Discuss the unique and diverse Islamic responses to mortality, such as ideas of martyrdom and the rituals surrounding death
Introduction:
In this essay, I will be focusing Islamic burials and how these change during certain situations, in particular the coronavirus pandemic. Whilst on this topic, I will look into what the Muslim community considers to be an appropriate adaptation to burying their dead in contrast to what is considered to be inappropriate. This shows that Islamic responses to mortality are strict in that they are willing to slightly break away from traditional customs, but only to a certain extent, and that too much change is unacceptable to the Muslim community. Additionally, I will be looking into how Muslims are willing to put their lives on the line in order to follow their Islamic laws by not taking the coronavirus vaccine as some believe that it goes against their religion, which shows that Muslims are willing to risk death in order to follow Islamic laws. 
Islamic burial rituals
In the Muslim religion, there is one main ritual which takes place when a person is dying or has died.  For those who are dying the ‘Talqeen’ is performed to ensure they are spiritually ready for the journey into death. After those who are present have the opportunity to share their own prayers, the person leading the Talqeen then encourages the dying person to recall ‘the Shahada’ before taking their last breath.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Christi Center. 2020. Islamic Rituals for the Dying and Deceased. Available at: https://christicenter.org/2013/03/islamic-rituals-dying-deceased/ Accessed on 15/12/20 ] 

Islamic funeral arrangements begin immediately after the death of a loved one, since according to Islamic law, they must be buried as soon as possible. Once the person has passed away, the next step is to perform the ‘ghusl,’ or the washing of the deceased’s person body. The ghusl can be done by most adult family members of the same sex as the deceased. After the body is washed, it is then enshrouded, typically in plain, white cloth, in a process known as the ‘Kafan;’[footnoteRef:2] men are typically wrapped in 3 sheets where as women are wrapped in 5.[footnoteRef:3] The funeral that follows the washing and shrouding is guided by the Salat al-Janazah, the Islamic funeral ceremony and prayer set. In addition to family and close friends, adults from the local Muslim community who are able to attend should be present, as it is considered an obligatory duty to do so. The deceased’s body is lain out in front of the Imam leading the ceremony, and those present for the funeral line up in an odd number of rows before the deceased’s body. After the Salat al-Janazah prayer set is completed, those present may line up and observe the deceased person for a final time before moving to the burial ground. The deceased is laid on their right side by male family members in a dug grave, preferably facing towards Mecca.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  The Christi Center. 2020. Islamic Rituals for the Dying and Deceased. Available at: https://christicenter.org/2013/03/islamic-rituals-dying-deceased/ Accessed on 15/12/20]  [3: Funeral Guide. 2020. Muslim Funerals. Available at: 
https://www.funeralguide.co.uk/help-resources/arranging-a-funeral/religious-funerals/muslim-funerals         Accessed on 15/12/20. Last updated on 17/07/19]  [4:  The Christi Center. 2020 Islamic Rituals for the Dying and Deceased. Available at https://christicenter.org/2013/03/islamic-rituals-dying-deceased/ Accessed on 15/12/20 ] 

This is the main way of burial within the Islamic community. However, different sects of Islam have slightly different rules, for example some communities allow women to attend burials,[footnoteRef:5] whereas others do not, thereby meaning that some religions have different rules to others, and as such making it more diverse. However, overall, Islamic burials are quite strict in that all Muslim burials are required to be conducted in this way. As such, the Islamic response to mortality, in particular regarding burying their dead, is strict and is not very diverse, regardless of whether it is a Sunni burial or a Shia burial.  [5:  The Christi Center. 2020 Islamic Rituals for the Dying and Deceased. Available at https://christicenter.org/2013/03/islamic-rituals-dying-deceased/ Accessed on 15/12/20 ] 

[image: ][footnoteRef:6] [6:  Image from Muslim Funeral Services. 2010. Ghusl & Burial steps. Available at https://www.mfs.asn.au/ghusl--burial-steps.html  Accessed on 17/12/20 ] 

Islamic burials during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Due to the coronavirus pandemic however, Islamic burial services have had to adapt. Muslim communities are finding it more and more difficult to bury their dead within 24 hours[footnoteRef:7] and they have now adapted a “saff” burial survice, which involves burying up to 10 people in individual chambers within one plot after a single funeral prayer is performed for all of them. Saff means row in Arabic, and the name reflects the method of laying the deceased to rest in rows within a plot. According to Asif Hassanali, development manager for Eternal Gardens, a Muslim burial ground where a saff burial took place, “We came up with the idea of the saff burials after we met with local Muslim scholars whom we asked for advice on our options and how we could cope with the increased demand. They approved of the idea of opening 10 individual graves together in a plot that’s 10 meters long, 2 meters wide and around 1.5 meters deep.” He then went on to say that “From above, each chamber looks like a normal grave. However, in order to get the backlog cleared and bury a larger number of people during the same time period, we came up with this option.”  London Imam Suliman Gani, who performed a single funeral prayer for eight deceased who were laid to rest in a saff burial, stated that this method allows “up to 10 individuals to be buried in a shorter amount of time. The whole burial takes around two hours.”[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Channel 4 News. 2020. Muslims in UK struggling to carry out burials within 24 hours. Available at https://www.channel4.com/news/muslims-in-uk-struggling-to-carry-out-burials-within-24-hours   Accessed on 17/12/20 ]  [8:  Arab News. 2020. UK cemetery adopts new way of burying Muslims amid rising coronavirus deaths. Available at https://www.arabnews.com/node/1661091/world   Accessed on 18/12/20 ] 

