L e s s o n 39
Death and Mourning
1. Outline
a. Burial customs and their development
b. Israel in the liturgy of mourning
c. Burial practices in Israel today
d. Graves as holy sites
2. Introduction
One of the first symbolic acts in the Torah connecting the Jewish people to the
land of Israel is Abraham’s purchase of a burial cave in Hebron for Sarah (Genesis
23). Since burial represents a deeply emotional and long-term connection to a
particular piece of land, it stands to reason that in studying the beliefs and customs
centered around burial, we will discover various dimensions of our connection to
the land of Israel. Beyond the historical and halachic questions, thinking about
burial practices and places leads to a discussion of the nature of “holy ground:”
what makes a place holy?
3. Lesson goals
a. Awareness of Israel connections in the liturgy and customs of burial and
mourning
b. Familiarity with similarities and differences between burial practices in Israel
and the diaspora
c. Awareness of the concept – and the problematics of – “holy ground”
4. Expanded outline
a. Burial customs and their development
i. When visiting any of the many burial caves in Israel – most familiarly,
perhaps, the complex at Bet She’arim near Haifa – Jewish tourists
often wonder how the existence of elaborate stone sarcophagi lined
up in large caves is congruent with the requirement of burial in the
ground in a biodegradable coffin. It turns out that Jewish burial
practice has varied widely over time and space, and that modern
North American customs are not necessarily universal. As mentioned
in the introduction, Genesis 23 refers to burial in a cave – a family
cave which became a “holy” site that has given rise to experiences of
spiritual elevation and territorial violence for around 3,000 years.
ii.

In biblical and rabbinic times, it seems that most Jewish burials were
simply in the ground; caves like Hebron and Bet She’arim were
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reserved for the wealthy – but interestingly, though the halacha now
forbids burial in a mausoleum, and requires “returning to the soil,”
this restriction was not interpreted then as forbidding burial in stone
sarcophagi and in niches in caves. Even Rabbi Judah Hanasi, the
redactor of the Mishnah, was apparently laid to rest in a cave in Bet
She’arim.
See:
http://www.jewishmag.com/97mag/betshearim/betshearim.htm
And of course, we have a number of examples of burial in caves, of
important persons, in Jerusalem:
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Archaeology/jerburial.ht
ml
iii.

The Jerusalem Talmud, Moed Katan 80c, mentions that there used to
be a custom of laying the dead to rest in a pit or trough and then
collecting and burying the bones after the body had decomposed;
this seems to accord with the use of troughs and sarcophagi in places
like Bet Shearim. However, note that this custom is mentioned in
past tense, suggesting that sometime by the time the Talmud was
edited – which is around when Bet She’arim, as it happens, stopped
being used (4th cent.), the accepted custom was simple burial in the
ground. See a good summary of research on this topic:
http://www.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/021219_Ossuaries.html

iv.

The biblical basis for burial is Deuteronomy 21:22-23

v.

Perhaps the emphasis in later tradition on burial only in the earth and
not in caves is a reflection of the economic-status concern reflected
in the famous account of Rabban Gamaliel’s establishment of the law
that burial must be in a plain shroud. See the text below in Sources:
Bab. Talmud, Moed Katan 27b.

vi.

According to the halacha, once buried, a body is not supposed to be
moved/reburied, unless it is to Eretz Yisrael (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh
Deah 363). Which suggests, of course, that burial in Israel is
somehow “better” than burial elsewhere. Note that in Bet She’arim, a
number of caves were found that had been devoted to burials of
Jews from various Diaspora communities – and this does not refer to
those who had immigrated while alive. See, of course, the examples
of Jacob and Joseph (Gen. 49:29-50:14; Ex. 13:19; Josh. 24:32). And
here is a survey of the custom through the ages:
http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/beshalah/are.html
But why?
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vii.

There is a well-known belief, found in apocryphal and rabbinical
literature, that the resurrection of the dead will occur only in Israel –
or even, specifically at the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem – and that
those buried outside of Israel will have to make their way through
underground tunnels to Jerusalem to be resurrected – or, in other
traditions, to wait 40 years after those buried in Israel. The most
accessible text relating this tradition is in the Bab. Talmud, Ketubot
111a (see below, sources)

b. Israel in the liturgy of mourning
i. The first paragraph of the special burial kaddish is different from the
standard kaddish:
Extolled and hallowed be the name of God in that world which He is to
create anew, and to revive the dead and to raise them to an everlasting
life. Then will the city of Jerusalem be rebuilt, the Temple will be erected
therein, the worship of idols eradicated, and the only true heavenly
worship restored to its dignity. O, may this happen in your lifetime, and
in the lifetime of the whole house of Israel, speedily and without delay
and say, Amen.
ii.

The standard formula of condolence recited by those comforting the
mourners:
May God comfort you together with all the mourners of Zion and
Jerusalem

iii.

