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Introduction

Misposal of the dead®which is practiced in various forms in primitive aswell asin
post-modern societies, is one of the characteristicsthat di ginguish human beings
from other beings This vital practice has been a matter of debate among the
Christians of Nepd since the commencement of the Christian Church in the country.
Y et no singl e col lective attempt has been made to addressthe issue, dthough
informa and individua di scussions among the Church leadership cadres have
gpparently taken place. Thus the quegion of whether the Chrigians in Nepal should
bury or burn their dead remains unanswered.

The am of this paper is to look critically at the exi 2ing method of disposal of the
dead within the Nepa i Christian Community and to delineate some practi ca
considerati ons, which might be he pful in tackling the prevailing situation on the
issue. First, abrief description of pre-conversion modes of disposa of the dead in
Nepa will be offered; second, the importation and imposition of Christian method of
disposd of the dead and itseffectson individuals, church and community will be
analysed; third, an attempt will be made to critique the Christian way of dispos ng
the dead from historica and theol ogica perspectives. Findly, some practi cal
recommendati onswil | be drawn from the di scussion.

Pr e-Converson Practices

Nepa is ahomeland of many ethnic, triba, religiousand lingui gic groups each of
them having distinct customsand practicesso it isin order to think of multiple
modes of digposing the dead. Further, as van Gennep rightly observed, variations on
funeral rites depend on the age, sex, wealth and socid gatus of the deceased.i
Burning and buria arethe two normal modesof di gposing the dead prior to peopl e(3
converson to Christianity.

Hindus normal ly cremate their dead near the bank of the sacred rivers. Although
theological reasonsfor cremation are unclear, it seems that it is associated with their
understanding of fire and sacrifice. According to Hindu belief, fireiscons dered to



be an agent of regeneration and rebirth.ii In additi on, during the late V edic period,
there developed a tendency to regard cremati on as one@ fina sacrifice, in which the
body of the deceased is offered in fire.lii However, these concepts seemto bedien to
the ordinary Hindus. Part of the reasons mi ght be the Sanskrit |anguage, which is the
medium for conducti ng rituals and is understood by few.

Likewise, the Tamangs, though they belong to Tibetan Buddhi sm sect, strongly
recommend cremati on but on the top of the hills. L amas are the protagonists of the
Tamang funerds. The tendency of making use of funerad sasoccasions to advertise
one@ property, power and position seems to be amore dominant phenomenon within
the Tamang community. The numbers of Lamas and funera flags in the procession
refl ect the socid and economic status of the deceased or of hisfamily. In this case,
both funerda processonsaswel | as final purification rituals become a mosaic of
co-operati on, compul 9 on and competi tion among the Tamangs

However, burial is d s0 not an uncommon practice among Hindus. For example,
infants, unmarried girls and those who die of small pox, are buried. It could be
because they are not regarded as possess ng a human soul and thi s perception is not
peculiar to Hindus.v Besides these practices Hindus sometimesimmerse the corpse
into asacred river.

Burial is the most common practice anong some of the ethnic groups such as
Lepcha, Limbu and Rai in East Nepal. Each group has its own ancedrd burid place
and ritud sare conducted by thetribd priegs

Other ethnic groups such asMagar and Gurung, are comfortabl e with either buria or
burning. For instance, M agars of Banyan Hill bury their dead as cremation is very
rare, as the required wood and vegetabl e oil are expensive. Sometimes they carry
their dead to the sream or river, whereit usudly isjust redleased in the water. It is
sometimes harmful for the community as well asfor the cattle. The presence of
lineage members, areal son, or if not then alineage son, a Brahman, married
daughters and their husbands in afunera isa mandatory as each one of them share
responsibilities.v

Similarly Gurungs of Ghaisu (Weg Nepa) also prefer burial because they think that

burning isexpensive. The latter is preferred by therich and presti gious Gurungs as it
providesthem an occad on to exhi bit their economi ¢ gatus. For Gurungs, afunerd is
not jug areigious act. Rather it has social and economic i mplications. The sons



in-law (husbands of the daughters of the deceased) are responsible for carrying the
corpseto the cemetery. The clansof the deceased bring abundle of firewood, beer
mash, rice, money etc. which put less economic burden on the family of the
deceased.vi

Whatever waysthe funerals might be performed, depending on one® ethnic,
reigious, triba backgrounds, or even geographical regions it has never been a
matter of debatein the Nepa i society. Contributing factors towards this end might be
the designated place, priests and policy for funera swithin the different groups of
people.

