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Cemetery vs. Crematory: theStruggleof Nepali Chr ist ians
on Disposal of theDead

By Nima Ghising

Introduction

ÔDisposal of the deadÕ, which is practiced in various forms in primitiveaswel l as in

post-modern societies, is oneof thecharacteristicsthat distinguish human beings

from other beings. This vital practicehas been a matter of debate among the

Christians of Nepal sincethe commencement of theChristian Church in thecountry.

Yet no singlecol lective attempt has been madeto addressthe issue, al though

informal and individual discussions among theChurch leadership cadreshave

apparently taken place. Thus the question of whether theChristians in Nepal should

bury or burn their dead remains unanswered.

The aim of this paper is to look critical ly at theexisting method of disposal of the

dead wi thin theNepal i Christian Community and to del ineatesome practical

considerations, which might behelpful in tackl ing the prevail ing situation on the

issue. First, abrief description of pre-conversion modes of disposal of thedead in

Nepal wi ll be offered; second, the importation and imposition of Christian method of

disposal of thedead and itseffectson individuals, church and communi ty will be

analysed; third, an attempt wil l bemadeto critiquethe Christian way of disposing

the dead from historical and theological perspectives. Final ly, somepractical

recommendationswil l bedrawn from thediscussion.

Pr e-Conversion Practices

Nepal is ahomeland of many ethnic, tribal , religiousand linguistic groups each of

them having distinct customsand practicesso it is in order to think of multiple

modesof disposing thedead. Further, as van Gennep rightly observed, variations on

funeral rites depend on theage, sex, wealth and social status of the deceased.i

Burning and burial arethetwo normal modesof disposing thedead prior to peopleÕs

conversion to Christianity.

Hindus normal ly crematetheir dead near the bank of the sacred rivers. Al though

theological reasonsfor cremation are unclear, it seems that it is associated with their

understanding of fire and sacri fice. According to Hindu belief, fire isconsidered to
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bean agent of regeneration and rebirth.ii In addition, during the lateVedic period,

theredeveloped a tendency to regard cremation as oneÕs final sacrifice, in which the

body of the deceased is offered in fire.i ii However, these concepts seem to beal ien to

the ordinary Hindus. Part of thereasons might betheSanskrit language, which is the

medium for conducting rituals and is understood by few.

Likewise, the Tamangs, though they belong to Tibetan Buddhism sect, strongly

recommend cremation but on the top of the hills. Lamas are theprotagonists of the

Tamang funerals. The tendency of making use of funeralsasoccasions to advertise

oneÕs property, power and position seems to be amore dominant phenomenon wi thin

the Tamang community. Thenumbers of Lamas and funeral flags in theprocession

reflect thesocial and economic statusof thedeceased or of hisfamily. In this case,

both funeral processionsaswel l as final purification rituals becomeamosaic of

co-operation, compulsion and competi tion among the Tamangs.

However, burial is also not an uncommon practiceamong Hindus. For example,

infants, unmarried girls, and thosewho dieof small pox, areburied. It could be

becausethey arenot regarded aspossessing ahuman soul and thisperception is not

peculiar to Hindus.iv Besides these practices, Hindus sometimesimmerse thecorpse

into asacred river.

Burial is the most common practiceamong someof the ethnic groupssuch as

Lepcha, L imbu and Rai in East Nepal. Each group has its own ancestral burial place

and ri tualsareconducted by thetribal priests.

Other ethnic groups, such asMagar and Gurung, arecomfortablewith either burial or

burning. For instance, Magarsof Banyan Hill bury thei r dead as cremation is very

rare, as therequired wood and vegetableoil areexpensive. Sometimes they carry

their dead to the stream or river, where i t usually is just released in thewater. It is

sometimesharmful for thecommunity as well asfor thecattle. Thepresenceof

lineage members, areal son, or if not then alineage son, a Brahman, married

daughters and their husbands in afuneral isa mandatory as each oneof them share

responsibil ities.v

Simi larly Gurungs of Ghaisu (West Nepal) also prefer burial becausethey think that

burning isexpensive. Thelatter is preferred by therich and prestigious Gurungs as it

providesthem an occasion to exhibit their economic status. For Gurungs, afuneral is

not just arel igious act. Rather it has social and economic implications. Thesons
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in-law (husbandsof thedaughters of thedeceased) areresponsible for carrying the

corpseto thecemetery. Theclansof thedeceased bring abundle of firewood, beer

mash, rice, money etc. which put less economic burden on thefamily of the

deceased.vi

Whatever waysthefunerals might beperformed, depending on oneÕs ethnic,

rel igious, tribal backgrounds, or even geographical regions, i t has never been a

matter of debate in theNepal i society. Contributing factors towards this end might be

the designated place, priests and policy for funeralswithin the different groups of

people.

