
SHIVAH MINYAN: GUIDELINES FOR LEADERS 

 

 
Introduction:  The role of the service leader at a shivah minyan is to create a space for the 

mourner to grieve, and to honor the person who has passed away with the community that is 

gathered together.  The evening service is short, and serves as a container for the mourners’ 

feelings and for the community’s support.  The object is not to “get through” the service, but 

to use it skillfully in order to create a safe and supportive space for everyone in the room, 

especially those in mourning.  Your davvening credentials are less important than your kind and 

thoughtful presence, and your ability to sit with the mourners in their grief, in whatever way they 

express it. 

 

A note about having a minyan (or not):  It is extremely rare that we do not get a minyan for 

shivah, but in case that should happen – please lead Mourners Kaddish, as we do not want to take 

that opportunity away from the mourner.  Prayers that are omitted when there is not a minyan 

include Barchu and any other kaddishes (e.g. the hatzi kaddish before the Amidah). Everything 

else should be included. 

 

Preparation for the minyan:  It is help to know a little bit about the mourner and who they 

expect to come to the shivah observances.  Either Rabbi Toba or the shivah coordinators will 

have spoken with the mourner and can tell you what they know.  If you are leading a second or 

third minyan, feel free to be in touch with whomever led before you to see how knowledgeable a 

crowd it was, any preferences from the mourner, etc.  If you are the first (or only) shivah minyan 

leader, it’s a nice idea to call the mourner before the minyan and introduce yourself, and give 

him/her a sense of what you’ll be doing (e.g. explain that there will be a brief service followed 

by time to share memories, if they’d like to do that). 

 

Timing:  The entire service, including sharing, should take from 45-60 minutes, no more.  We 

usually invite those who have come to the shivah to stay for a bite of food if there is food out; 

you can check with the mourner if they need things to wrap up by a certain time (e.g. if it’s a 

school night and kids need to go to bed). 

 

Ma’ariv Outline 

 

Opening:  Choose a song on pp. 3-4, or do a simple, wordless niggun.  If it seems like a 

small/not particularly musical (or knowledgeable) group, you may want to open with an English 

reading. 

 

p. 13 Barchu (you can begin at top of page, or with Barchu – rise and face east). After Barchu, 

invite everyone to be seated. 

 

p. 15  Maariv Aravim – kick off and davven silently; sometimes I chant part of the English, 

then close with the chatima on page 15.   You could also do a nature/evening related poem, and 

chant the chatima to close. 

 

pp. 17-19  Ahavat Olam – do EITHER the English reading on page 17 (it’s nice to have folks 

take a line each, as they’re moved to do so) OR chant on page 19. 

 



p. 21 Shema – Chant this page (Reconstructionist practice is chant the first line of the Shema 

aloud, say the “Baruch shem kavod” line silently to yourself; you can then continue with 

“Va’ahavta” aloud). Depending on the group, you can have folks continue silently (p. 23 or p. 

27), or just end with “V’ahavta.”  If people do continue, you can close with the last line on page 

29. 

 

p. 35 Mi Camocha- I don’t usually do the davvening that leads up to this point (beginning on 

page 31), unless it’s a particularly traditional crowd.  Options for Mi Camocha:  you can chant it 

with the nusach, use the ‘Water is Wide’ tune, or find another tune that feels appropriate.  If you 

haven’t done a reading yet and find something on the theme of “crossing,” you could also use 

that here, and then chant the chatima. 

 

p. 37  Hashkivenu – You can davven this and chant the chatima, chant the English, or sing 

Ufros Aleynu (transliterated on page 39).  Or if you want to shorten the service a bit, you can 

skip this and go right to the Amidah. 

 

Intro to the Amidah: I often do an English reading to introduce the Amidah (I find the reading, 

and ask someone else to read).  For English readings, see pp. 41 and 42, below the line, or a 

selection from pp. 96-101, pp. 104-107, or another poem.  You can also chant the hatzi kaddish, 

page 43.   Invite everyone who is able to raise for the Amidah itself. 

 

The Amidah itself is silent.  In your introduction, let folks know the page numbers (45-75), invite 

them to either use the words in the prayerbook or in their own hearts; and invite them to be 

seated when they finish.  I usually close with Shalom Rav, page 73. 

 

Reflections & Final Prayers:   After the Amidah, we usually take time for reflections, 

memories, sharing (usually between 15-30 minutes, no more).  I often have someone close this 

portion with a reading, then invite the family—and any other mourners—to stand for Mourner’s 

Kaddish, page 103.  I usually close the service singing Oseh Shalom at the end of Kaddish. If 

you feel strongly about doing Aleynu, I’d suggest doing it after Shalom Rav, before the 

reflections, so that the latter can go directly into Mourner’s Kaddish. 

 

A note about Maariv vs. Mincha:  We most commonly have shivah minyanim during maariv, 

which is the evening service, traditionally done at or after sunset.  Shivah is not held on Shabbat, 

so never on Friday evening, and after dark on Saturdays.  If a Sunday afternoon works best for a 

mourner, then we’ll do a Mincha service.  This is a very short and simple service:  Begin with a 

song or reading if you’d like, then chant or davven Ashrei (pp. 8-11), followed by the Amidah.  

It is traditional to chant the beginning of the Amidah aloud during Mincha, using the weekday 

tune if you know it (pp. 45-51 are chanted aloud, then invite people to continue individually, 

through page 73).  The rest of the service would be the same – sing Shalom Rav, share 

memories, then Mourners Kaddish. 

 

Tunes for weekday maariv and mincha can be found on the CDT website, at 

http://dorsheitzedek.org/shivah-service-audio. 


