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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to explore the influence of religion on
bereaved parents after the death of a child. Literature had
attempted to understand how religiosity may influence parental
grief both in positive and negative ways. However, this area is
scarcely explored in the Malaysian context. This qualitative study
involved 11 bereaved parents who lost their children due to
accidents (n = 9) and homicide (n = 2). Open-ended questions that
focused on the importance, activities, and role of religion in the
grieving process among Malay parents were asked. According to the
thematic analysis, some of the main themes found were that the
bereaved parents described religion as a beneficial mechanism in
helping them to adapt with their losses through various responses
that indicated the perception that religion as a guidance. However,
other than the positive impact, religiosity can also lead the bereaved
parents to experience negative effects of using religion as a coping
strategy. The influence of culture is prevalent in the current study as
the theme of mystical belief and paranormal experiences were also
reported. This study provides some professional implication from the
possible use of religion in intervention.
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Thedeath of a child is themost intense andpersistent type of bereavementwhen compared
to other types of loss (Jaaniste, Coombs, Donnelly, Kelk, & Beston, 2017; Middleton, Raphael,
Burnett, & Martinek, 1998). A child’s death often triggers the feeling of lost hope and inse-
curity among many parents (Wing, Burge-Callaway, Clance, & Armistead, 2001). Bereaved
parents’ coping mechanisms may be effective or harmful depending on how bereaved
parents make sense of their losses. One of these coping strategies is the use of religion
and spiritual belief to deal with the death of a child (Ungureanu & Sandberg, 2010).

Religion has been argued to be a helpful mechanism in helping bereaved parents to
make sense of their losses in positive way (Litman, 2006). Even though life for the bereaved
will never be the same and a sense of sadness and longing for the lost child is there
(Stroebe, Abakoumkin, & Stroebe, 2010), religious faith provides the belief that their
lives are controlled by God and that negative life events are an opportunity for spiritual
growth, and in return, they experience less stress (Becker et al., 2007; George, Larson,
Koenig, & McCullough, 2000).
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Religion has helped believers to find a source of stability and meaning in an uncertain
world in its own way. A religious attendance and a belief in an afterlife have significant
positive outcomes in terms of decreasing the level of depression after loss (Higgins,
2002). It has been found that religiosity also helps to shorten the period of recovery
after a loss (Walsh, King, Jones, Tookman, & Blizard, 2002). Literature argues that religiosity
helps the bereaved to find solace and, over time, allows them to find comfort, peace, and
acceptance, which then enables them to move on with their lives (Halifax, 2008). However,
the question of how religion helps bereaved parents and to what degree religion helps
bereaved parents cope with their loss are still scarcely explored.

Despite the discussion of the positive roles of being religious in bereavement, there are
also debates that claim religious faith may cause negative impacts on bereaved parents.
Religious faith was found to create an understanding that the loss is a punishment for
the bereaved parents, and this sentiment can cause negative responses during bereave-
ment (Kara, 2017; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez, 1998). Religious faith is also associ-
ated with anxiety (Cole, 2005; Van Dyke, Glenwick, Cecero, & Kim, 2009), depression (Bjorck
& Thurman, 2007), hostility (Hebert, Zdaniuk, Schulz, & Scheier, 2009), and various manifes-
tations of bereavement distress (Cowchok, Lasker, Toedter, Skumanich, & Koenig, 2010;
Jacobsen, Zhang, Block, Maciejewski, & Prigerson, 2010). These arguments have shown
that even though religion has been acknowledged to generate positive feelings in par-
ental grief, in different contexts or situations, religion may also lead to negativity. For reli-
gious people, God is believed to be the most powerful entity, controlling the fate of human
beings, hence negative events that happen in human lives may be interpreted as an act of
cruelty from God.

