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Fellow Traveler 

Chaplains and ministers will face many of the same fears, losses, and 

difficulties that those in their charge will face during pandemic influenza. 

Chaplains and ministers will be fellow travelers on the journey through 

the wilderness we call pandemic. As people respond in fear, confusion, 

anxiety, or anger to their sense of vulnerability, isolation, grief, or loss, 

these chaplains and ministers in pandemic may be experiencing some of 

the same feelings of fear and loss. They will be lamenting and trying to 

navigate the wilderness of confusion and anxiety, too.  Who will 

demonstrate compassion by providing encouragement through listening, 

dialoguing, comforting, clarifying, and empowering people through words 

and actions when the chaplains and ministers are overwhelmed? 

When pandemic makes circumstances look bleak and despairing, 

chaplains and ministers bring encouragement and hope, empowering 

people to move forward to spiritual and emotional health and restoration. 

“The chaplain in disasters must be able to convey encouragement to a soul 

that is despairing by saying, “Take courage; it is I, do not be afraid” (Mark 

6:50). In the midst of the storms of life—the disasters, the crisis, and the 

devastation—the chaplain must bring the assurance of hope.”xxx 

 

 
                   For we walk by faith, not by sight. 

                                     2 Corinthians 5:7 
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Chapter 10 
 

End of Life: Rituals and Grief  
 

There is an appointed time for everything. 
And there is a time for every event under heaven— 

A time to give birth and a time to die; 
A time to plant and a time to uproot what is planted. 

A time to kill and a time to heal; 
A time to tear down and a time to build up. 

A time to weep and a time to laugh; 
A time to mourn and a time to dance. 

 
Ecclesiastes 3:1-4   NASB 

 
     Death seems inevitable during pandemic. History tells us that millions have already died and that 

millions may still die in the days to come. What will sustain us in our grief as we mourn the death of 

those we hold dear? How will we lament in a world turned upside down? Who will hold us in the dark 

days following the saddest days of our lives? How will we gather as a community of faith, a 

community of family, a community of colleagues, a community of care providers? Where is our 

community and is there no balm in Gilead? 

     It seems that this is the appointed time for mourning. Mourning is an important part of our grieving 

after the death of a loved one. Mourning is the cultural or public demonstration of our grief through 

rites and rituals, including behaviors that others may not recognize as significant. Remembering our 

loved ones and those we have lost causes anxious moments for those who survive. Unconsciously or 

consciously, survivors seek comfort in this angst through behaviors that promote coping and later 

adapting to the loss. It is challenging business and hard work to undo all the psychological and social 

ties that bind us to our loved one.  

     There are many types of mourning practices – legal, governmental, military, and emergency 

services – these are often media events. We have seen flags at half-staff with procedure defined by 

statute. We have seen twenty-one gun salutes, parades, bagpipes, caissons, and black ribbons over 

badges. There are also cultural, family, religious, and individual mourning practices that are sometimes 

uniquely defined by the individual or group. There are wakes and visitation, funerals and memorial 

services (today they may even be called “celebration of life” services), Mass and shivah, flowers and 

caskets, urns and photographs, sympathy cards, gift cards, and casseroles delivered to the home.  

     Following pandemic, there may be complicated mourning due to the inability to engage in the very 

mourning practices that give voice to our lament and promote living with the reality of the loss. How 

will there be healing if we cannot do the very things prescribed for comforting our loss? Mourning 



Dr. Naomi Paget, BCC, BCETS 48 

March 2020 
 

 

becomes complicated when the loss is unexpected or sudden. When there are multiple deaths – and in 

pandemic there may be hundreds at a time – even mortuaries and funeral homes cannot meet the need. 

Many will feel separated by emotional and spiritual death long after the physical death of their loved 

ones. 

Funerals and Memorial Services 

     Remembering the life of one who has died is a significant part of the grieving 

process. Survivors want to remember and celebrate the memories of a life that 

was shared.  The experience of the funeral or memorial event is vitally important 

to the well-being of those who survive, helping survivors accept the reality of the 

loss, acknowledging that someone we love or care about has died. These events 

allow family and friends to say goodbye while recognizing and expressing their 

loss emotions, which could vary across a vast continuum of sentiments. The 

gathering of friends and family provide opportunity to collectively be a 

supportive community and create group cohesion. While often providing hope for 

the living, these funerals and memorial services create intentional occasions to 

reevaluate values, meaning, and beliefs about life, family, and God.  

