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“I am with you in times of distress.” 

--Psalms 91:15 
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Introduction 
  

Kehillat Shaarei Torah’s vision includes being a dynamic, 

inclusive, welcoming modern orthodox community that 

celebrates Jewish life.  We also want to provide inspirational 

learning opportunities and meaningful participation in 

religious life.   

  

As part of that vision, we are forming a Chevra Kadisha, a 

Holy Society that cares for the dying, the dead, and the 

bereaved in our community. This booklet is part of that 

effort. In these pages, we hope to provide basic information 

about our community’s practices surrounding end-of-life, 

and how those reflect traditional Jewish values and 

practices.   

  

Our hope in these pages is to de-mystify the mysterious and 

often-unspoken-about experience of dying and mourning. 

We hope that doing so opens us all up to more questioning, 

more learning, and more support of each other in difficult 

times, just as we celebrate joyous times together. 

 

Note: this is draft 4.0, prepared as a team effort by the KST 

Chevra Kadisha working group. We welcome your input, 

questions, and suggestions. Please send them to 

ck@shaareitorah.com 
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Preplanning 
  

Preplanning funeral arrangements is a wise and economical 

endeavour. It will save family members anguishing over 

choices at the time of loss, and may in most instances result 

in savings over time.   

  

Meeting with a representative of the funeral home can be 

done at any time.  The Rabbi can provide the current list of 

services offered and prices, and you can decide and make 

appropriate arrangements with the funeral directors. 

  

If you don’t wish to make plans with the funeral home, then 

at very least you should leave clear written, signed, and 

dated instructions as to your wishes. That’s a big help to 

those who will plan and organize the funeral.  

  

Everyone should have an updated will with clear directions 

about the disposal of their estate. 

   

Burial 
 

Members in good standing, including building fund, are 

entitled to burial rights in the Kehillat Shaarei Torah Section 

at Pardes Sholom, in accordance with the KST By-Laws of 

2008 and the Amended Cemetery Rules Memo approved at 

the December 2013 AGM.  Pardes Sholom will charge a fee 
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for opening the grave, and the funeral homes have their own 

rate schedule for services. 

  

Other important considerations that everyone should have in 

place are: 

  

An advance healthcare directive and a health care proxy are 

extremely important.  These should be determined far in 

advance, and notarized. Now is a good time to arrange that; 

not next year, not next month, but now. You will grant 

power of attorney and the power to make healthcare 

decisions to a person whom you trust, who will consult with 

trusted medical and halachic resources to make sure that 

your wishes are carried out. 

  

An Ethical Will is a statement of your Jewish and human 

values that you pass on in writing to future generations. 

These are particularly treasured inheritances for generations 

to come. In your own words, you can describe what values 

and ideals are most important to you. You can also request 

that your descendants remember certain things and observe 

certain things. (It never hurts to ask!) The shul has several 

books that offer guidelines for this.  

    

Illness and last stages of life 
 

Jewish law has a great deal to say about healing, health care, 
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and wellness. We have an obligation from the Torah to look 

after and preserve our health to the best of our ability, and to 

seek expert medical treatment whenever necessary. 

Generally, a person is obligated to make every effort to 

maintain and restore health, yet a person is not always 

compelled to undergo any and all therapies regardless of the 

degree of pain and suffering they may impose. In fact in 

some situations a person may rightfully decline further 

interventions. 

  

When rehabilitative treatment or healing interventions are 

no longer appropriate, Comfort Care is warranted and 

important.  There is a stage immediately preceding dying 

called “goses” in Jewish law at which point it is no longer 

appropriate to take a dying person’s blood pressure, 

administer non-essential therapies or take samples for 

testing, or even to move the patient. We are most concerned 

at this point that every person be allowed to leave this world 

with dignity.   