Post-Conver son Practice

Christianity wasfirg introduced to Nepal by the Jesuits during the early part of the
18" century. But, in 1769 the Jesuits along with the Nepa i converts were coerced to
leave the country largely on politica suspicion. The foll owing two centuries Nepa
remained in completeisolation from the other parts of the world.

Nepa opened its door to the rest of the world in 1950 when the 104 year long
authoritarian Rana Regi me was dethroned by the people® movement.vii T his political
change, once again, paved theway for Christianity. This time Christi anity was
carried into Nepa mainly by the @i aspora Nepali Owho had embraced Chrigtianity in
Darjeding, India

Along with the Christi an fai th came the new interpretation of death. A newly
imported method of managi ng the dead (Christian Burial) wasi mposed on the new
converts irrespective of their socio-cultura and ethni c backgrounds, largely by the
native misd onaries. Certai n salient consequences of such Christian practice can be
observed on individuals, community and the church.

On theindividual leve, relationship anong therelati ves is divorced and their social
responsibiliti es are diamissed. For exampl e, in Gurung and Tamang communities
sons-in-law carry the corpse to the crematory and daughters of the deceased bring
food for the mourners. These practices are totally discarded by the Church. Though
these practices seem to bring phydca and economic burden on them, they fed
isolated from and rej ected by their own relatives who professand preach, Qove your
nei ghbour as yourself.OThe co-operation among the clan members, which used to
lessen the economic burden of the family of the deceased as they contribute wood,
rice, beer mash and money for the funera, hasbeen crippled.



However Christianity, with the new understanding of death and S mple funerd rites
liberated its converts from the anxi eti es of their uncertainti es caused by pas karma.
vii Moreover, the heavy financia burden of the death rituads and after-death
ceremoni es has been removed.

In community level, the so-call ed @hristian BurialChas caused conflicts between the
church and the community. To some extent, the government restri cti onstowards
Christian activitieshave contributed to such communa conflicts. Conditutional ly,
Nepd is the Hindu KingdomOwhere the presence of Chrigtians is not officially
recognised a though the National Census 2001 incl udes the percentage of Christians
inits gatigics.* Thisgives no reason to provide aplace for the Chrigians to bury
their dead. In addition, the efforts to form an ecumenica body, which aong with
other socia and nationa issueswould plead and pressuri se the government to
designate the place for cemeteries havefailed time and again.

The only dternative for the church is to purchase private land which would be either
near by avillage or afield where villagersgo for their daily work. Naturally, most
peopl e, if not al, not only fear death but also the cemeteriesor crematories The
community constantly lives and worksin fear. In some cases, bodies have been taken
out from the grave and put back in the church. One of the | eaders of Friends
Evangelicd Mission narrates hisbitter experience asfollows

Three years back in rainy season, a Christian Darjee (untouchable)
family log an ederly mother and she was buried besde Trisuli River,
Bethrawati, Nuwakot, where Hindu Brahmins s used to cremate
their dead ones After two days of burid, the Hindu fanatic neighbours
compd led the Chrigian Darjee family to dig up back the corpse and
cremate in heavy rain despite of half rotten corpse. The family was
threatened and humiliated, and later discouraged so much that they
were even backslidden for a year or two. Still, they have decided that
if any Christian die, they will cremate rather facethis kind of horrible
Hindu fanatics. They do not have their separate cemetery they haveto
take alongside Hindu dte to cremate in Trisuli River. It is a sad gory
in its own context on Christian part (Norbu Tamang).

In the name of lightening the economic burden on individua converts, the Church
herself has become economicaly vul nerabl e. Buying a piece of land is very

expend ve, especidly in thecities Most Churcheshave their servicesin rented hals
Besidesthis, pastors and other full-timers have to be looked after. The church
members, particul arly elder ones are worried about a placefor burid. Therearetwo



options Thefirstisto coll ect Gree willGoffering whi ch is someti mes Gorcedd
offering. The second is to beg for money to bury the believers.