The custom of placing a little bag of dirt from Israel in Diaspora
graves – or of placing soil from Israel on the eyes, heart, and hands of
the deceased - apparently is based on the belief described above –
that those buried in Israel will be resurrected, resurrected sooner, or
resurrected with less hassle; so, by bringing some of Eretz Yisrael to
the deceased, perhaps the same effect can be attained. If you
thought the “Kosher Compass” was a little weird, look at this:
http://www.holyburial.com/sac_jer.htm

c. Burial practices in Israel today
i. While basic funeral laws and practices are the same in Israel as in the
Diaspora, there are some interesting technical differences:
1. There is no funeral home industry – all arrangements are
done by the Hevra Kadisha – what had been a voluntary
agency in the Diaspora but is now a part of the
government religious bureaucracy. They pick up the
body and take care of tahara and any other preparations,
like digging the grave. The eulogy is the responsibility of
the particular family or community – most Israelis don’t
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ii.

iii.

“belong” to a synagogue, and there is no official
responsibility for the funeral service or the eulogy – some
families invite a local rabbi, others do it themselves.
2. On kibbutzim and other rural communities, that have
their own cemeteries, these are often very green and
beautiful and esthetically maintained. Urban cemeteries,
on the other hand, are dusty and industrial in
atmosphere, with almost no vegetation – just contiguous
gravestones, with various stone or concrete retaining
walls, partitions, and pathways.
3. Though there are geographical variations within the
country, and exceptions for cases of violent (bloody)
death, most burials are in a shroud with no coffin. The
body is simply brought to the grave on a stretcher.
4. It is quite common, even expected, especially at funerals
of secular families, that the grave will be piled with
flowers and wreaths after it is filled. Mourners often bring
an individual flower; employers, organizations,
communities often bring standard wreaths with a ribbon
identifying the group – these can be ordered at any florist
shop.
5. The stone-setting usually takes place around a month
after the burial.
6. At the stone setting and at the memorial ceremony at the
grave after a year (and in some cases, on succeeding
anniversaries of the death), a mainstay of the liturgy is the
reading of the sections of Psalm 119 spelling out the
name of the deceased, alternating with the letters of
“neshama.” The sections are often assigned to different
friends or family members to read.
Because cemeteries are under the control of the religious
establishment, with the attendant restrictions on who qualifies for
burial, how the burial must be done, how the gravestone may be
inscribed, etc., there has been increasing agitation in recent years to
open alternative “secular” cemeteries that would be free of such
control. There has been some success, finally, and there are a few
such cemeteries now. See:
http://www.irac.org/sub_topics_e.asp?topic=25
Burial of Diaspora Jews in Israel is still quite common especially in the
Orthodox world, and Jewish funeral homes serving such
communities have standard procedures for providing that service.
For example…
http://www.jewish-funerals.org/israelburial.htm
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Traveling with a dog on El Al can be a problem, as a dog cannot ride
in the cargo hold if there is a dead body on board, which, it turns out,
there often is.
d. Graves as holy sites
i. For a fascinating and in-depth review of research on the veneration
of the graves in Judaism, see:
http://www.yarzheit.com/heavensregister/galileegiller.htm
ii.

It is interesting to consider our concept of holiness with regard to
land: is a cemetery “hallowed ground”? Is Israel holy? Within which
borders? Consider:
1. In the desert of Midian – Exodus 3:5
2. The prohibition of anyone entering the Holy of Holies
other than the High Priest on Yom Kippur is well-known.
In the middle ages – and today – there is a debate as to
whether we should be able to walk around on the
Temple mount due to its holiness; see, for example the
discussion of the sources in two conflicting responsa of
Conservative rabbis:
http://www.responsafortoday.com/engsums/1_1.htm
3. See the passage from Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, first
chief rabbi of Israel, in Sources below.
4. The halacha is pretty clear that a cemetery may not be
sold – nor may those buried there be moved in order to
sell the land, nor may part of the land as yet unused by
sold off. See Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 363.
5. See the words imputed to Chief Seattle in Sources below.

iii.