 

Medical Assistance in Dying, MAID, is categorically 

forbidden by Torah law. We believe that every moment of 

life is precious, and we do not distinguish in “quality of life” 

between a person who is healthy and one who is not, or old 

or young, or rich or poor.  There is no circumstance where 

we may take an action or ask or allow someone to take 

action intending to hastening another person’s death, even 

by a minute. This is tantamount to spilling blood. 
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This does not mean that a patient in the last stages of life 

should not receive the best of appropriate care to manage 

pain and discomfort; indeed they should. Still we cannot 

intentionally hasten someone’s demise nor request a health 

care professional to do that on our or the ill person’s behalf.   

 

Before dying, one should if at all possible, recite vidui, the 

confession before dying. In its shortest form, it consists of a 

brief statement of belief in G-d and Torah  and reciting 

Shema Yisrael.  The short version is appended to this guide. 

Longer versions are in the Artscroll Siddur p.796, or in a 

Rabbi’s or Chaplain’s manual. If able, one should say vidui 

for oneself, and if that is not possible someone else: a rabbi, 

a friend, or a family member may read the passages on 

behalf of the dying person.  

  

Time of Death 
 

The moment of death is referred to in halachic literature as 

“yetziat haneshama,” which means “departure of the soul.”  

We believe that the body and soul are united throughout life, 

and they begin to go their separate ways at the moment of 

death. The soul returns to its Divine Source while the body 

returns to the earth, as we read in Bereishis (Genesis 3:19) 

“...dust you are, and to the dust shall you return.”  The 

separation of body and soul takes time, which is why we 

attend with great care to the person whose death is 
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immanent or has recently occurred. The burial and shiva 

processes are also part of this departure of the soul.  Others 

who are present in the room should remain present as the 

person is dying, and care should be taken to speak 

respectfully in honor of the gravity of the moment.   

 

What to do 
 

Once the person had died, the body should be covered with 

a sheet. We customarily light a candle near head of the 

deceased, or even plug in an electric nightlight. If this is not 

done, the chevra kadisha will take care of it. 

 

If it is possible to place the person’s body on the ground 

covered with a sheet, that should be done. If not, the chevra 

kadisha will see to it. 

 

As soon as possible, let the funeral home know that the 

person has passed away.  The funeral home will send chevra 

kadisha staff to take the body once a doctor has signed a 

death certificate.  

  

If possible, someone should remain with the deceased as a 

“shomer,” or honour guard. Out of respect and concern for 

the deceased and their neshama, we do what we can to have 

someone stay with the body.  If death occurs in a hospital 

and the body is moved to the morgue, then the shomer 

should sit as close as is reasonably possible to the morgue 
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door.  It’s most appropriate to recite tehillim (psalms) at this 

time. 

 

Because we are in close proximity to both Sunnybrook and 

North York General, we have been called upon on several 

occasions by families whose relatives were nearing the end 

of their lives as Shabbat or Yom Tov approached. We should 

be willing to take shifts as shomrim at the hospitals if we are 

called upon for this mitzvah.   

  

What happens next 
 

The Chevra Kadisha of the funeral home will come to the 

house or hospital as soon as they are able. They will request 

the death certificate, and they will also ask the person’s 

Hebrew name and father’s Hebrew name, if it is available. 

They will answer any questions you may have, and then will 

ask to be alone with the departed person’s body. Their 

procedure is this: they will first ask for forgiveness from the 

soul of the departed for any indignities that they might 

accidentally cause, and explain that their intention is only to 

honour the deceased’s body. They will place the body on the 

ground for a moment, and recite the verses that speak of the 

body’s eventual return to the dust.  They will place the body 

in a specially-designed bag, then on a wheeled stretcher, and 

remove the body to the van for transport to the funeral 

home. You may accompany the deceased on this part of 



10 

 

their journey out to the van. 

  

Up to the burial - onen   
 

The Jewish tradition is to make every effort to bury the 

deceased as soon as possible, even on the same day if at all 

possible.  It will not be possible to wait until every friend 

and member of the extended family can rearrange their 

schedule and make travel plans to be at the funeral, so 

except in the case of actual mourners who need to travel to 

be there (spouse, son, daughter, mother, father, sibling), we 

should not delay burial. 

