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a brief guide to Jewish mourning rituals
RULES THAT APPLY BEFORE THE FUNERAL

When one loses a close relative (parent, sibling, spouse or child) there are certain rules that apply on weekdays before the funeral:
· Mourners are exempt from positive mitzvot such as praying, wearing tefillin, saying brachot on food, sitting in a Succah on Succot, lighting a menorah on Chanukah etc.
· Washing, haircuts, shaving, marital intimacy are forbidden, as are work, business and Torah study.
· Mourners should eat and drink less than normal, and should not eat meat or drink wine.

If the burial is to take place in a different town, those mourners who will not be accompanying the deceased to that town start shiva when the deceased is taken from the town where they are. 
If a son has lost his father, the son may go to shul to say kaddish for his father if there are other people who are dealing with the deceased.

On Shabbat and Yom Tov these rules do not apply. One should go to shul and pray as normal and one should do mitzvot. Men should try to avoid leading the service and being called to the Torah.
LAWS AND CUSTOMS OF THE SHIVA WEEK

1. The Shiva (“seven”) period lasts for seven days, from the day of the burial (which counts as the first day) until the morning of the seventh day, unless a festival occurs during Shiva, in which case Shiva terminates on the afternoon before the festival begins.

2. The following things are forbidden to next of kin (parents, children, siblings and spouse of the deceased) during the Shiva period:-

-wearing leather shoes

-leaving the home (except for acute need, such as illness)

-laundry (except when no clean clothes remain)

-marital relations

-sitting on a normal chair.

See below for other restrictions that apply for thirty days or twelve months from the burial.

3. One should wear a torn garment throughout the Shiva, except for Shabbat.
4. Because of the sanctity of Shabbat, conspicuous mourning is forbidden. Therefore, on Shabbat, one may wear leather shoes, leave the home and sit on a normal chair. One should not wear a torn garment on Shabbat.

5. Even though many of the mourning rituals are waived for Shabbat, it still counts as one of the seven days of Shiva. The mourner may go to shul,  and should leave shul on Friday night at the start of the Shabbat service and be called back into shul after the congregation have finished singing L’cha Dodi.
6. It is customary to cover mirrors during Shiva.

7. It is customary to have a lit candle (a ‘yahrzeit candle’) in the home throughout the Shiva week. It is also customary to light two candles before prayers in the home in honour of the prayers. 
8. It is customary that someone other than the mourners provide them with their first meal after the burial. If the burial takes place on Friday or Yom Tov eve in the afternoon, this meal should not be given to the mourner. 
Even if it is not possible to organise a minyan in one’s home, one should still observe the other rituals of shiva. It is permissible to go to a synagogue during the week of shiva in order to say Kaddish, in a situation where one cannot arrange this at home.

THE END OF SHIVA

Observing shiva for part of the seventh day counts as observing the whole day. So one should sit on a low chair wearing a torn garment and non-leather shoes for a while on the morning of the seventh day and then get up. If others are present, they should tell the person to arise from shiva. If others are not present, the mourner should wait until the time when others might have come, which is from the time that people would normally come from shul in the morning to visit.

If the seventh day is Shabbat, this procedure is not followed. Technically shiva finishes at the end of Shabbat morning service.

LAWS AND CUSTOMS OF “SHLOSHIM”

Shloshim is Hebrew for “thirty”. The majority of the mourning rituals apply only to the first seven days after the burial, reflecting the most intense period of grief. There are some rules which apply for thirty days from the burial, i.e. throughout Shiva and for twenty-three days from the end of Shiva. These rules are as follows:-

1. It is forbidden to have a haircut. Shaving is also forbidden, except for hairs which make eating difficult. (See below regarding haircuts and shaving for someone who has lost a parent). 
2. It is forbidden to cut one’s nails with an instrument, such as scissors or clippers. However, one may cut one’s nails with one’s teeth or hands.

3. One should not wear freshly ironed clothes. This restriction does not apply to underwear, and even laundered and ironed outer garments (such as a shirt) may be worn if someone else wears them for a little while, or if one puts them on the floor to take away some of the freshness. Laundering clothes is permitted if there are no clean clothes left to wear.

4.  Since washing is considered to be an enjoyable activity, one should only wash as much as is absolutely necessary for one’s personal hygiene, and in water which is not comfortably warm.

5. Women should not put on make-up. Married women may wash and put on make-up after shiva so that they can be attractive to their husbands.

6. One should avoid participating in social occasions (such as dining with friends). If one used regularly to eat with certain people on Shabbat and Yom Tov, one may continue doing so, because to stop doing so would constitute conspicuous mourning, which is forbidden on Shabbat and Yom Tov.

7. Generally, one should not go to a wedding or get married.

8. One may attend the ceremonial part of a Barmitzvah, brit (circumcision) or engagement, but not the accompanying meal or dancing.

9. One should not take part in the hakafa circuits in shul during Succot and Simchat Torah.

10. One should not receive presents, nor should one give presents. On Purim, one should give Mishloach manot as stipulated in Jewish law, but one should not receive them.
11. One should not listen to or play music unless one needs to for one’s livelihood.

12. One should sit in a different place in shul.

13. Cohanim should not do birchas cohanim (the priestly blessing known as ‘duchaning’). They should leave shul before the chazzan says ‘Retzeh’, and return after the Cohanim have finished.
14. If the thirtieth day after the burial falls on a Friday, one may wash normally for Shabbat.

15. Part of the thirtieth day counts as the whole day; the restrictions of shloshim finish at sunrise.

16. It is customary to go to the grave of the deceased on the thirtieth day after the burial, and to recite a memorial prayer.