Malay Muslims’ background and bereavement

Religion plays a central role in the daily life of most of Malay people (Haque & Masuan,
2002). Compared to other Muslim populations in the world, Malay people are bond
with their own belief, which they call adat. Adat is described as activities that have fol-
lowed on from the previous generations and it plays an important role in Malay
people’s lives (Sahad, Abdullah, & Abdullah, 2013). Adat is sometimes argued to be incon-
sistent with Islamic teaching as Malay people are thus influenced by their indigenous
beliefs, which are based on Hindu-Buddhist traditions. This is because before the arrival
of Islam in the Malay world, most Malay people were Hindu-Buddhist believers (Sahad
et al., 2013). For example, Malay people will conduct a feast which they called kenduri
tahlil (“a prayer for the dead”) at a certain period to seek forgiveness from God on
behalf of the deceased (Ishak & Abdullah, 2012). The influence of the earliest religions
and cultural beliefs (namely adat) makes the Malay Muslim population different from
other Muslim populations in the world.

Even though it is known that much of the lives of the Malay people is influenced by
religion, it is also important to know how bereaved Malay people react to the death of
a loved ones as their faith may also be influenced by their culture. In Malay culture,
there is a belief involving the existence of mystical spirituality that contain elements of
myths, miracles, and magic (Sardar, 2000). Malay people believe in the existence of the
spirit of the deceased, prophetic dreams, and fantasies (Wahab, 2013). Malay people
believe that at certain times, the spirit of the deceased may come back to their houses
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to visit his or her family members (Kasiman, 2017). However, these facts only focus on the
reaction to bereavement among Malay people in general. There is limited information on
the bereavement experience more specifically, especially in a certain population of Malay
people, such as among bereaved parents.

The available studies on bereavement and religion are scarce, especially for a specific
population with unique traits and a unique cultural background. In terms of the death of
loved ones, a search on this issue in social media and reading material revealed limited
information about how Malay people experience bereavement. Most sources discussed
the technicalities of funerals, tahlil (the post-death ritual), and bereavement among
widowers, for whom there are certain rules to follow, such wearing unattractive
clothes during the bereavement period (e.g., Ishak & Abdullah, 2012; Yakin & Mahali,
2008). Therefore, this study aims at understanding the use of religion as a coping mech-
anism among grieving Malay Muslim parents and it is hoped that the findings will con-
tribute to the literature by illuminating how religion plays its role in parental grief,
particularly in Malaysia.

Method

Recruitment

The recruitment process started once approval from the Internal Board of Social Sciences,
Universiti Sains Malaysia, was obtained. To recruit the respondents, social media channels
(namely Facebook, Twitter, and blogs) were used to identify potential respondents. Bahasa
Malaysia was used as a medium in the postings. The sampling methods were as follows:

(1) Using social media for identification: The researchers identified local stories about the
death of a child through Facebook walls, Twitter, and blogs created by either
the bereaved parents or the wider public. The researchers had personally contacted
the writers who were the bereaved parents or among publics who know the bereaved
parents.

(2) Social media postings: The researcher proposed the idea of the research including the
introduction of this study, the rationale of the study, and inviting bereaved parents or
the wider public to either participate in the study or provide information on bereaved
parents they know.

(3) Snowballing: The bereaved parents who were interested in participating rec-
ommended friends or families who they knew to have experienced parental grief.

The bereaved parents or the wider public who responded to the mediums were con-
tacted. The researchers then interviewed the potential participants to ensure that they
fulfilled several criteria for participation, namely: (a) they must be Malaysian, (b) they
must be of the Malay Muslim ethnic community, (c) they must have experienced the
loss of a child due to traumatic death (i.e., an accident or homicide), (d) the loss had to
have happened more than one year ago (both to protect vulnerable bereaved parents
and to gain richer information since the bereaved parents had already been going
through the bereavement journey for a certain period), and (e) the deceased child was
aged from one to 18 at the time of her or his death.

MENTAL HEALTH, RELIGION & CULTURE 397



Participants

Twenty-five potential participants were contacted; eleven parents agreed to participate.
They comprised six bereaved fathers between the ages of 36 to 57 years old and five
bereaved mothers ranging from 35 to 54 years old. The participants were all Malay
Muslims. The children’s causes of death were accident (n = 9) and homicide (n = 2). The
death happened between two to eight years ago. The ages of the children at the time
of death ranged from one to 16 years old.

