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Death in the Offing

According 1o the traditicen, a dying person
should recite the For®t praver together with as
many Askermn Vohkiis as possible, failing which,
a member of the family should recite the afore-
said prayers into the ears of the dying person,

Huoma juice (Guj hGm ni piny is given to
the dying person in order that the soul may
gain strength and immortality in the other
world. An oil lamp {Gu/. dive) must always be
kept burning ¢lose 10 the head of the person as
it is believed that a short while befote death,

the soul is timid and begins to hover outside

the body.

Immediately upon Death

The prayer vigil should be maintgined as the
soul is deemed to be frightened and anxious,
having been suddenly exposed to another state
at the moment of death. The p3h prayer, the
Pat¥t Raviin-nT and the Srgosh YavAt Vadi are
some of the prayers that may be recited before
the corpse is given the final ritual bath known
in Gujarati as the sechkar. Before the sachkar,
hath Zoroastrians as weill as nop-Zoroastrians
are traditionaily allowed to pay their last
respects to the deceased.

The Sachikar: The Final Ritual Bath

This may be given by a member of the house-
hold or by professional helpers at the bangii.!
Traditionally, the corpse is rubbed down with
gaomez {unconsecrated bull’s urine), followed
by the washing of the body with luke-warm
waler,

The genitals of the corpse are covered by a
male or female member, as the case may be,
The body is dressed in old, white, clean
clothes. The ks is finally tied in the usual
manner around the waist of the corpse, with
the recitation of the basic prayers. The hands
of the corpse are crossed across the chest, the
face 15 exposed and the bady is covered with
an old, clean, white cotton shroud,

i. A place whers the Dinal death ritualy are performed.

Close Zoroastrian friends and retatives of the
deceased then bid their private farewells, as
thenceforth no one can touch the body except
the corpse bearers (nasasalars).

Helghtened Activity of the Corpse Demoss

After the sachker ceremony has been per-
formed, the corpse demons begin to increase
in number and in activity, imspite of them
being ritually contained, *...the body of those
passed away is contaminaeting; the nasu
{corpse demon} rushes on it, and owing to
its violence... puts itself into the place of the
body, that body is then for that reason, called
masai {dead matter).”" (Dd.17.7, SHE Vol,
18 p 39).

In the Vendidad, the corpse demon (masy)
is vividly described. *'...then the druf nasw
flies away to the regions of the north, in
the shape of n raging fly, with knees arnd tail
sticking out, droning without end, and like
unto the foulest Ahrafsrras (DOXiOUs clen-
tures).” (Vd.7.2p 77).

The Role of the Corpse Bearers
{Navasalars)

The corpse bearers enter the room in paliwand,
connected to each other by a cord, haviog
taken the Bg; of Sraoosh®, The nasavafars place
the body on three stone slabs, ensering that the
head is not posidoned in & northerly direction
far it is believed that the corpse demons come
from the northern climes.

The rasasalars then draw a parameter (kashc)
thrice around the corpse with a nail or any
other metallic object; whilst doing so, they
recite as many Yarha Akl VairyGs as ponsible,
This practice of creating 8 demarcated space
arouns the corpse is done in order that the
infectious corpse demons may be ritually
contained.

2. The Sroosk B3S 1a recited upto the dast line OF the
Kim ad Mazd® prayer - mi mEPncheinlsh guFthdo
asiavalilth asheh? - ""Do not destroy the creation of
the righteous corponrtal workd™.



The mrasasalars then complete reciting the
remaining portion of the Srgosh B3f, after
which they leave the room and once again do
their kiistfs. The body is then ritually ready
for the all-important funeral ceremony ({fa).
geh sarme) to take place.

The Interim Period

Often, many hours glapse between the sachkar
ritual and the actual funerai ceremony, which
can only be performed in the Havan, Rapith-
win or Uzerin gahks. A Forcastrian funeral
should take place only during the daylight
hours, as it is balieved that the rays of the sun
have a strong protective gnd purifyving sffect
on the afflicted body. *'At the time when the
sun rises, then the Abura-created earth
hecomes pure.... tha stagnant waters become
pure,..."" {Ny.1.12). At night the corpse is said
io become more suscepiible to the forces of
evil, for *....1f the sun were nat to rise up then
the demons would desteoy all (things) which
are on the seven regions' (WMy.1.13). It is for
this reason that a Zorcastrian funeral service
takes ptace during the daylight hours only.