A Critique of the @&hrigtian BurialO

What motivated the Nepdi Christiansto cling on the Chrigian way of funeral
regardless of these unhedthy outcomes? Lindell reports three arguments by Church
leaders:

1) burial is God-given, scripturd and Christian tradition;
2) the body should be placed i ntact into the grave to await resurrection; and

3) cremation is apart of Hinduism so Christians shoul d not follow Hindu
practices.x

Now, these arguments have to be anaysed from theological as well ashigorical
perspectives

Firstly, theargument that buria isGod-given, Scriptural and Chrigian tradition has
neither theologica nor historica grounds. Burial is equa ly as human act as
cremation. Rituals whether concerning death or other are man made. The Biblica
record Grom earth to earthQ(Genesis 3:19) should not be taken as a God-given
method of disposing the dead. Rather it should be undergood as the reality of the
mortaity of human body. The Bible also nowhere explicitly either commendsburia
or condemns burning. Some people quote 2Kings 3:27 and Amos 2:1 asa proof for
God@disapprova of cremation. The historica context of these texts reveds that in
the former incident the king was condemned for sacrifi cing hisson, not for burning
body, and in the | atter the Moabiteswere judged for their viol ence againg the people
of Edom, not because they practiced cremation.xi

Additiondly, it hasto be admitted that burial is not something that the Christians
invented. Burid isa Jewish tradition. Geoffrey Rowel | argued that Chrigians
borrowed the practice of buria asthe canonised mode of disposal of the dead from
Judaism.xii

Secondly, the quegtion of whether cremati on renders impossible the resurrecti on of
the body, as the Nepali Chrigians think, is problematic per se. For it is inconsistent
with JesusOview of resurrection. According to Jesus, resurrection is not confined to
Christians (John 5:29). Further, it contradictsthe doctrine of sa vation by faith.
Burial does not guarantee one® resurrection; rather it is one@ faith in him.



Additiondly, will the body remain until the time of resurrection in the tomb; or what
will happen if the cemetery isreused or taken away in the landsli des; or what will
happen to the Christians devoured by wild animals, which is posd blein Nepa?
Finally, it raises a serious quesion about the faith and resurrection of many martyrs,
who were burned to death.xii Billy Graham candidly states, GCremation cannot
prevent asovereign God from calling forth the dead a the end of time.Gv

Thirdly, cremation is not necessarily an exclug vely Hindu practice. Neither buria is
solely practiced by the Chrigians. During 1960s dmog 50% of the Chridiansin
New Zealand cremate their dead.x” One gudy, carried out in 2002, shows that in the
United States of America (USA) cremation rate i s 25%, and 40% Americans are
likely to go for cremation.xvi Among the American Presbyterians 40% of members
and 53% of pagorsprefer cremati on.xvii It is not to argue that the Nepai Christians
should foll ow whatever the overseas Chrigians practice. However, denying any
practice merely because of itsassoci ation with other religions woul d not be
productive either. As discussed earlier, burid iscommon among the people of other
reigions too. For thousands of years, both burid as well asburning have been
prevalent modes of managing the dead.xviii

The above discussion di scloses no theol ogical and higorical basis for buria or
against cremation. If burial can be Christian, so can cremation.

Conclusion

Considering the plurai gic soci o-reli gious context of the Nepali soci ety; no
theologica and historica grounds for the Christian buria ; and glaring anomie caused
by Christian burial, the following recommendations could be drawvn:

* The socio-culturd and ethnic background of the deceased should be
considered before the funera is performed for the rituals vary according to
one@ background. The consensus of the family members and rel ati ves woul d
be sought.

*  Whereburial is traditiona such asin Rai, Limbu and Lepcha communiti es
and does not create problems of cost or use of land needed for living, there
are no groundswhy it should not be carried on.



*  Where cremation is more demanding, cheaper, ead er, and comforti ng for the
members, rel aives and community, Nepai Christians should gladly and
courageously adopt this method.
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