     In many ways, funerals and memorial services create a space in which one 

discovers a new self-identity. One’s life relationships have changed. 

The funeral helps us begin this difficult process of developing a new self-

identity because it provides a social venue for public acknowledgment of our 

new roles.   If you are a parent of a child and that child dies, the funeral 

marks the beginning of your life as a former parent (in the physical sense; 

you will always have that relationship through memory).  Others attending 

the funeral are in effect saying, “We acknowledge your changed identity and 

we want you to know we still care about you.”xxxi 

     The challenge during COVID-19 and other epidemics or pandemics is that 

funerals and memorial services may not occur. When people are quarantined or 

restricted by social distancing, self-shielding, and government mandate, these 

healing gatherings of community will not occur as they have traditionally 

happened. The rituals will be modified in ways that may accomplish the 

traditional task albeit increasing pain and suffering.  

 

Funerals and memorial 

services are important 

to survivors 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Funeral and memorial 

services may not 

happen during 

pandemic 

 

 



Dr. Naomi Paget, BCC, BCETS 49 

March 2020 
 

 

     The National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA) recommends following 

the CDC guidance for mass gatherings and the President’s Coronavirus 

Guidelines for America. Aligning with those guidance documents, the NFDA 

suggests private viewing for only immediate family and/or close friends, delaying 

the funeral and holding it at a later date, or webcasting the funeral so others may 

view it from the safety of their homes. The elderly and immune-compromised 

should stay home and all protocols for hand hygiene, covering coughs, etc. should 

be observed. The NFDA “offers a webcasting license that covers the copyrighted 

music in the ASCAP, NMI and SESAC catalogs.  It covers services broadcast via 

funeral webcasting software, as well as other live streaming platforms like 

Facebook, YouTube, Zoom, Vimeo and Skype.”xxxii 

     The Jewish tradition has some unique funeral components that speak to many 

of the same issues most grievers face after death from a highly contagious 

disease. Following similar guidelines as most faith traditions, The Union for 

Reformed Judaism has published web-based resources with suggestions for 

worship, religious education, and event gatherings. One helpful idea was 

expressed as “Bringing Shabbat Home,” the idea of helping congregants recreate 

certain elements of synagogue life from home.xxxiii  

     In a more detailed and specific publication, the Rocky Mountain Rabbinical 

Council urged rabbis to meet with families only by video-conferencing or by 

phone. All services were to be held graveside only, with no more than 10 people 

and seated at least six feet apart. Those who had been exposed to COVID-19 or 

who were feeling ill must not attend. Appropriate precautions should be taken 

when handling out k’riah ribbons, clothing, prayer cards, and other materials. 

Rabbis could offer traditional words of comfort to everyone positioned where 

they are seated rather than forming a greeting line. The common shovel to place 

earth in the grave would not be used and disposable cups should be used instead. 

There should be no hugging or touching of one another. Instead a helpful 

suggestion is to put one’s hand over one’s heart as an appropriate expression of 

caring. The traditional period of shivah (a period of seven days of formal 

mourning for the dead, beginning immediately after the funeral) should be 

modified and visitation should be via video technology. “We also recognize that 
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this is a sha’at dachak—an emergency situation that calls for upholding the value 

of pikuah nefesh—a supreme concern for human life and safety. We urge for the 

expediting of funerals soon after death so that mourners have the opportunity to 

grieve immediately.xxxiv   

     Mourners from all traditions are learning that community looks different 

during pandemic. Whether it is the wake, the viewing, the funeral, the memorial 

service, or the celebration of life, we will not gather nor hold hands. The New 

York Disaster Interfaith Services (NYDIS) writes, “No repast or reception should 

be held following burial or cremation.”xxxv We will experience technology as we 

never have experienced it before the crisis of COVID-19.  Funerals and memorial 

services will be held in groups of less than ten with one officiant, or they will be 

held online with participants self-shielding in their own homes. Many services 

will be delayed “for a time when we can gather together,” or those services will 

not be held and a simple gravesite service will take its place.  
 