 

Cremation is absolutely forbidden for a Jew under any and 

all circumstances; it violates everything we believe about 

the sanctity of human life and respect for the dead. Most 

Jewish cemeteries (including Kehillat Shaarei Torah) will 

not permit the interment of cremains. 

 

Until the burial takes place, the immediate family (the 

mourners listed above) have as their only priority the care 

and burial of the deceased. They are considered “onenim,” 

or “recently bereaved,” and they have no obligation to other 

positive mitzvos except burying their dead.  As such, they 

do not count in a minyan, do not have to recite grace after 

meals, do not have to recite blessings before eating.  They 

do not eat meat or drink wine.  All prohibitions of Judaism 
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still apply. 

 

If a burial occurred just before Shabbat and the burial will 

not take place until Sunday, the rules of an onen (just-

bereaved person) are relaxed, because we do not mourn 

publicly on Shabbat. A person may eat meat and drink wine 

in honour of Shabbat, and should attend services. However, 

mourner’s kaddish does not begin until after the burial. 

  

The funeral service 
 

Funeral services may be held at the funeral home chapel 

and/or graveside, depending on the wishes of the family. 

The funeral service at its essence consists of escorting the 

deceased to the place of burial, and burial of the body.  

There may be some recital of psalms, and/or Tziduk Hadin, 

a collection of biblical verses that affirm our faith in G-d’s 

judgment. Eulogies may be said by anyone present that the 

family chooses, and the memorial prayer is recited 

following burial. Some of these prayers are omitted on 

certain days, like Friday afternoon, erev Yom Tov, Rosh 

Chodesh, and other semi-festive days. 

 

Before the casket is taken to the burial site, the mourners 

tear their clothes (for a parent on the left side, closest to the 

heart; for all other family members on the right side) and 

pronounce the brocho “Dayan Haemet,” Blessed is  
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G-d the True Judge. 

 

There are as many as two kaddishes recited, a burial kaddish 

which mentions our belief in resurrection, and a mourner’s 

kaddish. On days, when tachanun (penitential prayers) are 

omitted (for example Rosh Chodesh, Erev Shabbos or Yom 

Tov, Chanukah, etc.) the burial kaddish, along with the 

memorial prayer and Tziduk Hadin, are omitted. 

  

Burial 
 

The closing of the grave and filling it to ground level are a 

last honour and kindness we can do for the person who has 

died. That is why we prefer to do it ourselves as a Jewish 

community, by hand, without mechanical assistance.  Once 

the grave is completely filled, our task of burial is 

completed and our focus shifts to comforting the mourners.  

Their status as “onen,” recently bereaved, now changes to 

“aveil,” mourner.   

 

At this point, the mourners remove leather shoes if they are 

wearing them, and they leave the place of burial walking 

between two parallel lines of community members facing 

them, who wish them “Hamakom yinachem etchem betoch 

sh’ar avelei tziyon viyrushalayaim.” “May G-d comfort you 

among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.”  If it is close to 

sundown, the mourners may sit on a low bench or chair at 
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the cemetery to fulfill sitting shiva for the day that is about 

to end. 

 

Kaddish 
 

 At the conclusion of the burial, mourners might recite 

either or both versions of kaddish: a special burial kaddish 

and/or the mourner’s kaddish, depending on the day and 

provided a minyan is present.  Kaddish is recited by the 

mourners through shiva and shloshim, and for a parent for 

11 months.  The shul has several resources available on 

how, when and why we say kaddish; and its meaning. 

  

Shiva 
 

The customs for shiva are in essence that the person sits on 

a lower-than-normal chair (one way to accomplish this is 

simply to remove a sofa cushion) and thinks about the loss 

of their close relative. Members of the community come to 

comfort and console the mourner with the abovementioned 

phrase “Hamakom Yinachem, etc.” 