Interview format

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. At first, general questions were asked to
start the interview such as “how far you think that religion is important?” and “what
are the rituals or religious activities that you do throughout your bereavement
journey?”. The investigation on the topics evolved based on the respondents`
answers. These answers were probed further to enhance understanding on the respon-
dents’ experiences. The interviews were conducted by one of the researchers who is a
native speaker of Bahasa Malaysia. The interviews were conducted in Malay. Audio
recordings and field notes were used to ensure the dependability of this study. The
interviews were conducted at the respondent’s house (n = 5), at a mosque (n = 5),
and at a canteen (n = 1). The interviews were conducted face to face, lasting between
50 min to an hour and 15 sec.

Data analysis

The interviews were recorded, translated from Malay to English, and transcribed in full.
A professional translator was used to ensure the accuracy of the translation. Initially,
systematic coding was done using ATLAS.ti (version 7). The coding process was done
by the first author. The codes were gathered under each theme. The identical
themes were gathered and categorised to answer each question and objective.

Some measures to achieve reliability of the data were conducted. First, the transcripts
were reread several times and the codes and themes were refined. Second, peer deb-
riefing among the researchers were conducted. Following completion of the analysis,
the summary of the findings was submitted to the respondents to ensure the credibility
and transparency.

The importance of religion in parental grief

All the bereaved parents agreed that religion had been crucial in coping with their grief.
The bereaved parents responded firmly that religion had helped them to get through their
grieving process. Different parents gave a different justification for why religion had been
a pivotal element in their grieving process. The first reason pointed out was the role of reli-
gion in guiding the grieving response. A bereaved mother who lost her child in a motor-
cycle accident, M2, shared the inspiration she gained through her religious belief. She
described her religious belief as her guidance. She remarked: “Definitely religion is every-
thing. Otherwise, we are lost”.
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Similarly, a bereaved father, referred to here as F3, shared his feelings about losing his
daughter due to a motorcycle accident. He portrayed his religious belief as providing gui-
dance that enabled him to cope with his loss. He remarked: “Religion is everything to me. It
helped me in many ways. I was devastated by the loss. Without religion, I do not think that
I would be able to cope with my loss”.

The bereaved parents also portrayed themselves as being closer to God after the loss.
They believed that being closer to God meant that they were able to gain benefits,
especially in seeking the psychological comfort to move on with their lives. For
example, a bereaved father (hereafter F2) claimed:

After the loss, I became closer to God. It is compulsory. The loss has changed me into a better
person in terms of my behaviour, my faith. We need to remember that eventually we will die
too. This is a wakeup call for me.

In addition to believing that religion can serve as a foundation for staying strong after the
death of a child, bereaved parents also found that informal advice based on religious
teachings contributed to their ability to manage their grief. Bereaved parents described
that religiously based motivational words were what they really needed and that such
words had more impact compared to other kinds of motivational words. A bereaved
father (hereafter F1) shared the following:

I really appreciate anyone who can give me motivational words based on religious belief. For
example, one of my friends told me “Congratulations! Heaven is now yours”. The friend said
that the deceased child is waiting for me with a drink in heaven and that God will reward
me with heaven.

Some of the bereaved parents also described that religiously based motivational words
were found to be most helpful and suited them best. A bereaved father (hereafter F6)
stated that his strong belief in religion has helped him to accept religiously based motiva-
tional words as one of the most important coping mechanisms he has used throughout his
grieving process. F6 asserted:

Only religiously based motivational words helped me to feel better. Because I believe in God. I
believe in my religion. Religiously based motivational words are consistent with my belief and
it has helped me to make sense of the loss better when compared to other ways of support
provided by people around me.

Religious activities involved in the grieving process of bereaved parents

The bereaved parents stated that certain types of religious activities were related to their
grieving process. Several prominent activities were identified through their responses.
According to the parents, sending supplications, praying, and religious attendance were
vital activities in their grieving process.

