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Tikkun Leil Shavuot 5780 
Source Sheet on Chevra Kaddisha 

 
 

1. Rabbi Hoshaya taught: At the moment that the Holy One created Adam Harishon, the first human 
being, the ministering angels erred and sought to say ‘Kadosh, Holy, before him [to worship him]. 
What did the Holy One do? “The Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the human being;” (Gen 2:21) and 
all knew that he was Adam. As it is written: “Oh, cease to glorify man, who has only a breath in his 
nostrils! For by what does he merit esteem?” (Isa. 2:22). - Bereshit/Genesis Rabba 8:10 

 
2. Likewise, at first taking the dead out for burial was more difficult for the relatives than the actual 

death, because it was customary to bury the dead in expensive shrouds, which the poor could not 
afford. The problem grew to the point that relatives would sometimes abandon the corpse and run 
away. This lasted until Rabban Gamliel came and acted with frivolity, meaning that he waived his 
dignity, by leaving instructions that he be taken out for burial in linen garments. And the people 
adopted this practice after him and had themselves taken out for burial in linen garments. Rav Pappa 
said: And nowadays, everyone follows the practice of taking out the dead for burial even in plain 
hemp garments that cost only a dinar. -Moed katan 27B 
 

3. And Rav Yehuda taught in the name of Rav: When a person dies in a city, all of the residents of that 
city are prohibited from performing work until he has been buried.  

The Gemara relates that when Rav Hamnuna once happened to come to a place called Darumata he 
heard the sound of a shofar announcing that a person had died in the town. When he saw some people 
doing work he said to them: “Let these people be under an excommunication. Is there not a dead 
person in town?” They said to him: “There are separate groups in the town, each one responsible for 
its own dead. Knowing that the deceased was not from our group, we continued our work.” He said 
to them: “If so, it is permitted to you.” And he revoked his excommunication. - Moed katan 27B 
 
 

4. Eight values are demonstrated in Jewish death and mourning practices – 1) reality of death; 2) respect 
for the dead; 3) equality; 4) simplicity; 5) expressing emotions openly and fully; 6) communal 
responsibility and support; 7) affirmation of life; and 8) remembrance.  
 
Three concepts underlying the process of preparing a body for burial– kehillah, community; kavanah, 
intentionality; and tefilah, prayer and self-reflection. 
 

5. Quotes from an interview with Holly Blue Hawkins, head of the chevra kadisha in Santa Cruz, 
California. In Tablet Magazine, July 17, 2019 
 

Jewish values mean caring for the vulnerable, even when it’s hard.- “Chevra kadisha literally means 
sacred society. ‘Sacred society’ sounds kind of grand; I prefer ‘holy friends.’ This is a holy order within 

Judaism, doing this work. When I’m teaching now, I don’t say funeral or burial. I say levaya, which 
means accompaniment. That’s the most important thing we do—accompany others.” 
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When something is uncomfortable, slow down and pay attention.- Once, during a very difficult 

tahara, we began singing “Ana B’Ko’ach.” We started nigun-ing. And that’s when the sacredness came 
back into the room. How do you turn a difficult task into a prayer? We pray with our hands while 

doing tahara. As my friend Richard Light says, it’s like midwifing souls—how cool is that?” 

Look for beauty in everyone and everything.- “Maybe the person who died is very elderly or was 
very sick. We still sing the Song of Songs to them. We still say, ‘How beautiful you are, my beloved.’ 
There’s always a point where the body has to be adjusted on the table, and that’s kind of my thing. I 
want to do it. I want to think, ‘This person was once a tiny newborn baby, and someone did this for 
them.’ Someone hugged this person. I want to pick them up in my arms. People are like, ‘Yuck, you 
take dead bodies in your arms?’ And I’m like, ‘Right!’ This is not a Bela Lugosi movie! This is a holy 
vessel. It’s reframing. And in life, it tells me that all bodies are beautiful. This whole body-shaming 

thing—excuse me? You were created b’tzelem Elohim [in God’s image]!” 

Honoring the dying means honoring the living. 
 

6. Prayer at the beginning of the Taharah 
Source of All Life, we are gathered to help usher the neshamah of [__________ ben/bat/mi’beit ____ v’ ____] 
on their journey at this tender and liminal time. May we receive the clarity and strength to perform 
this holy task with clear sacred intention, and in loving connection to this neshamah. May we be 
protected from harm or fault, and may we not fail in our work. May You be with us as we embark on 
this holy task. 
 
Just as [__________ ben/bat/mi’beit ____ v’ ____] was created in God’s image, and perfect while alive, so 
may we continue to recognize the perfection of his/her/their neshamah. 
 
[__________ ben/bat/mi’beit ____ v’ ____], it is our kavannah, our holy intention, that everything we are 
about to do is for your honor. We’re not able at this time to perform the customary ritual of washing, 
purification, and dressing you in tachrichim. We trust those who have tended to you until now have 
done their best to honor you and your neshamah. Please forgive us for any harm we may cause. We are 
here in love and respect. 
 
Source of Life, in the tradition of our ancestors, we ask for mercy on [__________ ben/bat/mi’beit ____ v’ 
____], remembering that they are a child of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and Jacob, Rachel, 
Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah. May the Shekhinah, Divine Presence, accompany their neshamah at this time. 
May their soul find perfect rest. 

 

7. Closing prayer for a Taharah 
______________ (Hebrew Name) or _________________ (English Name), we stand here having completed 

our work. Please know that we, the chevrah kaddisha, the staff of the funeral home, and everyone who 
has engaged in preparing you for your final journey have done our best to lovingly treat you with 
dignity and care. We ask your forgiveness for any indignity you may have suffered in our efforts to 

usher you from this world to the next, in this time of pikuach nefesh, when we are unable to be with you 
in person. We ask your forgiveness if we did not act according to your honor. We acted in good faith 
and did this work for the sake of all that is holy. 