 

Tradition guides us that comforters allow the mourner to 

have the first word, and that we allow the mourner direct the 

conversation.  While comforters are usually very well-

intentioned, the mourner likely wants to focus on memories 

of their departed relative, and do not want to hear about the 
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latest Jays game or sale at the Bay. There will be time for 

regular conversation after the shiva is concluded.   

 

The best practice is sit down somewhere in the mourner’s 

field of vision, and wait for them to finish whatever 

conversation they are in. When the mourner turns to you and 

says something, you can then respond in whatever way you 

think is most appropriate and continue the conversation 

there.   

 

It’s advisable to avoid phrases like “you’ll get over it,” or 

“time heals all wounds,” or “she’s in a better place now,” or 

similar.  If the mourner uses them, fine. But when used by 

the comforter, they can sometimes come across as 

dismissive or minimizing the anguish and loss that the 

mourner feels.  When taking leave of the mourner, one 

should stand, the mourner should sit, and the comforter 

says: “Hamakom yinachem etchem betoch sh’ar avelei 

tziyon viyrushalayaim.” and/or “May G-d comfort you 

among the mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.”   

 

While shivas tend to be somewhat social situations, it’s most 

advisable to keep your tone of conversation somber and low.  

Jokes, raucous laughter, and animated business or sports 

conversations are inappropriate for shiva.  Better are fond 

remembrances of the deceased.   

 

There is no prohibition on eating at a shiva house. One 
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may take refreshments or drinks without concern.  If the 

mourner asks you to take a package of cookies with you 

because there are more than they can use, that is 

permissible. Some are particular not to eat anything in or 

from a shiva house, but this is a custom and not a halachic 

prohibition. 

 

The mourner should do their best (although it is difficult) 

not to serve or greet guests/comforters. Those paying a 

shiva call should come to the mourner.  Although it is 

difficult, the mourner should allow other people to help and 

serve them…it makes them feel useful and helpful if they 

can fetch a cup of tea or a glass of soda.   

 

During the shiva, the mourner wears torn clothing. If not 

wearing the torn garment from the funeral, a mourner 

putting on a fresh garment should tear that one, also.  

 

Shiva lasts for 7 days, as its name implies.  Counted in that 

7 are the day of the burial, Shabbat, and the last day of 

shiva.  We say in this case that part of a day is considered a 

day, so if a funeral took place on Wednesday at noon, and 

the mourner sat shiva from 3pm on Wednesday until 

sundown, that counts as one day.  Then five days following 

are : Thursday, Friday, Shabbos, Sunday, and Monday.  On 

Tuesday morning, shiva is observed for a short time, a 

couple of hours or even a half hour.  At that point, 

comforters wish the mourner one last time: “Hamakom 
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yinachem etchem betoch sh’ar avelei tziyon 

viyrushalayaim.” “May G-d comfort you among the 

mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.”  They then tell the 

mourner, “It’s now time to get up from your mourning, may 

you have only simchas and good health from now on.” The 

mourner stands up from sitting shiva, and the shiva 

concludes. The mourner may now put on leather shoes, 

which have not been worn during the shiva.  

 

It’s customary to take a walk around the block or down the 

street, to indicate that the mourner is rejoining the regular 

world after their grief. 

  

Shloshim 
 

Mourning continues for 30 days from the burial, for any 

close relative other than parents.  For this thirty-day period, 

a mourner should not purchase new clothing, make the 

brocho “shehecheyanu,” attend simchas such as a wedding 

or bar mitzvah, or take a haircut. Many men observe the 

prohibition on shaving for the shloshim.  One should recite 

kaddish daily, engage in added torah study, tzedaka, and 

other good deeds in the merit of the deceased.  Shloshim 

concludes on the 30th day, and after that, all the prohibitions 

are ended. 