In the meantime, the prayer vigil over the
corpse continues, in order to give sustained
protection to the body and soul. A priest or a
relative should racite a series of prayers such as
the Sraosh Haj, the relevant gah prayer, the
Pate! Ravan-ni, the first and second Garhas
followed by the Sraosh Yashd Vadi as well
as the Srogash Yasht Haedokht or any other
prayer conniected with the Yazalg Sraosh. If
these longer prayers are not known, then the
continuous recitation of as many Ahunavars
as possible is indeed desirable,

The Sagdid : “‘Being Seen by the Dog*’

Upain the change of each gdh, a sagdid is done,
daring which a special dog is brought to cast
his eyes upon the corpse. This dog is believed
to have four eves (Vd.8.16) and its gaze is
meant to ward off the evil rasu who, it is
stated, iy frighténed away. *'...and afterwards

when seen by it, the nasy is destroyed by it
{Shn sk 2.1). These dogs are also said (o have
an instincove ability to detect any form of
life in the corpse. The dog 15 considered to be
the best amongst the good crestures for it has
the ability to smite the demons, *...1his i5 the
pood creature among the creatures of the
Good Spirit that, from midnighe «ll the sun
15 up, goes and kills thousands of creatures
of the Evil Spirit."" (Ve 13.2).

The dog, man’s best friend, is given special
status in Zoroasirian doctnne because its spul
is said to have a knk between the spiritual and
physical worlds. '*Then comes the beautiful,
well-shaped, strong and well-formed maid
(Daend) with the dogs at her sides.. .
(Ve 19.30),

The Funeral Ceremony

The funeral ceremony in Gujarati is known as
the geh sarnu (*‘chanting the Gathgs™). The
nasasalors, having done their respective
padrab-kustis,” enter the room in paiwand,
after having takem the Baf of Sraesh. In
suppressed tones, they recite a formula in
accordance with the tradition. The ngsasalars
then sit in paiwand on the stone tloor, wailing
for the priests té come.

Two priests come in paiwand, baving done
their podyab-kistis and having recited Lhe
Sraosh Bdj, the appropriate gah praver and
the Khorshed and Mikhr Nyaishes. They stand
some distance from the body near the deor.
They then take the Bay of Srgoskh, after which
they begin to recite the Ahunavaiti Gacha.
Upon the recitation of the words vehrya
vereda vanaéma drujim — “'throogh whose
strength we might conguer the Lie' (V.11.4)
— the priesis pause for a short while and turn
their faces away, a practice which should be

1. The woards Khehngorhre Akuroh® MardZb are
utiered, followed by the Ashem Vohi prayer.
The exposed parts of the body are washed thrice
and then the koaT citual is done,
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foilowed by the ladies as well. During this
period another segdid is done, after which
the corpse is transferred onto the iron bier by
the nasasalors,

(The priests turn their faces away, for it is
helieved that if eve contact takes place between
the priests and the corpse demons, then
affliction and harm may befall the priests. This
risk is further heightened due 1o the fact that
the body at this point is transferred from the
stone slabs onto the iron bier, resuolting in the
disturbance and- the possible escape of the
ritually contained corpse demons. Hence, the
priests as well as the others in the room should
turn their faces away in order (o remain pro-
tected from the evil effects of the nasts).

The nasasaiars either cough ar clap to indicate
when it is safe for the priests to face the corpse
once again, whereupon they continwe with
the prayers. Upon the completion of the recita-
tion of the first Gathd, the Bgf of Sraash is
also comncluded, bringing to an ¢nd the main
funeral service.

The Sezdo

Upon the completion of the funeral ceremany,
the sexdo {paying of respect] takes place,
Zoroastrian males followed by the invited high
priest and then the ladies in the room, all bow
to pay their homage to the deceased.