Sending supplications

Sending prayers is a ritual in which the bereaved parents send good words and rewards to
their deceased child. This is consistent with the Islamic religion, which encourages followers
to send du’a (the act of supplication to God) for the deceased person. The du’a’ usually
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consists of hopes for the deceased child to be in heaven. It was also seen as an activity that
extends the parent– child bonding, even after the death of the child. F3, who clearly remem-
bered the moment he saw his daughter`s body after a motorcycle accident, remarked: “I
always send my prayers to my deceased daughter. It is my new routine. Every time I start
the car engine, before sleep, before anything I do. I hope that my prayers will go to her”.

Similarly, some of bereaved parents believed that sending prayers to their child might help the
deceased child to gain a better place in the afterlife. A bereaved mother (hereafter M3) who
lost her daughter due to motorcycle accident shared the following: “I never forget to send
prayers to my deceased daughter. Every time, every minute, every second. I really hope
that she gets my prayers. I want her to be in heaven. The highest level of heaven”.

Praying

Some of the bereaved parents reported that praying to God helped them to gain ser-
enity. The bereaved parents portrayed this activity as an opportunity for them to confess
to God. The confession enabled them to release their tensions after the tremendous
loss. A surviving mother (hereafter M5), who saw her son’s body with severe trauma
to the brain after an accident, shared the following: “I always pray to God to give me
serenity when I remember him”.

Other bereaved parents also described praying continuously after the death of their
child. A bereaved father (hereafter F4) who still remembered the death of his child due
to homicide repeatedly noted his praying activities after the loss:

After the death of my child, I was lost. The only thing that I kept doing was sitting on the prayer
mat. I prayed, prayed, and prayed. Only praying can make me feel better. I just want to forget
everything else and focus on my relationship with God.

Religious attendance

Some of the bereaved parents did more than pray. For example, they participated more in
charity activities and visited the Holy Land [Mecca], after the death of their child. They
believed that these activities could help their deceased child in the afterlife. M3, who
clearly remembered seeing her deceased daughter lying at the scene of the accident,
shared the following:

I donate anything I can to the religious schools and poor people. I send a lot of prayers, which I
hope can give something to my deceased daughter. I always remind myself that there is
nothing else I can do except these things. Hopefully my prayers and efforts will benefit her.
She will be happy in heaven.

Some of the bereaved parents reported that they went to the mosque and listened to reli-
gious lectures to gain comfort. They also claimed that mixing with the religious people
helped them to feel comfort and serenity. The reason appeared to be that the religious
people were the sources for gaining advice from the religious perspective. Since the
bereaved parents believed in religion, advice from the religious perspective was meaning-
ful and valuable to them. M2, shared the following:

When I feel sad, I go to the mosque. I pray, and I listen to a religious lecture. Then I feel relieved.
I also enjoy being with the religious people as they always advise me to remember God and be
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patient, and they tell me that my deceased child is now with God in heaven. I feel serene. This
is what I need.

Meaning-making process

Meaning-making is one of the most important steps in regaining growth after the traumatic
death of a child. Meaning-making is the ability to understand a loss and eventually accept it
(Park, 2010). Among the participants, religion was heavily associated with making sense of the
loss. Religionhelped thebereavedparents toacceptdeathas apart of life.M2 shared thedifficul-
ties she experienced after receiving the news of her son’s death. She described experiencing
nightmares and psychological distress after the loss. Religious belief helped her to accept the
loss as fate. The feeling of hopelessness changed to undivided trust in God. M2 remarked:

It was hard. I kept having nightmares. I dreamt that he came back and died continuously. I was
depressed and cried all the time. However, I read a lot of religious books. I attended religious
lectures, then I understood that the death of a child meant it was time for him to die. It was
already written by God and there is nothing we can do to change it. If God says that he will die
at the age of 15, he will die, regardless of any reasons.

There were also bereaved parents who believed that the death of their child at a young
age helped the deceased child to pass into heaven in the afterlife. F1 shared the following:
“It is better for him [the deceased child] to be dead now. At least he has no sin. He defi-
nitely goes to heaven”.

The bereaved parents were able to see the silver lining after the loss and associate the
pain with rewards from God. They were able to find the wisdom behind the loss. F4, who
lost his daughter in a homicide case, shared the following:

The death of a child is an opportunity for us to be rewarded and go to heaven. The child will be
an angel who will serve us in heaven. In fact, after the death of our child, it is easier for us to
attend religious activities and it makes us closer to God.

