Verbum et Ecclesia

ISSN: (Online) 2074-7705, (Print) 1609-9982

e AOSIS

Authors:
Mookgo S. Kgatle! ®
Puleng Segalo> ®

Affiliations:

‘Department of Christian
Spirituality, Church History
and Missiology, Faculty of
Human Sciences, University
of South Africa, Pretoria,
South Africa

2Chief Albert Luthuli Research
Chair, Human Sciences,
University of South Africa,
Pretoria, South Africa

Corresponding author:
Mookgo Kgatle,
kgatls@unisa.ac.za

Dates:

Received: 05 Apr. 2021
Accepted: 25 June 2021
Published: 29 July 2021

How to cite this article:
Kgatle, M.S. & Segalo, P,
2021, ‘Grieving during

a pandemic: A psycho-
theological response’,
Verbum et Ecclesia 42(1),
a2260. https://doi.org/
10.4102/ve.v42i1.2260

Copyright:

© 2021. The Authors.
Licensee: AOSIS. This work
is licensed under the
Creative Commons
Attribution License.

Read online:
1 'E Scan this QR
code with your
smart phone or
mobile device
to read online.

Page 1 of 6 . Original Research

Grieving during a pandemic:
A psycho-theological response

CrossMark

Collective grieving during the death and the burial processes of a loved one forms part of
the healing process of many Africans in different contexts. However, with the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and the various restrictions imposed during the hard
lockdown, the form and shape of grieving has had to change. Factors such as limitations on
the number of people who can attend the funeral, lack of contact with the corpse, overall
travel restrictions and shortened funeral services have contributed to how people mourn
and grieve together. Using a psycho-theological framework, this article argues for the
importance of giving serious consideration to both the psychological and spiritual well-
being of mourners, specifically in the context of COVID-19. Drawing on an Afrocentric
perspective and using a psychological and theological analysis, the article will examine
grief, bereavement and mourning, and highlight the ways in which COVID-19 has affected
these processes. This analysis will afford us the opportunity to redefine grieving as a
psychological and theological response.

Interdisciplinary and/or interdisciplinary implications: This article juxtaposes the theological
perspectives with psychological perspectives in analysing the concept of grief during a
pandemic. This article suggests communal grieving in contrast to individualised grieving in
order to cope with pandemics such as COVID-19.

Keywords: grieving; mourning; psychology; theology; psycho-theological theory; COVID-19.

Introduction

Africans, much like other human beings, go through various coping mechanisms to deal with
the pain of losing their loved ones (Kiibler-Ross & Kessler 2005). Grieving is a necessary healing
process for dealing with the loss of loved ones (Kenworthy & Kirkham 2011; Kessler 2019;
Kumar 2005; Kiibler-Ross & Kessler 2005). For healing to occur, it is necessary for the grieving
person to be afforded the opportunity to draw on coping mechanisms during death and burial
processes, (Kiibler-Ross & Kessler 2005). Healing mechanisms include a journey of finding
meaning, which is also essential for helping the grieving person/s to overcome their misery
(Kessler 2019).The challenge however is that during a pandemic such as the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19), these coping mechanisms get interrupted. Thereby, hindering the healing
process of the grieving person/s. Drawing on both psychological and theological perspectives,
this article examines the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has affected the grieving for
loved ones during death and burial processes. The article will focus specifically on how many
African societies cope with death and burial in different contexts; the ways in which coping
with bereavement was interrupted by the pandemic; grief as an embodied experience; and,
lastly, the importance of taking African burial rituals seriously and acknowledging grief as a
collective experience.

Complexities of mourning during COVID-19

The coronavirus disease 2019 reshaped the processes that people adopt when it comes to
mourning. There are numerous activities surrounding the death of a loved one, but restrictions
that were imposed as a result of the pandemic affected how these could be actualised. For example,
viewing the body of the deceased became a challenge during the pandemic, specifically the body
of an individual who died of COVID-19. One of the COVID-19 regulations in South Africa is that
the body of the deceased is to be handled by a specific undertaker and wrapped in a bag and
labelled as a COVID-19 dead body (Western Cape Government 2020). Although family members
are permitted to view the body of the deceased in the mortuary, they are not allowed to touch it.
Further restrictions were imposed on people with respiratory symptoms; they were not allowed
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to view the dead body in order to avoid transmission to other
people (World Health Organization 2020). The challenge to
viewing the dead body should also be understood in the
context of the restrictions on the number of people who could
attend the funeral. During the hard lockdown in South
Africa, this number was limited to 50 people (Du Toit 2020).
This limit on the number of people who could be a part of the
burial process meant that many did not get the opportunity
to pay their last respects. The after-funeral gatherings, such
as the after-tears party, were also not permitted during the
hard lockdown. After-tears parties are perceived as a form of
healing ritual whereby people gather together after the burial
of aloved one to reminisce and collectively remember the life
of the deceased.

