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North West Perinatal/Neonatal Palliative Care 

Religious Practices 
 
 
1. Introduction  
 
 
1.1 This document has been written to enable staff to easily and quickly access relevant 
information about the needs of patients from most of the religions and faith communities 
that constitute our patient profile.  
 
1.2 The information has been gathered together by the author from a range of published 
sources. As many variations as possible within each religion or faith community have been 
included.  
 
1.3 Individual members of communities have their own beliefs, practices and requirements 
so it is important that staff use this information to give them an informed base to discuss 
individual options and requirements  
 
 
2. Aims / Purpose  
 
This document aims to give speedy access and reliable information about specific religions 
and faith communities to enable awareness of relevant care and treatment issues.  
 
 
3. Scope 
 
 It should be read in conjunction with local policy and guidelines  
 
 
4. Religious & Cultural Rites  

Most religious faiths have Late Rites – common to all is the need to say goodbye – the need 
to see, touch, hold and talk to the child. These guidelines offer an insight into different 
religious and cultural rites. 

Different Religions  
The specific requirements of the main faiths encountered are outlined below. However, all 
families should be asked what their own particular wishes are, as they may not follow the 
expected practice. To contact faith leaders please contact the Chaplaincy office. 
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Buddhism 

 

 When a child of a Buddhist family dies special prayers usually take place for a period 
of time before burial. This period depends on the lunar calendar and varies between 
three to seven days in most schools of Buddhism.  

 

 As their faith does not prevent non-Buddhists touching the body, staff do not need 
to take particular measures when performing Last Offices. The most important thing 
to do is to ensure that a Buddhist priest (preferably of the same school of Buddhism) 
is contacted as early as possible and any specific requests are ascertained from the 
family.  

 

 There is no specific teaching which would favour burial over cremation, though 
cremation is more usual in the country of origin of many Buddhist families.  

 
Post Mortems and Organ donation  
Post-mortems are accepted where necessary, and organ donation may be acceptable. 

Christianity  
Protestants  

 There are no specific requirements for the Last Offices for the child of a Protestant 
family, except to obtain the services of a chaplain to administer a blessing or baptism 
or to pray with the family if they so wish. Baptism would not normally be carried out 
after death, though many Chaplains will perform it if it is thought to be in the best 
interests – emotional and pastoral – of the parents. In an emergency any Christian 
may baptise by pouring water over the child's head and saying, “I baptise you in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.” The Chaplain should 
be informed in order that the baptism be registered.  

 Both cremation and burial are acceptable.  

Post-mortems and Organ donation  
 
Post-mortems are usually acceptable if requested and there is no religious objection to 
organ donations.  
Roman Catholics  

 Infant baptism is the tradition of the Roman Catholic Church. Sacraments are 
extremely important to Catholics. Roman Catholic parents of a critically ill baby that 
has not been baptised would wish a Catholic priest or deacon to be called without 
delay. In an emergency a Christian member of staff may baptise by pouring water 
over the child's head and saying, 'I baptise you in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. The Catholic chaplain should be informed in order 
the baptism be registered in the hospital as this is crucial later on in life 

 If the child is already baptised, prayer, a blessing or the Sacrament of the Sick may be 
appropriate. The Sacrament (or Anointing) of the Sick is an anointing with blessed oil 
and laying on of hands together with prayers for healing and strength. For this reason 
it is no longer referred to as Last Rites. Only a priest may give the Sacrament of the  
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 Sick. Catholics would expect a priest to be called it the event of critical illness. If a 
priest is not available a Sister Chaplain or lay Chaplain will bless the child. 

 

 The Sacraments of Baptism and of the Sick cannot be given after death. In this 
situation prayers and a blessing by a Catholic priest or a member of the Church may 
be said. The family may want to stay by the bedside to pray the Rosary.  

 

 As regards an unbaptised child who has died, the Church speaks of the great mercy of 
God who desires all people should be saved and of Jesus' tenderness towards 
children which caused him to say, 'Let the children come to me, do not hinder them'. 
This may help allay fears or guilt the parents may be experiencing.  
 