Cremation 

     The rate of cremation in the United States is slightly less than 50%. The rate 

varies throughout the world except in Japan where the cremation rates have 

consistently been about 99.94%. If the rate of fatalities continues to rise in Japan 

as a result of COVID-19, there may be many postmortem issues that will become 

a reality. In 2011 after the great tsunami in Japan, crematoriums were unable to 

handle the volume of bodies and many bodies were placed in mass graves. Later, 

exhuming those bodies was additionally traumatic for families.xxxvi Today, in the 

wake of COVID-19, authorities are concerned for safety issues, families are 

concerned about cultural issues, and mortuaries are concerned about practical 

issues. The convergence of all these issues may create greater crises for those 

who are already feeling frustrated and powerless during one of the saddest 

moments of their lives. 

     Transportation of bodies of people who have died of COVID-19 poses a 

significant amount of risk for handlers. Rooms and morgues where bodies lay 

until transportation must be thoroughly disinfected after the body is placed in a 

cremation container (coffin), which will be placed in the retort (cremation 

chamber). The risk of infection is great at each step and family members who 
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usually accompany the body throughout the process are prohibited form doing so. 

Often these family members were in direct contact with the deceased person and 

may be infected as well. Cluster infections often occur.xxxvii 

     Typically, cremation occurs after 24 hours (to ensure there is no possibility for 

resuscitation) and many legal documents are signed. In a pandemic situation – or 

when a communicable disease or epidemic exists – in many places, cremation 

must occur with 24 hours. In other situations, cremation may occur almost 

immediately, without first going to a funeral home for preparation of the 

body.xxxviii 

     While cremation is a fairly commonly used practice, pandemic will cause 

additional distress for the family and survivors when the usual rituals of 

accompaniment, waiting time, and preparation are not allowed. There will be no 

contact allowed between survivors and the deceased - no kissing, no touching, no 

physical presence. 

        

Personal and Individual Ritual Modifications 

            The act of ritual is a common thread that has linked humanity 

throughout the ages, regardless of ethnicity, culture or religion, but what 

role does it have to play in our increasingly secular lives? Rituals motivate 

and move us. Through ritual we build families and community, we make 

transitions and mark important events in our lives, we express ourselves in 

joy and sorrow, and perhaps, most importantly, we create and sustain 

identity. They come in every shape and color.xxxix 
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      Rituals have roots in spirituality and seem to mark life’s historic moments. 

They articulate what our words cannot say and connect us to an inner life that 

cries out, wanting to be expressed. Rituals mark sacred spaces – spaces that have 

importance and separate us from the ordinary. They tie us to our heritage and give 

meaning to the new space we inhabit after the death of our loved ones. Rituals 

such as funerals and memorial services provide a sense of structure and safety in 

a time of crisis. There is calming assurance in doing and controlling what we can 

during a time of chaos and uncertainty. 

     During pandemic, survivors and grievers will be forced to modify the rituals 

that encourage healing and growth. Social distancing, quarantine, and self-

shielding will prevent participation in these end of life rituals as we know it. This 

may be a new world in which the old rituals that marked the rites of passage are 

discouraged, not allowed, or even illegal. We must remember that the ritual is 

only secondary to how we emotionally and spiritually participate in the ritual. 

What we receive is a part of what we give. 

     The moment of death in a hospital may be shared by FaceTime on a cell 

phone. Ritual washings may be symbolic, not physical. Chaplain end of life 

rituals may be conducted by cellphone, TV monitors, or behind personal 

protective equipment that resembles alien invasions.  