 

The only exception to the 30-day limit on mourning is for 
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parents. Because we have a special mitzvah of honouring 

parents, children observe the customs of mourning as above 

for 12 months on the Hebrew calendar.  Kaddish is recited 

for 11 Hebrew calendar months. 

  

 

Yizkor   
 

A special memorial prayer, Yizkor, is recited just before 

Musaf on the morning of Yom Kippur, the Eighth day of 

Pesach, the second day of Shavuot, and Shmini Atzeret.  

The name of the deceased is mentioned in the prayer, and a 

pledge is made to tzedaka.  There are different opinions as 

to whether a person who has lost a parent for the first time 

should recite yizkor during the first year of mourning. 
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Yortzeit   
 

On the Hebrew-date anniversary of the relative’s death, we 

observe a Yortzeit (Yiddish for “the year’s time”) by 

lighting a memorial candle at home (no brocho is said).  

Giving tzedaka in the merit of the departed, Torah study, and 

saying kaddish are appropriate markers for the day. It has 

become customary in recent times to sponsor a meal of 

some kind on a yortzeit, which may be as simple as some 

rugelach and schnapps after shacharis to a full-meal 

Kiddush on Shabbat morning.  The main purpose of this is 

to give others in the community a chance to make brochos 

on the food that they eat and the drinks they drink, and to 

say “L’chaim” and mention the person’s Hebrew name, to 

wish “Long Life,” and express a wish “that the neshama 

should have an aliyah,” that the soul of the departed should 

continue ascending heavenly levels.   

 

It is customary to visit graves on or about the yortzeit. 

Customary prayers include verses from psalm 119 and other 

psalms, and the memorial prayer that is printed in our 

annual yizkor booklet.  Mishna is also appropriate to study. 

All of the above can be said in English or Hebrew, or both. 

  

 

 

Hakamas matzeiva 



19 

 

 

It’s a mitzvah to erect a memorial stone to mark the burial 

place, and it should have the person’s Hebrew name on it.  

The appropriate time for dedicating a memorial stone is any 

time after the shiva is completed.  It can be around the first 

yortzeit, and can also be before or after that time. That is, it 

may be placed and dedicated a few months after the passing, 

or after the first yortzeit. 

 

Arranging for the engraving and installation of the stone 

itself fulfills this mitzvah.  In addition, it is customary, 

although not required, to have a small dedication ceremony, 

which may include psalms, words of remembrance and 

inspiration, the memorial prayer, and kaddish if a minyan is 

present. 

  

Other Questions and Information: 

 

Organ Donation 
Organ Donation is permissible according to some Halachic 

authorities, under certain circumstances. In no way is it 

permitted to end or shorten one person’s life, even by a 

moment, to be able to provide even a life-saving organ to 

another person.  A detailed discussion and a Halachic Organ 

Donor template card can be found at www.hods.org 

 

Donations to Science 
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Donating one’s body to science is not permissible in Jewish 

law, owing to the principles of honouring the dead after 

death and the mitzvah of burial, which is to be accomplished 

with all dispatch. Furthermore, by burying the dead intact, 

we respect the Torah’s prohibition that anyone benefit from 

the body of the deceased (excepting life-saving organ 

donation as referenced above). 

 

Vidui - As End-of-Life Approaches 
 

The following is a short form of Vidui, one’s final 

affirmation of faith before dying. While the dying person 

should say it or at least think it; another person can recite it 

on their behalf. (Hebrew and a longer form can be found in 

the Artscroll siddur on page 796, or the Koren page 1050.) 

 

If Heaven forfend I die, may my death be an atonement. 

I believe with complete faith in the true Lord G-d, Whose 

Name is Truth, and in the 13 principles of faith.  I forgive 

everyone and ask that everyone forgive me. 

Hear O Israel, the Lord is our G-d, only the Lord.  

Blessed is the name of G-d’s honoured reign forever. (said 

3 times) 

The Lord is G-d. (said 7 times) 

G-d rules, G-d has ruled, G-d will rule forever. 

 

 


