asked if you have not been invited to the funeral, then please do not attend as there has been a limit of thirty people allowed to attend and it adds pressure onto the family members and the volunteers if they must turn people away as well as adding to the risk of contracting the virus18.  According to Professor Dominic Harrison who is the director of public health, people of a black or Asian minority are at a higher risk from coronavirus due to multi-generational households and also due to them being among the many front line/ key workers19.  Due to the virus, it has sometimes taken up to two weeks to bury the deceased20.  Understandably, this can cause distress to the family who would prefer to follow their ritual and bury the deceased the same day as death.  
In the Muslim religion, there is a fine line between suicide and martyrdom.  It is forbidden to commit suicide and according to tradition the punishment for suicide is the unending repetition of the act by which the individual took his or her life21.  After the death of a martyr, they do not go through the test of faith with Munkar and Nakir, rather they go straight to paradise and share the place closest to the throne of God22.  The Sunni sect consider the deliberate pursuit of martyrdom to be the equivalent of suicide and parts of hadith have a few variants of death that confer martyr status, for example, death in childbirth, fire, drowning or in an epidemic23.  The intentional pursuit of martyrdom is normally associated with Kharijites and is not seen as an inconvenient by-product of struggle but a goal worth following in its own right24.  The death of a martyr has his own burial rites.  In most circumstances the body is not washed, nor is it dressed in white cloth but laid to rest in the clothes he died in.  As well as the changes mentioned, there usually is no need for prayers as the deceased is automatically purified from sin25.
Research has shown that Muslims pay a large deal of respect to their dead and the rituals undertaking are of great importance.  Furthermore, in current times with the coronavirus pandemic, Muslims have been volunteering to become trained washers to assist in the ghusl to hopefully allow the rituals to be carried out in a timely manner in these unprecedented times. It is plausible to assume men do this for their own benefit when they die and face Munkar and Nakir themselves; they can show Allah they respect him by helping others in their death and also reinforces how much of a tight nit community they are.
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