     Most faith traditions recognize the importance of individual rituals especially 

at the time of death. But while practicing social distancing, quarantine, or self-

shielding, how does ritual body washing happen? Ritual modifications require 

creativity and grace. Sometimes the religion provides solutions when the belief 

can be reinterpreted and applied with grace. A Quranic verse says: “And if you 

are ill or on a journey or one of you comes from the place of relieving himself or 

you have contacted women and find no water, then seek clean earth and wipe 

over your faces and your hands [with it]. Indeed God is ever Pardoning and 

Forgiving.”xl  

     Makkah Mosque Leeds offers some guidance about ritual body washing after 

death, either by COVID-19 or other causes. The key point is that the health and 

well-being of the living is far greater than that of the deceased. The ritual washing 

of bodies is not mandatory if medical experts feel that washing the body poses a 
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risk to those performing Ghusi (the ritual washing of the body) or if personal 

protective equipment is not available. Notably, “COVID-19 affected deceased are 

classified as Martyrs and therefore the ritual of washing the body is not 

mandatory.”xli The ritual is important; however “we must comply with the 

instructions we receive [from the authorities].”xlii 

     Many sacrifices are being made. Many modifications are being made. Many 

creative ideas are being initiated. We are living in a time of opportunity – 

opportunity to be all we can be during a time when we cannot do all we have 

done in the past.  Ritual modifications are only one part of the changes we will 

experience during a time of pandemic 

 

Disenfranchised Grief and Mourning 

     Whether the decedent is a victim of COVID-19 or has died in the due course 

of unrelated events, grieving and mourning will be disenfranchised by the simple 

reason that people cannot gather together and provide comfort in the usual 

meaningful ways. Traumatic grief often occurs when death is not expected or 

when the individual death is part of a mass fatality event such as in the sudden 

and unexpected crisis of pandemic.  Survivors are in shock and make little sense 

of what has happened. Anxiety is high and the forced separation during the 

sickness and dying process cause exacerbation of the anxiety. Patients will die 

alone – without their loved ones near. Loved ones will feel guilt, knowing that no 

one wants to die alone. In the event of pandemic and social distancing, traumatic 

grief becomes disenfranchised grief. The socially accepted ways of grieving and 

mourning do not take place (gathering for funerals, wakes, visitation, etc.) and the 

emotional consequences include additional anxiety, a feeling of isolation, a sense 

of abandonment, and misunderstandings of many kinds. How will one 

demonstrate the significance of one’s loss if there is no funeral, no flowers, no 

music, no pictures, no memorabilia – no people to share the experience of one’s 

loss? When grieving and mourning are defined by tradition, survivors may feel 

significant disenfranchisement when those traditions are not upheld. 
 

…in situations where there is no funeral, the social group does not know 

how to relate to the person whose identity has changed and often that 
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person is socially abandoned.  In addition, having supportive friends and 

family around us at the time of the funeral helps us realize we literally still 

exist.  This self-identity issue is illustrated by a comment the bereaved 

often make:  “When he died, I felt like a part of me died, too.”xliii 
 

     Disenfranchised grief and mourning may cause multiple emotional and social 

challenges. People with disenfranchised grief may experience depression, 

withdrawal from family and friends, somatic issues, and even a sense of guilt. 

 

Cost of Complicated Grieving and Mourning 

     When the assumptions of one’s life – the expectations and beliefs – are not 

realized, many survivors experience complicated grieving and mourning. There 

was no time to say “good-bye,” there was unfinished business, and sometimes the 

loss is ambiguous. It feels unbelievable that “we” are going through such an 

implausible time such as this. “He was only twenty-two.” “But it was just a bad 

cold.” “It was supposed to be our cruise of a lifetime.”  “I let him die alone.” 

     Grieving lasts a lifetime, although the intensity of that grief will probably 

lessen over time. When the rituals at the end of life don't happen and when 

community is prohibited from gathering in consolation, the needs of the griever 

seem to increase. There’s a void that cannot be filled. Communication without 

eye contact, gestures, and compassionate touch seems superficial and insincere. 

The needs of the griever seem to increase as the griever experiences secondary 

losses – not enough affirmation, not enough stories, not enough hugs, not enough 

tears, not enough tradition, and not enough sources of support.  