Why are nom-Zoroasirisns nol allowed o
pay thelr respects to the deceased afier the
sachkar ceremony T

Ag stated #arlier, the Zoroastrian viewpoint of
death is quite different to that of any other
religious system. According to the tradition,
death is the work ol evil and as such, spercial
precautions by way of ritual purity are to be
followed in order to ensure the containment
of the corpse demons {(Hasus).

i the nasw rushes upon him to defile him
from the nose, e€yes, lLongue, jaws, sexual
organs...making the man unclean henceforth®
(Vd.2.14). *“...how shall I fight against that

drigj who, from the dead, defiles the ]J'ﬁni..'?“:
{Vd.9.47). '

It is only through the protection afforded by
the wearing of the sudreh and kizsii, cou
with ritual purity, that the living are safe
guarded from being attacked by these +&v=|r|||:ﬂ'.tlE
If the sacred shirt and girdle are not wum,i
then it is religiously not advisable to be expos:
sed to the naked aggtession of the corpsé]
demons. As non-Zoroastrians cannot weak
the sudrefqr and A%sti, it is for their own safﬂ!s
and protection that they have been res

from participating in the sezdo. With the samg
token, a pregnant Zotoasirian woman s no
allowed to participate in the sezdo, ag the chil
in her womb is ritually unprotected, Similarky;
na pre-navjeied child is allpwed to attend thl
sexdo, lest the nasws in some way afflict thn
child.

1t i5 the memaory of the deceased that the Imn;
pay their respects to, which in np way W
lessened by non-Zoroastrians mot being
allowed to look at the face of the corpsg
after the sechkar ceremony.

The Final Journey

Upen the completion of the sezde, the corp
bearers cover the face of the deceased. The biﬁ‘
15 taken out by the mgsasolars and the

pall-bearers {(khandias), who carry it tnm
the Tower of Silenice. The male moumners whe
wish to pay their final respects near the Tower!
first take the B of Sraosh in paiwand &nd are
then led i a silent procession by the two offi-
clating priests who walk at a distance of thirty;
paces behind the funeral cortege, also Iy
paiwand. Just outside the perimeter of the
Tower of Silence, the bier is once again laid i6
rest upen the stone platform; here, the face 1ls
uncovered for the final sagdid to take place.
The mourners it paiwgnd pay their very last
respects before the face is once again covered
by the aasesalars. The body is then carried by
the nasasalors to its final resting place in the
Tower of Silence, where it is placed with the
head positioned in an easterly direction. The



white cotton shroud is partially torn with a nail
or hook, after which the body is left behind for
the vultures to devour.

Whilst the nasasafars are inside the Tower of
Silence, the mourners in pgiwand retreat 1o a
vaniage point from where they can see the door
of the Tower. After the nasasaiars comse out of
the Tower, the mourmers complete reciting the
Bai of Sraosh followed by the Dakhma no
MNomaskdr. The corpse bearers, upon com-
pleting their task, finish reciting the Baj of
Sroosh and return to do their kisis once
dgain.

The mourners, no longer in paiwand, then
proceed to do their pddyab-klstE. Upon re-
tying their kGsts, they pay their respects to the
Dddgak fire where, traditionally, the Afashk
NyFish followed by the Patét Ravan-nt is
recited.

After the Funeral

All those who attended the funeral ceremony
should take a bath in order that the ¢ontamin-
ation of the ¢orpse demons may be nollified.
An oil lamp should be kept burning con-
tinuously for three days and nighis m the
deceased’s room,

Na fresh meat should be eaten by the family
members for three days, as the corpse demons
are said to pollute uncooked meat during that
period. Grief should be kept 10 &2 minimum as
1ears for the dead are 2 hindrance 1o the pro-
gress and well-being of the soul,

The Yacara Sraosh is propitiated continuously
for the next three days, as he is the guardian of
all souls as well as the Lord of prayer. “0
beantiful holy Sraosh, protect us here in these
two lives, in these 1wo worids, in this world
which is material, and in that which is spiri-
tual.’” (¥.57.25).