There were also bereaved parents who associated the loss with being punished by God.
However, it is important to note that bereaved parents were also able to associate the pun-
ishment as a sign to improve their faith in God. M3, who lost her daughter in vehicle acci-
dent, shared the following:

Sometimes, I believe that this loss is a punishment from God. Maybe I was not a good believer.
The loss is a sign for me to improve myself. I pray more, I got involved in religious activities. I
feel it is like an alarm call for me…

Eventually, the ability to make sense of the loss has helped the respondents to accept it.
The bereaved parents were able to prevent any feelings of hopelessness and find accep-
tance as they believed that death was a part of their lives. Religion helped them to under-
stand human limitations and the concept of fate. This was explained by M2:

We need to believe in fate. When we believe in fate, we feel acceptance. In Islam there is a
concept of qadr (destiny). It means that if it is the time for him to die, he will die. If he does
not die because of the accident, he will die in some other way. Nothing can be changed. It is
just a test from God, which cannot be changed.

The bereaved parents associated religion with being serene after a loss. A feeling of ser-
enity arose when the bereaved parents used religion as a tool to achieve acceptance,
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gain a sense of peace and be able to accept their loss. A bereaved mother (hereafter M4),
who lost her daughter in a rape and murder case, explained:

Religion helps us to gain serenity. When we pray, we are closer to God. When we are closer to
God, we will feel serene. Eventually we will feel stronger and be able to move on with our life.
We need to understand that the loss is a test from God.

Similarly, some bereaved parents believed that only religion could provide serenity to
them. One of the arguments was religion helped them to be closer to God and being
closer to God, in turn, provided them with comfort. F4 shared the following: “When we
pray, we are closer to God. When we are closer to God, God will love us more. It helps
me to feel safe and serene”.

Preventing deleterious psychological effects

Some of the bereaved parents described their religious faith as a shield against physical
and psychological disruptions. The concrete faith in God allowed the bereaved parents
to understand the mysterious ways of the higher power and the acceptance of fate.
This eventually helped them to abate their negative emotions and minimised their experi-
ence of physical and psychological turmoil. F1 remarked:

As a Malay community with faith, for either females or males, the term “emotionally unstable”
should not occur among Muslim people because we have religion. We have faith. If we are
strong with our religion, there should not be any problem with going insane, psychological
disorder, or severe depression because we will be rewarded for all such incidents that happen.

Similarly, some bereaved parents believed that having religious belief prevented them
from going insane. M3 shared the following: “If there was no religion, I would go
insane. The loss was so hard. I need something to hold onto”.

Religious faith was perceived to have helped the bereaved parents to bounce back stron-
ger after their loss. Some of the bereaved parents applied the narration from Prophet
Muhammad as their motivation to overcome their grief. The bereaved parents emulated
the role models and their undivided faith in God helped them to be tough after a loss. A
bereaved father (hereafter F5), another bereaved father who lost his son in an accident, said:

We are strong because we have our religious belief. God wants to give us more. We think in a
nice way. We emulate the narration from the previous prophet. Even Prophet Muhammad lost
his children. In addition, there was also a dialog from a bereaved mother who asked the
Prophet Muhammad about her dead child. She asked what will happen to her. Prophet
Muhammad then responded that the mother will be rewarded with heaven. Therefore, I
became strong again.

Continuing bonding with the deceased

Religion was a tool that reconnected the deceased child with the bereaved parents. Reli-
gious activities such as prayers, donations, or performing the Hajj (an annual pilgrimage to
Mecca) for the deceased child were described as a “bridge” that signified the remem-
brance of the deceased child. In addition, the bereaved parents believed that religion
taught them that even after death, they were still able to give reward to their deceased
child. M3, who lost her daughter after a motorcycle accident, related the following:
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Religion is our faith. I gave everything on behalf of my deceased daughter. When she [the
deceased daughter] died, the first thing that I remember we did was going doing umrah [a
pilgrimage to Mecca] for her –we did it. That is the only way for me to give good things to her.