The hosting of the after-tears party is perceived by some as
disrespectful (Letsosa 2010; Lukhele 2016; Mhlongo 2007;
Semenya 2013), and as part of lavish funerals by others in
Africa (Posel 2007; cf. Kotzé, Els & Rajuili-Masilo 2012).
According to Lukhele (2016), the after-tears party is notorious
for ‘the presence and consumption of alcohol, for feasting,
loud music, women in party dress, and generally licentious
behaviour’. However, in his doctoral thesis, Setsiba (2012)
has argued that if utilised in a proper and respectful manner,
the after-tears party can become a hugely useful coping
mechanism. This can be accomplished by proceeding with
the ritualistic celebrations but without the use of alcohol and
dressing in a disrespectful manner that will detract from the
dignity of the deceased and the family. According to Kotzé et
al. (2012:753), there are many other post-funeral events, such
as ‘the sharing of possessions with extended family, cleansing
rituals, and practices concerning clothes’, that are also a part
of healing processes in many African contexts. However, the
after-tears party remains immediate and, if applied properly,
can be useful for mourners.

Another restriction that hindered people from coping with
death and burial was the restrictions on the interprovincial
travel, especially under alert level 5 of the COVID-19
lockdown in South Africa (Kgatle 2020b; cf. Banerjee et al.
2020). This meant that even those who wanted to be part of
the 50 people allowed to attend the funeral were unable to
do so hindered by the interprovincial travel ban. Travelling
was allowed only if the traveller could prove travelling is
for a valid reason, which meant that they had to obtain a
permit from the police station (Rogerson & Rogerson 2020).
In order to obtain a permit, the applicants had to brave long
queues and produce relevant documents such as the death
certificate and supporting documents. All these challenges,
coupled with the strain of passing through roadblocks in
almost every town during the hard lockdown, discouraged
prospective funeral attendees from travelling, prompting
them to stay at home.

Moreover, under alert levels 2-5 of the lockdown in South
Africa, most of the borders were closed to restrict cross-
border travel. At the border between South Africa and
Zimbabwe, these restrictions were intensified by erecting a
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40 km fence to prevent illegal entry into South Africa (Zanker
& Moyo 2020). This closing of the borders was not unique to
South Africa. Dodds et al. (2020:292) states: ‘Countries have
shut their own borders to non-residents and foreign nationals
while scrambling to repatriate their own nationals’. In terms
of closing the borders into South Africa, under Government
Gazette 43189 of 31 March 2020, repatriation was allowed
only under very strict conditions.
Repatriation of foreign nationals from South Africa back to their
respective countries is allowed, provided the foreign countries
charter their aircraft to South Africa without passengers, except
for the crew. The crew is not allowed to disembark.! (p. 1)

These conditions meant that individuals could initiate the
repatriation of their loved ones, but only at the request of
their respective countries, and most importantly at their own
cost. This meant that families willing to repatriate the dead
bodies of the loved ones could do so only after the easing of
the lockdown regulations, and when they could afford to do
so. All these restrictions require a proper examination of how
grieving can be addressed in the context of COVID-19.

Psycho-theological insights on
grieving during COVID-19

Theories of bereavement, grief and mourning within the
discipline of psychology have long promoted the Euro-
Western perspective (Kubler-Ross 1969; Kubler-Ross & Kessler
2005; eds. Stroebe, Stroebe & Hansson 1993; eds. Sutcliffe,
Tufnell & Cornish 1998) at the expense of African-centred
epistemologies. According to Walter (2007), psychology and
psychiatry practitioners tend to look at grief as an experience
that affects an individual and, as a result, they focus on
attending to this as ‘individual grief” instead of seeing and
acknowledging grief as a social experience influenced by
people’s cultures. A growing body of work focusing on grief
work from an African perspective has emerged in the past few
decades (Baloyi & Makobe-Rabothata 2014; Canham 2020;
Makgahlela et al. 2019; Nwoye 2000, 2005; Nwoye & Nwoye
2012). These authors offer various critiques on the limitations
and problematic nature of Euro-Western approaches to grief.
Drawing on various African contexts, including Nigeria (West
Africa), Kenya (East Africa) and South Africa, these scholars
theorise about how varied communities respond to grief and
then offer practical examples.

