ELEMENTS OF A HINDU FUNERAL RITUAL 

1. The body is cremated within 12 hours of death.

2. The eldest son lights the funeral pyre, after sprinkling water around the body.

3. When the funeral fire is lit, the domestic fire is put out and not lit again until the body is cremated. Food is provided by the maternal relatives of the family.

4. The ashes are gathered and immersed in a river – preferably the River Ganga (Ganges), or the nearest ocean.

5. An oil lamp is kept lit for the deceased, and the family goes into mourning for eleven days.

6. During the eleven days the immediate family are considered to be in a “liminal” zone. They may not visit temples or friends or take part in any other social or religious functions. Friends and relatives may visit them during this time to pay their condolences, but on returning home these visitors must purify themselves by bathing. (The belief is that the soul may still be hanging around in its familiar environment).

7. Various rituals are carried out during the eleven days to ensure the safe journey of the soul to its destination. “Sacrifices” are offered on behalf of the 3 previous generations, the generation of the deceased and of the future. The 5 generations are represented by 5 Brahmins who are fed and receive gifts on behalf of the deceased.

8. It is believed that it takes eleven days for the soul to reach its destination, which, for the Vaishnavas is Vaikunta and for the Shaivas, Kailash. A feast is prepared, to which all relatives, friends and associates are invited. The family takes a “purification bath”, put on new clothes and can now return to normal life activity. The oil lamp is allowed to burn out.

9. After resting at its destination for a while, the soul is then reborn and its new form depends on the karma that it has accumulated in its previous life.

10. Every year, on the death anniversary, to ensure the well being of the parents in their next incarnation, sons are obliged to perform a memorial ceremony (sacrifice) in which brahmins are fed, given gifts, and alms are distributed to the poor.



[Notes provided by Dr. Radhika Sekar]