It is also interesting to consider the extent to which Israel is seen by
visitors (and by Israelis) as one huge memorial site, as we shlepp from
Metsada to Mt. Herzl to David’s Tomb to Rachel’s Tomb to Yad
Vashem to Yad Mordecai to Kinneret Cemetery to Rambam’s Tomb to
Tel Hai etc. etc. See Yehuda Amichai’s famous poem addressing the
relationship between the living and the dead in Israel, below, in
sources. To what extent is Israel for us Diaspora Jews merely a
whirlwind tour of graves and memorials?
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Sources and references:
General:
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/lifecycle/Death.htm
http://www.jewish-funerals.org/index.htm
On stacked burial due to crowding
http://www.jewishsf.com/content/2-0/module/displaystory/story_id/8254/edition_id/156/format/html/displaystory.html
On reburial of Jews from Gaza cemeteries at time of withdrawal in 2005
http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/objects/pages/PrintArticleEn.jhtml?itemNo=617763
Bab. Talmud, Soncino Translation, Ketubot 111a
R. Eleazar stated: The dead outside the Land58 will not be resurrected; for it is said in
Scripture, And I will set glory59 in the land of the living,60 [implying] the dead of the
land in which I have my desire61 will be resurrected, but the dead [of the land] in which
I have no desire will not be resurrected.
R. Abba b. Memel objected: Thy dead shall live, my dead bodies shall arise;62 does not
[the expression] 'Thy dead shall live' refer to the dead of the Land of Israel, and 'My dead
bodies shall arise' to the dead outside the Land;63 while the text,64 And I will give
glory65 in the land of the living60 was written of Nebuchadnezzar concerning whom the
All-Merciful said, 'I will bring against them a king who is as swift as a stag'?66 — The other
replied: Master, I am making an exposition of another Scriptural text: He that giveth
breath unto the people upon it,67 and spirit to them that walk therein.68 But is it not
written, My dead bodies shall arise?69 — That was written in reference to
miscarriages.70 Now as to R. Abba b. Memel, what [is the application] he makes of the
text,71 'He that giveth breath unto the people upon it'? — He requires it for [an
exposition] like that of R. Abbahu who stated: Even a Canaanite bondwoman who
[lives] in the Land of Israel is assured of a place in72 the world to come, [for in the
context] here it is written, unto the people73 upon it,74 and elsewhere it is written,
Abide ye here with75 the ass76 [which may be rendered]77 people that are like an ass'.78
And spirit to them that work therein74 [teaches], said R. Jeremiah b. Abba in the name of
R. Johanan, that whoever walks four cubits in the Land of Israel is assured of a
place79 in the world to come. Now according to R. Eleazar,80 would not the righteous
outside the Land81 be revived?82 — R. Elai replied: [They will be revived] by rolling [to
the Land of Israel]. R. Abba Sala the Great demurred: Will not the rolling be painful to
the righteous? — Abaye replied: Cavities will be made for them underground.
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Thou shalt carry me out of Egypt and bury me in their burying-place.83 Karna remarked:
[There must be here] some inner meaning. Our father Jacob well knew that he was a
righteous man in every way, and, since the dead outside the Land will also be
resurrected, why did he trouble his sons?84 Because he might possibly be unworthy to
[roll through] the cavities.85
Similarly you read in Scripture, And Joseph took an oath of the children of Israel,
[saying … ye shall carry up my bones from hence],86 and R. Hanina remarked: [There is
here] an inner meaning. Joseph well knew himself to be a righteous man in every way,
and, since the dead outside the Land87 will be revived, why did he trouble his brothers
[with a journey of] four hundred parasangs? Because he might possibly be unworthy
to [roll through] the cavities.88

Bab. Talmud Moed Katan 27b
It used to be that the burial of the dead was harder for the family than the actual
death; it reached the point where they would put down the body and run away – but
then Rabban Gamaliel came and set an example by having himself buried in a linen
garment, and all the people followed him and were buried in linen garments.
Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Eretz Yisrael
Eretz Yisrael is not something apart from the soul of the Jewish people; it is no mere
national possession, serving as a means of unifying our people and buttressing its
material, or even its spiritual survival. Eretz Israel is part of the very essence of our
nationhood; it is bound organically to its very life and inner being. Human reason,
even at its most sublime, cannot begin to understand the unique holiness of Eretz
Yisrael.
...The hope for the return to the Holy Land is the continuing source of the distinctive
nature of Judaism. The hope for the Redemption is the force that sustains Judaism in
the Diaspora; the Judaism of Eretz Yisrael is the very Redemption.
Chief Seattle [Washington Territory, 1877]
Every part of this country is sacred to my people. Every hillside, every valley, every
plain and grove has been hallowed by some fond memory or some sad experience of
my tribe. Even the rocks, which seem to lie dumb as they swelter in the sun along the
silent seashore in solemn grandeur, thrill with memories of past events connected
with the lives of my people. The very dust under your feet responds more lovingly to
our footsteps than to yours, because it is the ashes of our ancestors, and our bare feet
are conscious of the sympathetic touch, for the soil is rich with the life of our kindred.
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Yehudah Amichai, “Tourists”
They come to make condolence calls upon us,
Sitting at Yad Vashem, somber at the Western Wall
And laughing behind heavy curtains in hotel rooms,
Taking each others’ pictures with the distinguished dead at Rachel’s tomb
And Herzl’s tomb and Ammunition Hill,
Weeping for the beauty of the heroism of our boys
And lusting for the toughness of our girls
And hanging their underwear
To dry quickly
In a cool blue bathroom.
Once I sat down on the steps by the gate of David’s Tower; I set my two heavy baskets
down beside me. A group of tourists was standing around their guide and I served as
a reference point for them. “Do you see that man with the baskets? A little to the right
of his head there is an arch from the Roman period. A little to the right of his head.”
But he is moving, he is moving! I said in my heart: redemption will come only when
the guide says to them: Do you see that arch there, from the Roman period? It is not
important; but next to it, a little to the left and down, is sitting a man who has bought
fruit and vegetables for his family.
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