Nevertheless, there were also bereaved parents who associated religious belief with
mystical thinking that their deceased child may return home to visit them. For instance,
M2 stated that she tried to avoid being sad so her deceased daughter would see her in
better condition during her “visit”:

Sometimes, I wonder, does my deceased daughter meet with her grandmother in the heaven?
It makes me feel that she is so lucky. Religious people have told me that the deceased are
looking at us. Therefore, I need to be strong. I am sure that my deceased daughter does
not want to see me sad.

Experiencing the dark side of religiosity

In addition, the bereaved parents stated that religious faith was the reason why they
avoided any kind of inquiry regarding the reasons for the loss. They said that inquiring
about the loss would signify distrust in their religion. F6 shared the following: “Religion
teaches us that any event either it is good or not, it is a faith. Do not ask why, why, and
why? Just accept it. Otherwise, where is our faith?”

Similarly, F1 believed that discussing the loss was a sign of distrust of God and discus-
sion about it with his spouse usually ended with a fight. This led to disharmony in the
spousal relationship after the death of their child:

There is no need to discuss the loss. We both know that it has been written down by God.
There is no doubt. Every time we talked about this [the loss], I said “There is no compromise”,
but she [F1’s wife] kept forcing me to discuss the loss. We ended up not talking to each other
for almost a year.

Although all the female respondents agreed that discussing about the loss in religious
terms might signify distrust, they also claimed that they needed to express their grief
about their bereavement because of their need to address the grieving emotionally. For
example, M5 expressed the following:

It’s not that we do not understand the religious ways of accepting our fate, but this is still what
I feel. There was one time whenmy husband came back from a badmintonmatch, I told him to
take a knife and just kill me because I could not handle it anymore.

Discussion

This study was concerned with the way religion is used as a tool for parents to cope with
the death of their child. One of the most prominent findings was the unanimous agree-
ment by the respondents that religion was a helpful tool for the parents to cope with
the death of their child. All the respondents described religion in a positive way, such
as when it provides guidance during grieving, which resulted in them feeling closer to
God. One of the sources of religious guidance obtained by the respondents came from
religious motivational words that were offered by the people in their surroundings. This
is in line with the work of Litman (2006) who asserted that religion was a helpful mechan-
ism by which parents found solace and comfort that alleviated the negative impact of
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grieving. This consistency of the importance of religion between the accounts in the
current study and what was reported by Litman signifies the universal value of religion,
as is also argued by Wuthnow, Christiano, and Kuzlowski (1980).

This study also explored what religious activities were performed by the respondents in
this study. One of the most reported activities performed was religious attendance at
various religious institutions, varying from being as near as the local mosque or going
as far as Mecca on a pilgrimage. Easterling, Sewell, Gamino, and Sterman (2000) provided
a similar finding but in a different context when they found that attending churches alle-
viated the negative impact of grieving for the parents. This is in line with the work of
Higgins (2002), who has found that religious attendance helped parents to reduce
depression. Based on the findings of the current study and the findings of the literature,
religious attendance may account for parents feeling better after religious attendance at
the various institutions. This study acts as an update for religious attendance in a more
recent time, but in a different religious institution (Islam).

Regarding the role religion plays during grieving, meaning-making is one of the most
reported advantages obtained by the parents in this study when looking at their grieving
through the religious lens. Park (2016) argued for the existential need for grieving people
to find meaning behind the loss that they experienced. When parents lose their child, they
have questions that reflect their existential dilemma regarding why the tragedy happened
to them. Wortmann and Park (2009), in their meta-review, found that various studies con-
cluded similarly: individuals who use religion as a coping mechanism to understand their
tragedy during grieving adjust better than those who do not. A similar finding is replicated
by this study where the parents benefited from using Islamic teaching to understand the
concept of fate and destiny when addressing their loss. Another benefit perceived by the
parents when it comes to using religion as a coping strategy was that their religiosity
helped prevent them from getting deleterious disruptions. The disruptions reported
were mostly psychological, such as “going insane” or experiencing emotional impact
from the loss. Although these are just perceptions – since the parents only reported the
effect as they experienced it – past studies have empirically shown that using religion
to cope may be able to reduce psychological disruptions such as stress (George et al.,
2000), self-blaming (Duncan & Cacciatore, 2015), and increase the feelings of solace and
peace (Halifax, 2008). This invites further explanation for religiosity’s positive impact on
psychosocial health throughout grieving.

