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Blessing for the Study of Torah:

Chesed Shel Emet - “the truest act of kindness”
is the ritual of preparing the dead for burial. Of
all the benevolent acts that a person can perform
for another, caring for the dead is considered to
be the only truly selfless act, since there is no
possibility of the dead repaying the deed. So
important is this mitzvah that, in the case of
people who die with no one to care for them,
even the High Priest, who is prohibited from coming into contact
with a corpse, must see to their burial. Traditionally, a Jewish burial
society called a Chevra Kadisha - “Holy Society” - would be formed
in each community to meet this obligation on behalf of the
community and see to it that everyopne is cared for when they pass
away. In death, everyone becomes equal, and all, rich or poor, are
prepared for burial in exactly the same way.

nmpn From our Sources

From the Torgh

This was the total span of Abraham’s life; one hundred and seventy-five
years. And Abraham breathed his last, dying at a good ripe age, old and
contented; and he was gathered to his kin. His sons Isaac and Ishmael
buried him in the cave if Machpelah, in the field of Ephron son of Zohar
the Hittite, facing Mamre, the field that Abraham had bought from the
Hittites; there Abraham was buried, and Sarah his wife. (Gen. 25:7-10)

If a person is guilty of a capitol offense and is put to death, and you
impale him on a stake, you must not let his corpse remain on the stake
overnight, but must bury him the same day. (Deuteronomy 21:22-23)

The dust returns to the earth as it was; the spirit returns to God who gave
it. (Ecclesiastes 12:7)

From the Teachings of the Sages:

One whose dead relative lies before him is exempt from the recitial of
the Shema, and fom prayer, and from tefillin, and from all the precepts
laid down in the Torah . (JT Berakhot 17b)

One must abandon the study of Torah in oder to accompany the dead
[to their final resting place]. (BT Ketubot 17a)

Formerly, the expense of burying the dead was harder for a family to
bear than the death itself, so that sometimes family members would flee
to escape the expense. This was so until Raban Gamliel ordered that he
be buried in a plain linen shroud instead of expensive garments. And
since then people have buried their dead in a simple shroud.... (BT
Moe'ed Katan 27b)
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Baruch Atah Adonal EIohemu melech ha olam asher
kidshanu b'mitzvotav, vitzivanu la’asok b'divrei Torah.

Blessed are You, our Eternal God, Ruler of the Universe,
Who makes us holy through mitzvot, and commands
us to engage in the study of Torah.

N1IWNB Commentary

Rabbi Joseph Caro (1488 to 1575), the leading Sephardic
mystic and scholar, compiled what has come to be
regarded as the definitive code of Jewish law to this
day, the Shulkhan Arukh. In it he writes:

So long as there is a dead person in town awaiting
burial, all the townspeople are forbidden to engage in
work. And whoever sees a corpse and does not attend
to its needs is subject to being placed under a ban.
However, if there are associations in town, each one
of which attends to the burial needs of the dead on a
particular day, then it is permissible for the others who
are not required to attend to the burial needs to engage
in work on the day they are not appointed for it.
(Shulkhan Arukh 343:1)

Rabbi Maurice Lamm writes in his book, The Jewish
Way in Death and Mourning (Jonathan David, 1969),
p.53-45:

When Jews are available both to prepare and accompnay
the body, and if one is not doing required and important
work or study, one should escort the deceased to the
cemetary at least symbolically by walking in the direction
of the hearse some six or eight feet to indicate respect
for the deceased and sympathy for the mourners. It
does not matter whether or not one knew the departed.
There is an obligation of respect for all Jews.

Showing respect for the dead is also showing respect
for the living, and for God. Even in the case of one

who was executed for committing a capital crime, their
corpse was still to be treated in the same manner as
any other Jew. Jewish tradition makes a clear distinction
between the needs of the person who has died, which
focus on the immediate preparation and burial of the
remains, and needs of the mourners, who have suffered

a loss which will take much longer to heal. While tending to the needs of the departed and the mourners are both essential
mitzvot, they happen in sequence. First we tend to the one who has died. Then, after burial, we shift our attention to support

of those in mourning.

I Questions for Discussion:

1) How is showing respect for the dead also honouring the living?

2) How does Judaism’s approach to death and burial reflect the Jewish tradition’s approach to life?
3) Why does the Torah prescibe speedy burial, preferably on the day of death?
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