Gichinga (2007) points out that in many African contexts the
grieving process involves the performing of various healing
rituals. According to Jindra and Noret (eds. 2011), these
rituals around death and burial have become key cultural
practices in many African contexts. For example, in West
African countries such as Ghana and Nigeria, bodies of the
deceased are kept in the mortuaries for many weeks while
the family is busy with preparations for burial in observance
of various healing rituals (eds. Jindra & Noret 2011). In some
instances, these preparations can take months, especially if

covid-19.
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the deceased is a highly respected member of the community
or belongs to the royal family (De Witte 2003). Thus, a
delay in burying someone in West Africa is not a sign of
weakness but, rather, a sign of prestige (eds. Jindra & Noret
2011). However, the burial delays have economic implications
for the family as it is costly to keep the dead body in a
mortuary for a long period. Nevertheless, because of the
cultural practices around the burial, many are willing to bear
these costs.

In his extensive research on community involvement and
intervention in grief work, Nwoye (2000, 2005, Nwoye &
Nwoye 2012) challenges the medicalisation of grief, engaging
with grief work mainly in clinical spaces, and the general
pathologisation of grief. Furthermore, Nwoye (2005) asserts
that grief and mourning within an African context are a
collective experience. It is therefore essential to highlight the
importance of showing how an Afrocentric approach to
grieving is necessary for us to make meaning of how African
people respond to death and its implications for their lives.

According to Asante (2013), Afrocentricity is the recovering
and reclaiming of who we are as a people, that is, the ways in
which we engage with and respond to life experiences. It
informs how we become who we are and the way we operate
in the world. This would include our relationship with death,
our grieving processes and how we mourn. During the time
of colonial oppression and subjugation, many Africans relied
on their spiritual selves/beliefs to survive. Spirituality has
served as a critical instrument in assisting African people to
survive the atrocities that they faced at the hands of their
colonisers. In his discussion on the link between Afrocentricity
and spirituality, Mazama (2002) calls for the need to seriously
consider the role of spirituality as an integral part of how
Africans make meaning of their world and how they connect
with those who have passed (ancestors), and those who are
still to come (the unborn). The past, present and future are
viewed as being intertwined and forming the lived reality of
many African people. This is in line with Baloyi and Makobe-
Rabothata’s (2014) assertion that:

[Flrom an African perspective death is a natural transition from
the visible to the invisible spiritual ontology where the spirit, the
essence of the person, is not destroyed but moves to live in the
spirit ancestors’ realm of the dead. (p. 232)

The connection between the spirit world and the world of the
living happens through the various rituals and ceremonies,
including the burial ceremonies. Many African societies cope
with grief around the loss of a loved one through these burial
rituals and ceremonies.

It is this relationship between grief and spirituality that has
attracted theologians to formulate a ‘theology of grief’. This
theology was meant to assist the practitioners of faith — in
the form of pastors, chaplains, counsellors, elders and
deacons — in how to address grief when it arises among
their followers. However, in much the same way as the
psychological perspectives on grief, these theologies were
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crafted by Western theologians and concentrated extensively
on individual healing (Brueggemann 1977; Garrett 2008;
Mitchell 1983). Such theologies addressed the use of biblical
texts in the moment of grief (Brueggemann 1977) and the
absence or presence of God during grief (Garrett 2008),
leaving gaps in what we call ‘collective grieving’ in this
article. Since then, voices have emerged in Africa calling for
a relevant theology of grief. A theology that should be able
to recognise the communal life in Africa. Mashau (2019), a
South African theologian, calls it a ‘theology of
ubuntology’, which is drawn from the African philosophy
of Ubuntu. Ugandan Catholic priest and theologian,
Emmanuel Katongole (2017), speaks of the theology of
grief in Africa, whereby mourners come together to wrestle
with grief, rather than passively accepting it.