Post-Conver sion Practice

Christianity wasfi rst introduced to Nepal by the Jesui ts during the early part of the

18th century. But, in 1769 theJesuitsalong with theNepal i converts werecoerced to

leavethecountry largely on poli tical suspicion. Thefollowing two centuries Nepal

remained in complete isolation from theother parts of the world.

Nepal opened i ts door to the rest of the world in 1950 when the104 year long

authoritarian RanaRegimewas dethroned by thepeopleÕs movement.vii This political

change, once again, paved theway for Christianity. This timeChristianity was

carried into Nepal mainly by the ÔDiasporaNepaliÕwho had embraced Christiani ty in

Darjeeling, India.

Along with theChristian fai th camethenew interpretation of death. A newly

imported method of managing thedead (Christian Burial) wasimposed on the new

converts irrespective of thei r socio-cultural and ethnic backgrounds, largely by the

nativemissionaries. Certain salient consequences of such Christian practice can be

observed on individuals, community and thechurch.

On theindividual level, relationship among therelatives is divorced and their social

responsibil ities aredismissed. For example, in Gurung and Tamang communi ties,

sons-in-law carry thecorpse to the crematory and daughters of the deceased bring

food for the mourners. These practices are totally discarded by theChurch. Though

these practicesseem to bring physical and economic burden on them, they feel

isolated from and rejected by their own relatives who professand preach, Ôloveyour

neighbour as yourself.ÕThe co-operation among theclan members, which used to

lessen theeconomic burden of the fami ly of thedeceased as they contributewood,

rice, beer mash and money for thefuneral, hasbeen crippled.
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However Christianity, wi th the new understanding of death and simple funeral rites,

liberated itsconverts from theanxieties of their uncertainties caused by past karma.
viii Moreover, the heavy financial burden of thedeath rituals and after-death

ceremonies has been removed.

In community level, the so-called ÔChristian BurialÕhas caused conflicts between the

church and the community. To someextent, thegovernment restrictionstowards

Christian activi tieshavecontributed to such communal conflicts. Constitutional ly,

Nepal is theÔHindu KingdomÕwherethe presenceof Christians is not officially

recognised al though the National Census 2001 includes thepercentageof Christians

in i ts statistics.ix Thisgives no reason to provideaplace for theChristians to bury

their dead. In addition, the efforts to form an ecumenical body, which along with

other social and national issueswould plead and pressurisethegovernment to

designatetheplacefor cemeteries, havefai led time and again.

The only al ternative for thechurch is to purchase private land which would beeither

near by avil lage or afield wherevil lagersgo for their daily work. Naturally, most

people, if not all , not only fear death but also thecemeteriesor crematories. The

community constantly lives and worksin fear. In some cases, bodies have been taken

out from thegraveand put back in thechurch. One of the leadersof Friends

Evangelical Mission narrateshisbi tter experienceasfol lows:

Three years back in rainy season, a Christian Darjee (untouchable)
family lost an elderly mother and she was buried besideTrisuli River,
Bethrawati, Nuwakot, where Hindu Brahmins also used to cremate
their dead ones. After two days of burial , the Hindu fanatic neighbours
compel led the Christian Darjee fami ly to dig up back the corpse and
cremate in heavy rain despite of half rotten corpse. The family was
threatened and humi liated, and later discouraged so much that they
were even backslidden for a year or two. Sti ll, they have decided that
i f any Christian die, they will cremate rather facethis kind of horrible
Hindu fanatics. They do not have thei r separate cemetery they haveto
take alongside Hindu si te to cremate in Trisul i River. It is a sad story
in its own context on Christian part (Norbu Tamang).

In the name of lightening theeconomic burden on individual converts, the Church

hersel f has becomeeconomically vulnerable. Buying a pieceof land is very

expensive, especial ly in theci ties. Most Churcheshave thei r servicesin rented halls.