 An unbaptised child may receive a full Church funeral. There are Catholic funeral 
services both for burial and cremation.  

 
Post-mortems and organ donation.  

There are no religious prohibitions to post-mortem examinations, and organ 
donation is generally acceptable to Catholics. 

 

Christian Orthodox  

 It is very important to ask parents if they would like the Orthodox priest to visit and 
administer Communion and anointing. If an infant is in danger offer baptism.  

 
Post mortems and transplants  
 
No religious objections, although there may be cultural concerns.  
 
Baha’I  

 The family may ask for prayers to be said by the Spiritual Assembly of Baha‟I. This 
may be arranged by the family or the chaplain.  

 

 A special ring may be placed on the patient’s finger – please do not remove. 
Otherwise routine last offices with the body wrapped in plain cloth or silk  

 
Post-mortems and Organ donation  
 
No religious objections 

Hinduism  

 Hinduism embraces a way if life and a social system which involves the worship of 
numerous gods, all of them manifestations of the one Supreme Being. In Hinduism, 
there is no supreme church authority and no hierarchy. The priest has no pastoral 
functions but may come to the ward to pray with the relatives of a dying baby. They 
often wish to give the child water from the River Ganges (Ganga) and read to them 
from one of the holy books of Hinduism, this is also the case with babies. They may  



 
 

5 
NWNODN Religious Practices  C Travers 

 

 also tie a thread around their wrist or neck, and this should not be removed. 
Whenever possible Hindus like to die at home but if this is not possible the following 
should be remembered:  

 Gloves should be worn by non-Hindus when touching the body. The family normally 
wish to perform Last Offices themselves so wrap the baby in a plain white sheet and 
await the arrival of relatives.  

 

 Ideally, Hindus are cremated on the day of death but the formalities required in 
Britain make this impractical. However many families will wish to have the death 
certificate issued as quickly as possible so they may take the body home or to the 
funeral directors on the day of death.  

 Infants are not cremated but buried.  
 
Post-mortems and Organ donation  
Post-mortems are not generally approved of but are accepted if legally required. There are 
no religious prohibitions against the giving of organs. 
 
Islam  

 Moslems believe in one God (Allah) and regard the religion’s founder Mohammed as 
the prophet of Allah. The Koran (Quran), is Allah’s word consists of the teachings of 
Islam. This, along with recorded sayings of Prophet Mohammed and his acts, 
constitute the Islamic legal system (Sharia) – there being no distinction between 
religious and secular law. The mosque (masjid) is in the charge of an elected prayer 
leader (imam). The imam is not required to attend the death or burial of a Moslem 
but is usually invited to do so. Moslems believe in “life after death” and that a 
person is judged by Allah according to their deeds as to whether they will go to 
“heaven or hell”.  

 

 For the baby of a Moslem family it may be helpful before death to turn the foot of 
the cot in the direction of Mecca (In this country, this is in a south easterly direction), 
a compass is kept in the chaplaincy office. If it is not possible then the baby’s head 
should be turned to face this direction. Family members may pray at the bedside of 
the dying person, whispering into their ear.  

 

 An important point that should be stressed to staff is that the Islamic faith does not 
prevent women from touching their babies after death.  

 

 If an Islamic woman loses her infant within this time, it is not necessary to encourage 
the mother to touch or hold her baby’s body if this would cause distress to the 
woman.  

 Gloves should be worn when touching the baby’s body. The families usually wish to 
perform Last Offices themselves so wrap the baby in a plain white sheet and await 
the arrival of relatives. The removal of a lock of hair is offensive.  

 

 All Moslems are buried as soon after death as possible. As it is not always possible to 
comply strictly with Islamic rules for burial in this country, many families will embark  
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on the bureaucratic and often distressing delays of taking their child’s body back to 
their country of origin.  

 

 The family stays home for the first 3 days and mourning lasts for 40 days.  
 

Post-mortem and organ donation.  

 Post-mortem examinations are not generally acceptable but are reluctantly accepted 
if legally required. It is important to the family that all organs removed are returned 
to the body for burial. 

 

 Organ donation is religiously acceptable but refusal may be expressed for personal 
reasons and should not be assumed.  