For the next four days, a number of religious
ceremonies are performed by the living in

otder 10 give strength and fortitude ta the soul.
During this period, the soul anxiously awaits
its individual judgement which, we are tald,
takes place on the dawn of the fourih day afier
death,

[n places where it is nol possible for & 1radi-
tional Zoroastrian funeral service to be con-
ducted or for ancillary prayers to be reciled,
the local alternatives should be followed, bear-
ing in mind as best as possible the doctrinal
injunctions with regards io death. If the four-
day death fituals cannot be underiaken due (o
unavoidable circumstances, then they should
be done wherever the facilitics are available in
order to further the progress of the soul. It is
believed thal the rituals performed 1o memory
of the dead, assist and protect the soul during
the all-important transitional petiod.

The promise of a hereafier 15 an important
belief in Zorcastrianism, as man learns 1o sow
the seeds of righteousness in this world in order
ta reap the benefits of sternal happiness and
imrnortality in the House of Song,

Twao Ihexes e Sthcentury B.C .}
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Appendix |

On the Disposal of the Dead
The Dakhma:

From ancient timeas the Iratians have used the
exposure method as the mode of disposal for
their dead. The corpse used to be exposed on
high mountain tops to be devoured by birds of
prey and wild animals. “....then the wor-
shippers of Mazda shall lay down the dead —
his eyes towards the sun."* (V4. 5.13). It seems
that the Tower of Silence (Av.dakAma) method
evolved much later, as there exists no archaso-
logical evidepce o indicate the use of such
siructeres in pre-Islamic times,

‘"It the Zoroastrian tradition it is Avare daresa,
or, as i is expressed in Persian, khorshdd
sigaresii' ‘beholding by the sun', which is
stressed as the chief ment of exposure. The
sun's rays, beneficent for the sperig creation,
are also powerful 1o burn away the pollutions
of the body, which in death belongs to the
daévic powers.”’® Great care therefore should
be taken (o maintain the ritual laws of purity
when a Zoroastnian dies, as ... . Ahura Mazd3

answered: ‘those dekhmas that are built upon

the face of the earth, O Spitama Zarathushtra!
and whereupon are laid the corpses of dead
men, that is the place where there are dagvas,
that is the place whereom troops of daévas
rush together.....and come rushing along.... 1"
{F'd.7.58). Hence, Zorcastrians are doctrinaily
nof permitied to burn, bury or drown their
dead because the elements are considered to be
sacred and the corpse is deemed to be cont-
aminated by the corpse demons (nasus).

The corpse is placed in a circular stone stri-
cture known as the Tower of Silence where itis
exposed to the only unlimited creation the sky

4, “Thereupon replied Ohrmazd: *Afier & year's lengih,
0 Holy Zaratusht! the lands become {clean),
fwhere) tic men dead that (are} consigned to the
ground enveloped in light, exposed to sun light).” **

[Pahfgvi Vandiddd 7.46, tr. by B.T. Anklesaria).

5. Mary Boyce, MAisiory af Zoroasirianism Yol 1 p 325

which, together with the sun and birds of prey
like vultures, guickens the process of decay
and decomposition effectively, As a matter of
interest, a vuliture cannat fly with food in its
mouth or talons plus it is believed to have one
of the strongest digestive systems in the world,’
The corpse is eaten by these birds, as well as it
is allowed to decompose by the rays of the sun,
resulting in a cost effective, hygienic method of
disposal. The big bones.that are not eaten by
the vultures are exposed to the sun naturally,
and s¢ dry up and disintegrate into powder
within a short span of time, Inside the Tower
of Silence is dug a deep circular pit in hard
rock, wherein the powdered remains of the
bones are periodically swept.

Critics of this method of disposal seem to have
A mare favourable zttitude towards the burial
or cremation method of disposal. Both these |
systems however, cannot be accepted on the
grounds of doctrine if the exposure method is
available, The rraditional Zoroastrian method
of exposure is cheap, hygienic, ecologically
sound and above all, an e=galitarian mode of
disposal wheteby the corpse of a rich or peor
perzon is disposed off in exactly the same way
with no additional pomp or ceremony. The
doctrinal poliution of the garth or the lessening
of the purity of the fire are not compatible with
the beliefs and practices of the religion snd
hence i Zoroastrianism, the exposure method
is used in preference to any other mode of
disposal. However, if this traditional method
is not zvailable, then the prevailing local
custom should be followed, bearing in mind
as best as possible the doctrinal injuncticns
of the religion,