Thus, grieving in Africa from both psychological and
theological perspectives is not individualised but communal.
Drawing on African philosophy, Nwoye (2005:148) defines
African grief work as ‘the patterned ways invented in
traditional communities for the successful healing of the
psychological wounds and pain of bereaved persons’. The
COVID-19 pandemic flipped the script on how these
‘invented patterned ways’ of burying loved ones and the
rituals that accompany them are conducted in South Africa.
The hard lockdown and its regulations, as discussed
previously, prevented people from being able to mourn
collectively or hold night vigils to spend the night “in the
company’ of the deceased. As Canham (2020:7) argues,
‘COVID-19 has disrupted community and ritual. In its place,
is an incredible loneliness where custom is replaced by
regulation’. These disrupted rituals are crucial for people in
various communities as they assist with their grieving
processes. As indicated by Martin et al. (2013):

[TThe complex interactions between the physically present earth-
bound mourners and deceased’s body and soul, and a
metaphysical-spiritual realm of deceased elders, familial
guardians, and significant clan figures; and competing pressures
of traditional culturally influenced mourning rituals and religio-
Christian burial ceremonies. (p. 46)

Are important interrelated aspects of death. The coronavirus
disease 2019 regulations restrict the viewing of the dead
body of a person who died from COVID-19, which creates
complications when it comes to performing necessary burial
rites. This is in line with the observation by Martin et al. (2013):

African bereavement rituals render ‘death” a broadly dialectical
process of shepherding the deceased’s soul through a series of
embodied rituals performed on or involving the bodies of both
the deceased and the bereaved, and spiritual rituals which
steward the deceased’s soul to an ancestral-spiritual realm. Both
sets of rituals are integral to attaining closure for the deceased
and the bereaved. (p. 46)

According to Makgahlela et al. (2019):

[Blereavement rituals can be described as a set of culturally
patterned behaviors or activities in which the bereaved engages
for the purpose of symbolically expressing certain feelings and
thoughts during mourning. (p. 1)
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The rituals aim at assisting mourners to cope with their loss
and grief. In his theorising on the need for an African-centred
grief therapy and response to death, Nwoye (2000) calls for
the adoption of African Grief Therapy (AGT), which takes
seriously the ways in which African people respond to loss.
Nwoye (2000:60) suggests various structures/processes be
followed as part of the grieving process:

1. The biological (where attention is directed at the physical
health or well-being of the bereaved, with the intention to
promote the bereaved’s physical recovery from the ‘blow’
emanating from the loss).

2. The emotional (where healing is effected through the
community’s solidarity expressed in crying with the
bereaved, thereby sending them the message — through
both digital and analogic communication — that the
bereaved are not alone in their loss).

3. The social (effected through the provision of both
emotional and instrumental social support to reassure the
bereaved and to protect them from suffering the full
impact of the loss).

The above processes offer healing at multidimensional levels
following the loss of a loved one. However, with the advent
of COVID-19, it became difficult for communities to show
solidarity with one another after the death of loved ones.
Social interaction was limited, which might also have
contributed to the prolonging of the process of bereavement.
The process of showing solidarity with the bereaved is aimed
at ensuring that people have support and a space to mourn
with both family members and the community at their side,
since the loss affects not only the family but society at large.
The absence (of the departed person) would be felt not only
by the immediate family members, but the entire community,
as people do not exist in isolation but function as part of a
whole. This is articulated further by Nwoye (2000), who
argues that:
[O]ur people have the conviction that when people participate in
honouring or making well the exit and funeral ceremony of
others they pave a big way for being equally honoured by those
who survive their own exit. (p. 66)

Anecdotal evidence shows that even during the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic, people insisted on attending funerals
because they believed that it is important to do so, as they
would want others to follow all the rituals for them. For
many African people, the process of grieving and mourning
the death of a loved one is also perceived as a political act
wherein there is an insistence on acknowledging the life,
memory and dignity of the departed (Canham 2020). For a
people whose humanity has been negated for such a long
time, there is a need to create avenues that allow for the
dignified embracing of a life, whether dead or alive, and
African rituals allow for this.

Embodying grief as a psycho-
theological response

The comportments, postures, and accoutrements of the deceased’s
body are only given meaning in interaction with the corporeal
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configurations of the bereaved. This includes acts of slaughtering
cattle, all-night vigils, communal wailing, and washing the
deceased’s body. Through those embodied acts the bereaved
are systemically integrated into the bereavement process. (Martin
et al. 2013:47)

In their study focusing on embodiment, Martin et al. (2013)
refer to the importance of taking issues of body politics
seriously. In many African cultures, the body of the deceased
is an intricate part of the mourning and grieving process — the
body must be seen by family members for them to have
closure. This point is also highlighted by a reverend of the
United Methodist Church in Zimbabwe, when reflecting on
the experiences of some of her congregants (Kumuterera 2020):
Bodies were taken from the funeral parlour straight to the
graveyard, not the church norm —no body viewing, no gathering
at the family house. It was very traumatic. People faced stigma.
They were depressed and pained. (p. 1)

For both the church and the family, the viewing of the dead
body is part of the burial process, a process without which
people struggle to let go and accept that their loved one has
truly gone.