Besidesthis, pastors and other full-timershaveto be looked after. The church

members, particularly elder ones, are worried about aplacefor burial. Therearetwo
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options. Thefirst isto collect Ôfreewil lÕoffering which is sometimes ÔforcedÕ

offering. Thesecond is to beg for money to bury thebelievers.

A Critique of the ÔChristian Bur ialÕ

What motivated the Nepali Christiansto cling on theChristian way of funeral

regardless of theseunhealthy outcomes?Lindell reports three arguments by Church

leaders:

1) burial is God-given, scriptural and Christian tradition;

2) the body should beplaced intact into thegraveto awai t resurrection; and

3) cremation is apart of Hinduism so Christians should not follow Hindu

practices.x

Now, thesearguments have to beanalysed from theological as well ashistorical

perspectives.

Firstly, theargument that burial isGod-given, Scriptural and Christian tradition has

nei ther theological nor historical grounds. Burial is equal ly as human act as

cremation. Rituals whether concerning death or other areman made. TheBiblical

record Ôfrom earth to earthÕ(Genesis 3:19) should not betaken as aGod-given

method of disposing the dead. Rather i t should beunderstood as thereality of the

mortali ty of human body. TheBiblealso nowhereexpl ici tly ei ther commendsburial

or condemns burning. Somepeoplequote2Kings 3:27 and Amos 2:1 asa proof for

GodÕsdisapproval of cremation. Thehistorical context of thesetexts reveals that in

the former incident the king was condemned for sacrificing hisson, not for burning

body, and in the latter the Moabiteswere judged for their violence against thepeople

of Edom, not becausethey practiced cremation.xi

Additionally, it hasto beadmitted that burial is not something that theChristians

invented. Burial isa Jewish tradition. Geoffrey Rowel l argued that Christians

borrowed the practice of burial asthecanonised mode of disposal of the dead from

Judaism.xii

Secondly, thequestion of whether cremation renders impossible theresurrection of

the body, as theNepali Christians think, is problematic per se. For it is inconsistent

with JesusÕview of resurrection. According to Jesus, resurrection is not confined to

Christians (John 5:29). Further, it contradictsthedoctrineof salvation by faith.

Burial does not guaranteeoneÕs resurrection; rather i t is oneÕs fai th in him.
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Additionally, wi ll thebody remain until thetimeof resurrection in thetomb; or what

will happen i f thecemetery isreused or taken away in the landslides; or what wil l

happen to the Christiansdevoured by wild animals, which is possible in Nepal?

Final ly, it raises aseriousquestion about thefaith and resurrection of many martyrs,

who wereburned to death.xiii Bi lly Graham candidly states, ÒCremation cannot

prevent asovereign God from calling forth thedead at theend of time.Óxiv

Thi rdly, cremation is not necessarily an exclusively Hindu practice. Nei ther burial is

solely practiced by theChristians. During 1960s almost 50% of theChristians in

New Zealand crematetheir dead.xv One study, carried out in 2002, shows that in the

United Statesof America (USA) cremation rate is25%, and 40% Americans are

likely to go for cremation.xvi Among theAmerican Presbyterians40% of members

and 53% of pastorsprefer cremation.xvii It is not to arguethat the Nepali Christians

should follow whatever theoverseasChristians practice. However, denying any

practicemerely becauseof itsassociation wi th other religions would not be

productiveeither. As discussed earlier, burial iscommon among the people of other

rel igions too. For thousands of years, both burial as well asburning havebeen

prevalent modes of managing thedead.xviii

The abovediscussion discloses no theological and historical basis for burial or

against cremation. If burial can beChristian, so can cremation.

Conclusion

Considering thepluralistic socio-religious context of the Nepali society; no

theological and historical grounds for the Christian burial ; and glaring anomiecaused

by Christian burial, the following recommendations could be drawn:

• The socio-cul tural and ethnic background of thedeceased should be

considered before thefuneral is performed for the rituals vary according to

oneÕs background. Theconsensus of the fami ly members and relatives would

besought.

• Whereburial is traditional such asin Rai, L imbu and Lepcha communities

and doesnot createproblems of cost or useof land needed for living, there

are no groundswhy it should not becarried on.
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• Wherecremation is more demanding, cheaper, easier, and comforting for the

members, relatives and community, Nepali Christiansshould gladly and

courageously adopt this method.
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