LAWS AND CUSTOMS WHICH APPLY FOR THE FIRST TWELVE MONTHS

If one loses a parent, one should observe certain laws of mourning for twelve months from the burial:-

1. All mourners should not have a haircut or shave for at least a month. If one has lost a parent, one should wait beyond this time until people start to comment that one needs a haircut.

2. One should not participate in social occasions except those happening on Shabbat or Yom Tov and which one would normally attend. One should not attend celebratory occasions even on Shabbat or Yom Tov unless one’s absence would be particularly noticeable. One may prepare and serve food and drink at such occasions.
3. One should not wear new clothes (except for underwear).

4. One should avoid going on holidays and trips except as is necessary for one’s health.

5. One should not receive presents, nor should one give presents (On Purim, one should give Mishloach manot as stipulated in halacha, but one should not receive them.)

6. One should sit in a different seat in shul further away from the Ark.

7. One should not take part in the hakafa circuits in shul during Succot and Simchat Torah.

8. Cohanim should not do birchat cohanim (the priestly blessing known as ‘duchaning’) on yom tov. They should leave shul before the chazzan says ‘R’tzeh’, and return after the Cohanim have finished.

9. One should not listen to or play music unless one needs to do so for one’s livelihood.

10. One should not attend a communal simcha Kiddush but one may attend a communal Kiddush that is not for a simcha after shiva.

Kaddish

Men should say Kaddish for parents for eleven months, and for other relatives for thirty days. If there is no male relative to say Kaddish, one should nominate another relative (such as a son-in-law or grandson), or, failing that, anyone who has previously lost a parent.

Women are not obliged to say Kaddish,but may do so if a man is saying Kaddish at the same time.

Kaddish is also said on the Yahrzeit (generally the Hebrew anniversary of the death, not the burial). The restrictions which apply for the twelve months after the burial also apply on the day of the Yahrzeit.

Kaddish should only be said in the presence of a minyan (ten Jewish men).

Reciting Kaddish alleviates the severity of the divine judgement meted out on the deceased. It is most important that one take every opportunity to ensure that Kaddish is recited.

Male mourners who are able to lead services have a right of precedence to do so except on festive dates (such as Shabbat, Yom Tov, Chanukah, Purim, Rosh Chodesh etc.). Someone in shloshim has precedence over someone in the twelve months of mourning, and someone who has yahrtzeit has precedence over someone in shloshim.

STONESETTINGS

A stonesetting is the formal consecration of a gravestone over a grave. It is normally done around a year after the death, but can be done later than this if need be.

If you would like to arrange this for a Sunday, please book it as soon as possible as the Sundays get booked up very quickly.

Rabbi Lister cannot normally officiate on Sunday mornings so please contact him if you need to have a stonesetting then.

RULES FOR COHANIM

There are special rules that apply to Cohanim because of their higher spiritual status. A Cohen may not walk within six feet of a grave nor be in the same room as a body unless they are at the funeral of their deceased close relative (parent, brother, unmarried sister, spouse or child). 
So, for instance, a Cohen attending his father-in-law’s funeral should be in the Cohanim room during the first part of the funeral when the deceased is in the prayer hall, should be careful not to walk too close to graves and should not put earth in the grave.

However, a Cohen attending his own father’s funeral may be in the prayer hall with the deceased, need not be particular to keep away from graves, and may put earth in the grave.

The special restrictions apply to a Cohen attending the stonesetting of a close relative. The Cohen should not go within six feet of the grave of a parent, sibling, spouse or child even during the stonesetting service. 
INSIGHTS INTO MOURNING RITUALS
The mourning rituals serve to accompany the soul of the departed.

· Just as the soul has lost its worldly foundation (the body), so the mourners take off their worldly foundation and wear less firm footwear.

· Just as the body of the departed is no longer being cared for, so the mourners pay only scant attention to their personal needs.

· Just as the body is confined to its resting place, so the mourners stay indoors as much as possible.

· Just as the body rests in the ground, so the mourners sit on or close to the ground.

· Just as the soul has been torn from the body, so the mourners wear a torn garment to empathise with that separation.

· Since the soul is compared to a light in the body (spreading an enlightening divine influence in an otherwise unspiritual being), we note its departure by burning a candle in the house of mourning.

· Since a human being has departed from the world, pictures and reflections of humans are concealed in the house of mourning.

· The mourners show their preoccupation and sense of loss by not even preparing a meal for themselves immediately after the funeral.

· It is a source of tremendous merit for the soul of the departed that prayers and good deeds be accomplished in its memory and honour: this is why prayers are held in the Shiva house if possible.

· After seven days, the soul of the deceased is accustomed to its new elevated status, and no longer needs to be accompanied by its dear ones still on earth. After the Shiva, it is safely on its way to its Heavenly Father and eternal reward.

In addition, the Shiva period allows the mourners to come to terms with the tragedy that has befallen them, and allows their friends and community to express solidarity and sympathy by providing the first meal, by joining in prayers or simply by being there.

Mourning is a trigger for many turbulent emotions - grief, anger, loss, guilt - and there is no set pattern as to how one should feel. It is acceptable to cry, but not mandatory. Shiva gives one the emotional space to work out one’s feelings, and, thereafter, one can slowly rebuild one’s life. 

The gradual removal of the restrictions of mourning guides the mourner out of grief, just as the original imposition of the restrictions allows the mourner to express and focus on the grief caused by bereavement. It is to be hoped that conscientious observance of the mourning rituals will ultimately have a therapeutic effect on the bereaved as much as it helps the soul of the departed on its journey to the Heavenly Throne.

“He will make death vanish forever, and the Lord will wipe away tears from all faces”.

QUESTIONS?

Contact Rabbi Lister: 
020 8958 5320
07853 179 313

rabbi.lister@edgwareu.com 
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