According to De Witte (2003), in African countries like Ghana,
the body of the deceased is displayed in a decorated room for
public viewing, whereas in South Africa, it is only family
members and close friends who are free to view the body in a
coffin. For example, among the Bapedi people in Limpopo,
South Africa, this happens in two settings. The first is at the
home of the deceased during the first funeral service or prior
to the service. The second is when the actual burial at the
cemetery is about to take place, when only very close family
members and pastors are allowed to view the body of the
deceased. In both instances, the mourners are given an
opportunity to view the body of the deceased for the last time
before he or she is finally laid to rest. Non-relatives would
usually choose not to view the body of the deceased out of
respect for the family (Bailey & Walter 2016). The practice of
viewing the dead body is part of the healing and coping
mechanisms, as this helps the mourners to accept that the
deceased has indeed passed away.

The importance of the deceased body’s forming part of the
burial rituals is one of the reasons African migrants insist on
burying their loved ones in their home countries (Kgatle
2020a). For the same reason, they see the need to repatriate
the body of their dead loved one to complete the grieving
process during burial. Fontein (2009), in Kgatle (2020a),
explains:

The process of bringing human bodies back [home] is done to

bring back the spirit of the dead person back to his or her root

and ensure that it rests in the right place. (p. 14)

Failure to bury the body in the home country might result in
some misfortune for the remaining members of the family.
The repatriation process happens not only in the context of
migration around the continent, but also in South Africa, in
what we term ‘internal migration’, where the bodies of the
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deceased are moved from one province to another to ensure
that they are buried at home. Repatriation processes can be
costly, but many families are willing to incur the costs as they
deem itimportant to bury their loved ones athome, according
to their various cultural practices. In some instances, the
interprovincial migration is as costly as the continental
because the distance is almost the same or even longer.
Moving a dead body from Cape Town (South Africa) to
Polokwane (South Africa) might cost just as much as moving
a dead body from Polokwane (South Africa) to Harare
(Zimbabwe), notwithstanding border costs.

The embodying manifestation of grief refers to the actual
dead body and what it means to the bereaved; in addition,
we also need to acknowledge how the bereaved manifests his
or her grief. The coronavirus disease 2019 has caused many
people to lose multiple loved ones in a short space of time,
and the resulting regulations have adversely affected how
pain, grief and loss are handled by the bereaved. According
to Pearce and Komaromy (2020):

[U]nderstanding grief as an embodied experience can enable the
development of grief theories that better capture the complex
negotiation between the psychological processes of grief and the
materiality of bodies. (p. 1)

We need to acknowledge that grief happens at the physical,
cultural, psychological and spiritual level. It is therefore
pertinent to take seriously how all these dimensions intersect
and influence the mourning and healing process of the
bereaved. Canham (2020:5) reminds us: ‘We (need to) see
mourning as a humanizing pathway ... Through comforting
those who grieve, we come to face our own vulnerabilities
and incomplete mourning’. As we further reflect on the
process of incomplete mourning, we ask: What happens to
the many people who had to bury their loved ones without
seeing their bodies one last time? How are the wounds to
heal when the process of viewing the body — which acts to
salve the pain — is not allowed because of the pandemic?
These are critical questions to reflect on as we reconfigure life
in general, going forward, and reimagine burial processes
more specifically.

Conclusion

This article offered a psycho-theological interrogation of the
grieving processes during a pandemic. We have examined
the ways in which grief is understood and manifested
in many African societies. Drawing from an Afrocentric
perspective, we highlighted the challenges of understanding
grief only from an individualistic perspective. We explored
the ways in which COVID-19 negatively affected burial ritual
practices of people and the possible longer-term negative
impact thereof. We conclude by suggesting communal
grieving as opposed to individualised forms of grief.
Furthermore, we argue that for total healing to take place, the
viewing of the deceased body (which offers people closure)
should become part of the grieving process. Incorporating
the body of the deceased in the grieving ritual is essential and
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will not necessarily perpetuate COVID-19; rather, it is an
important way for families to cope with the challenges of
death and burial during a pandemic. We therefore need to
find ways of allowing people to follow and practise their
burial rituals while maintaining the safety protocols of
COVID-19.
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