On the other hand, in other parts of the world, governments have taken a more drastic course of action. In Sri Lanka, those who have died from coronavirus are being cremated against the wishes of the families of the deceased. Muslims in Sri Lanka are outraged over the forced cremation of a 20-day-old COVID-19 victim last week against the family’s wishes. Sri Lanka in March made cremation mandatory for people who die or are suspected to have died from the coronavirus infection. Muslims and Christians bury the dead, but Sri Lanka’s mandatory cremation policy for those infected with COVID-19 has left minority communities feeling helpless and angry.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  ALJAZEERA. 2020. Outrage in Sri Lanka over cremation of Muslim COVID victims. Available at https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/12/18/i-had-no-stre   Accessed on 17/12/20 ] 

This is against Islamic law and it is prohibited in their religion, thereby casting tensions between the government and the Muslim community. “It is a communal decision they” … the Sri Lankan government … “took. The government wants to hurt the feelings of the minorities. They are violating WHO guidelines and basic human rights,” Azath Salley, leader of the National Unity Alliance (NUA) and former governor of the Western Province, told Al Jazeera.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  ALJAZEERA. 2020. Outrage in Sri Lanka over cremation of Muslim COVID victims. Available at https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/12/18/i-had-no-stre   Accessed on 18/12/20 ] 

This demonstrates that the Muslim community considers their dead to be sacred, and as such they do not want their dead to be cremated but instead want them to be buried. They are, however, willing to break away from traditional Islamic customs and say a single prayer over a much larger group of people, but they are not willing to break away too far from traditional Islamic customs. This therefore demonstrates that Islamic responses to mortality are both diverse and strict; they are willing to break away from traditional customs slightly in order to adjust to new circumstances, but they are not willing to completely breakaway from their tradition.
Islamic laws against using the COVID-19 vaccine:
There have been many developments in the coronavirus vaccines, however, unfortunately many individuals in the Muslim community feel that they will be unable to take the vaccine due to religious reasons. As companies race to develop a COVID-19 vaccine and countries scramble to secure doses, questions about the use of pork products has raised concerns about the possibility of disrupted immunization campaigns. Pork-derived gelatin has been widely used as a stabilizer to ensure vaccines remain safe and effective during storage and transport. Some companies have worked for years to develop pork-free vaccines: Swiss pharmaceutical company Novartis has produced a pork-free meningitis vaccine, while Saudi- and Malaysia-based AJ Pharma is currently working on one of their own. But demand, existing supply chains, cost and the shorter shelf life of vaccines not containing porcine gelatin means the ingredient is likely to continue to be used in a majority of vaccines for years, according to Dr. Salman Waqar, who is the general secretary of the British Islamic Medical Association.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  The Independent. 2020. Concern among Muslims over halal status of COVID-19 vaccine. Available at https://www.independent.co.uk/news/concern-among-muslims-over-halal-status-of-covid19-vaccine-muslim-covid-law-vaccine-novartis-b1776700.html   Accessed on 20/12/20 ] 

However, many Muslims may still use the vaccine as the majority consensus from past debates over pork gelatin use in vaccines is that it is permissible under Islamic law, as “greater harm” would occur if the vaccines weren’t used, said Dr. Harunor Rashid, an associate professor at the University of Sydney. Rachel Howard, director of the health care market research group Research Partnership states that a decree was later issued by the Muslim clerical body saying it was permissible to receive the vaccine, but cultural taboos still led to continued low vaccination rates. She went on to say that “Our studies have found that some Muslims in Indonesia feel uncomfortable with accepting vaccinations containing these ingredients," even when the Muslim authority issues guidelines saying they are permitted.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  The Independent. 2020. Outrage in Sri Lanka over cremation of Muslim COVID victims. Available at https://www.independent.co.uk/news/concern-among-muslims-over-halal-status-of-covid19-vaccine-muslim-covid-law-vaccine-novartis-b1776700.html  Accessed on 20/12/20 ] 

This therefore demonstrates Islamic responses to mortality are very strict, as many Muslims are so devout to their religion that they are even willing to risk their lives in order to not go against their religion. 
Conclusion: 
In conclusion, traditional Islamic burials are relatively strict in that they are required to follow the same procedure, but with minor differences regarding certain factors, such as whether women should or shouldn’t attend the burial service. The burial process however has changed during the coronavirus pandemic and the Muslim community has had to make some adaptations, with one prayer being said over 10 buried individuals rather than just 1 individual. This goes to show that the Islamic responses to mortality in regards to burial are quite strict, but that they are willing to make slight adjustments to appropriate certain situations. However, they do not want the traditional Islamic funeral process to be completely disturbed as is evident from the fact that the Muslim community in Sri Lanker is completely against their government cremating the bodies of dead Muslims. Additionally, the fact that many Muslims are not willing to take a vaccine further demonstrates how Mulims respond to mortality, as some would rather risk death than break Islamic laws. 
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