     The emotional and spiritual cost of grieving and mourning during pandemic 

will be great. Disillusionment, depression, loneliness, and abandonment will only 

be the initial psychosocial cost of grief during pandemic. There may be no sense 

of honor or tribute to the ones who have died during this time. There may be a 

sense of guilt or shame in not providing the traditional end of life rituals that were 

so deserved. There may be doubt that “we did the right thing,” or that “we did all 

we could.”  These will be difficult and challenging days for those who survive 

and deal with the end of life issues surrounding pandemic. These are uncharted 

waters filled with challenges that will perplex and confound us. We will 

Disenfranchised 

mourning: 

When the griever is 

denied the right to 

mourn 

 

 

 

 

Emotional consequence 

for disenfranchised grief 

and mourning include 

anxiety, isolation, 

 abandonment, and 

misunderstandings 

 

 

 

 

 

Grieving lasts longer 

when it is 

disenfranchised 

 

 

 

 

The emotional and 

spiritual cost of grieving 

and mourning during 

pandemic will be great 

 



Dr. Naomi Paget, BCC, BCETS 55 

March 2020 
 

 

  

collaborate with the experts, confer with the experienced, and pray with the 

faithful. In the end, we still know, “The best way out is always through” (Robert 

Frost). 

 

 
 

 

 

  

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth. 
 

Matthew 5:3-5   NASB 
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Chapter 11  
Partnerships that Work 

 
Collaboration between churches, institutions, and agencies is essential 

in responding to pandemic influenza. No single entity can be fully 

prepared to provide all the essential services that their congregants and 

constituents will require when pandemic disrupts life. Each church could 

partner with other churches in the community to provide the best of what 

they are able to provide. In partnership with community, regional, state, 

and national agencies, churches are able to respond more effectively to the 

needs expressed by their congregants and the community it serves. 

Collaborative efforts are most successful when contacts and 

relationships are developed before the pandemic crisis. Familiarity with 

relief agencies (e.g. American Red Cross, Southern Baptist Disaster 

Relief, or Salvation Army) will facilitate receiving and providing services. 

     The National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters (National 

VOAD) is an association of organizations that mitigate and alleviate the 

impact of disasters, provides a forum promoting cooperation, 

communication, coordination and collaboration; and fosters more effective 

delivery of services to communities affected by disaster.xliv This association 

of disaster response organizations has provided the opportunity for 

collaboration before, during and after the crisis.  

     Through the efforts of many sub-committees, the National VOAD has 

assisted houses of worship, communities, counties, and states with guidance 

in how to prepare, how to respond, and how to recover after many types of 

disasters and critical events. These sub-committees have provided Points of 

Consensus, Guidelines, and other resources to facilitate effective care and 

consistency of ministry provision. 

     There are several documents on the National VOAD website 

(www.nvoad.org) under Emotional and Spiritual Care (ESC). “Light Our 

Way” is the first resource, a general guide book for spiritual care in times of 

disaster, written for disaster response volunteers, first responders, and 

disaster planners, including chaplains, community clergy, and others who 
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Appendix A 

 
 

COVID-19: Recommended Preventative Practices and FAQs for Faith-based and 
Community Leaders 

 

1 
 

 

PLEASE NOTE: The following recommended preventative practices and answers are in response to 
common questions we have received.  They are based on what is currently known about the Novel 
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19). Should you have questions that are not listed below, please 
contact the Partnership Center at partnerships@hhs.gov or 202-260-6501. We will do our best to 
respond in a timely fashion and will continue to update this document as further questions and 
information come to our attention. 

Primary Resources 
� For updates on the Novel Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19), refer to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention͛s ;CDC͛sͿ dedicated website. Also available in Spanish.  
� For local information and for recommendations on community actions designed to limit 

exposure to COVID-19, check with your state and local public health authorities.  
� For guidance and instruction on specific prevention activities related to your community͛s 

tradition and practices, refer to your national and regional denominations.   

The Role of Faith-based and Community Leaders 
Faith-based and community leaders continue to be valuable sources of comfort and support for their 
members and communities during times of distress, including the growing presence of COVID-19 in 
different parts of the country.  As such, these leaders have the unique ability to address potential 
concerns, fears, and anxieties regarding COVID-19. Additionally, by reiterating simple hygienic 
precautions and practices, these leaders can broadly promote helpful information, managing fear and 
stigma, and restoring a sense of calm into the lives of those in their care.  

Such leaders are also poised ͸ through their acts of service and community relationships ͸ to reach 
vulnerable populations with essential information and assistance. These acts of service are an essential 
part of the safety net for the vulnerable in their communities.  

  