Continuing the bonds that they had with their child was also a striking finding obtained
in this study. Among the responses that indicated the continuing bonds that the parents
had with their child were that they felt the presence of their child and that they performed
religious rituals that would benefit their deceased child in the Hereafter according to their
Islamic belief. In the studies of death and bereavement, Klass and Goss (1999) conceptu-
alised the phenomenon called “continuing bonds” and noted how it was closely related to
religion. This study offers the perspective among Malay people, whose religion is predo-
minantly Islam, continuing bonds with the deceased is also a significant process that influ-
ences the way they grieve.

In relation to continuing bonds, this study also observed the influence of a mystical
element through the responses of the parents. Some parents reported to experience
the presence of their child who was looking at them, which made them to try to
manage their grieving well by not being too emotional as they believed that that
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behaviour will also made their deceased child to be unhappy. However, this is not the first
study to document such a phenomenon. Kasiman (2017), Sardar (2000), and Wahab (2013)
also highlighted some anecdotal experiences of individuals reporting mystical percep-
tions, such as feeling the presence of their deceased loved ones and having prophetic
dreams about the deceased. This phenomenon is not unique to the Malay people,
other studies (e.g., Berger, 1995; Laiho, Kaunonenm, & Aho, 2014) and anecdotal experi-
ences (e.g., Walliss, 2001) have also documented that individuals in other cultures also
experienced paranormal activities throughout their grieving process. However, the one
trait related specifically to the Malay culture when it comes to mystical belief is that it is
tied closely to the individuals’ religious belief. The Koran has specifically indicated that
the soul is the business of God alone (Koran 17:85); but the existence of the mystical
belief (and the prevalent belief about souls) may be due to the cultural influence on the
belief itself that leads many Malay people, including the parents in this study, to perceive
that they experience the presence of the deceased.

This study also would like to highlight the responses of the parents that indicate a nega-
tive aspect of religiosity. This is consistent with the studies by Cowchok et al. (2010) and
Jacobsen et al. (2010) who also reported some negative effects of religion on the grieving
response. Some parents reported, that they had to just accept the destiny of their child’s
death. However, there are some parents who made a clear statement about how the prac-
tice of acceptance might be contradictory to their emotional needs. Even though previous
literature had highlighted concerns about gender differences – in which men are more
likely to use problem-solving and cognitive coping mechanisms when compared to
women, who prefer to discuss their grieving feelings (Martin & Doka, 2000) – this
current study suggested that in addition to gender differences, the belief in religion
also dissuades bereaved parents from discussing their loss.

In addition, this negative aspect may have the possibility of preventing the parents from
seeking professional help because it may contradict their belief in accepting their destiny.
Therefore, this study would like to echo the concern by Haque (2005) that religious belief
may prevent some Malay individuals from seeking professional help because they believe
that questioning the loss is a sign of distrust in God and that their emotional distress can
only be addressed through their religiosity. Hence, this study would like to highlight a pro-
fessional implication from this finding and urge professional helpers to address the possi-
bility that religiosity may hinder effective treatment. The way professional helpers can
help is by highlighting that parents expressing their emotions about the loss is a natural
human response and does not represent or indicate the level of their religiosity.

Conclusion

Religion is one of the powerful mechanisms that influence parental grief, especially among
bereaved Malay parents. Overall, from the findings of this study it can be concluded that the
ability of bereaved parents to grow after such a loss is influenced by their religious and cul-
tural beliefs. As discussed in the literature, growth occurs after a loss due to the influence of
religion, and the results of this study support this assertion. The findings suggest that
researchers and practitioners should consider religion to be a component of effective
grief counselling for bereaved parents. Even though there is also the concern that religion
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can hinder bereaved parents from expressing their grief feelings, it is best to advise
bereaved parents to express their feelings while still preserving their belief in God.
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