 
 
Jehovah’s Witnesses  

 Many of their inherent strict beliefs involve the rejection of established authoritarian 
rulings. Their religion forbids them from accepting many forms of medical treatment 
including blood transfusion,  

 

 They refer to death as “passing over” and having led a blameless life; have nothing to 
fear from it. This means they may not demonstrate the emotions our society usually 
expects.  

 

 Last Offices are usually undertaken by a fellow Jehovah’s Witness. A child may be 
either buried or cremated according to the family’s preference.  

 
Post-mortems and organ donation.  
 
Post-mortems are not freely consented to, and organ donation is unusual 

Judaism  

 Judaism is based on the belief in one God. The love of God and the wish to carry out 
the Ten Commandments as given in the Torah (the first five books of the Old 
Testament). Religion and culture are inextricably mixed.  

 

 The Jewish Sabbath begins before nightfall on Friday and ends with the first sighting 
of three stars on Saturday night (i.e. sunset to sunset). The exact time that the 
Sabbath ends is indicated on Jewish calendars. During this time strictly Orthodox 
Jews will not work, travel, write, cook or switch on electrical appliances.  

 

 A point that staff should remember is that if a baby dies during the Jewish Sabbath 
an orthodox family may not be contactable or able to come to the hospital until after 
the Sabbath.  
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 It is Jewish tradition that when a Jewish person dies, a Wach’a (Watcher) may stay 
with the body from the time of death until the burial, which is usually within 24hrs of 
the death. This practice should be respected and provision made for the person even 
when the body is taken to the mortuary. The family will usually wish to burn a 
candle, but bear in mind safety precautions.  
 

 For the baby of a Jewish family, staff should wear gloves when handling the child’s 
body, wrap the child in a plain white sheet and await the arrival of relatives to 
perform Tahara (the preparation of the body). In Judaism, it is a member of the same 
sex as the deceased who will undertake the rituals required, usually accompanied by 
three members of their community.  
 

 Jewish burials should take place within 24hrs after death and the family will require 
the death certificate as soon as possible. Very occasionally less traditional families 
opt for cremation. 
 

 
Post-mortems and organ donation  
Post-mortem examinations are not generally acceptable, unless legally required. Any organs 
removed from the body for examination should be returned for burial. Organ donation may 
be acceptable if requested. 

Sikhism  

 There are no ordained priests in Sikhism. The temple (Gurdwara) is in the care of a 
reader (Granthi) who is appointed and supported by the community. When a Sikh is 
dying, the family sometimes accompanied by the Granthi, pray and read from the 
holy book (the Guru Granth Sahib) at the person’s bedside.  

 

 Whilst they have no objections to non-Sikhs touching the child’s body, they usually 
prefer to perform Last Offices themselves.  

 

 Whilst they have no objections to non-Sikhs touching the child’s body, they usually 
prefer to perform Last Offices themselves.  

 

 It is vital for staff to ensure that none of the five symbols of Sikhism are disturbed. 
These symbols are:  

KESH – uncut hair  

KANGHA – a semi-circular comb fixing the hair in a bun.  

KARA – a steel or gold bangle worn on the right wrist.  

KIRPAN – a symbolic dagger.  

KACHI – shorts/underpants.  

 The baby should be wrapped in a plain white sheet and await the arrival of a relative 
who will perform the Last Offices.  

 Sikh infants dying within a few days of birth are cremated.  
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Post-mortems and organ donation  
There are usually no religious objections to post-mortem examination. Organ donation is 
generally acceptable to Sikhs. 

 

Humanists and Atheists  

 Whilst these families have no religious requirements at the time of death, they 
nonetheless often have very firm ideas of what they would like for their baby, and 
these should be respected.  

 
 
Pagan  

 Patients may ask for prayers to be said by their Spiritual adviser- please contact 
chaplaincy for pagan chaplain to be called. Individuals should be listened to for 
requirements.  

 

 Burial is usually preferred.  
 
Post-mortems and organ donation  
 
No religious objections to post-mortem. Most Pagans would donate for transplant.   
 

 


