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We are rarely, if ever, truly prepared for the 
death of someone close to us, even in the 
cases of a long illness. A death in the family 
or among close friends is a time for distress 
and bewilderment, when our feelings are 
often confused and we are unsure what to 
do, how to behave, and what arrangements 
need to be made.

This booklet is a guide to help you navigate 
this difficult time and to introduce you to 
the Jewish customs and traditions you may 
choose to follow. Its aim is to give basic 
information, to answer the most commonly 
asked questions, and to make sure that 
essentials are not overlooked.

What can we do for our loved ones at this 
time? What can we do to show how much 
they have contributed to our world?  Just as 
there is a Jewish way of life, there is a Jewish 
way of death. Judaism requires us to treat 
every human being with dignity, respect 
and modesty, because we were created in the 
image of God.

We try to do all we can for our loved ones 
when they are alive. So we must do all 
we can when they can no longer do for 
themselves. When our loved ones are ill, we 
watch over them, we are in their service. 
When death seems near, we are their 
constant companions. So must we be from 
the moment of death to the time of burial.

The immediate responsibility is to make all 
necessary arrangements so that the deceased 
may be respectfully brought to eternal 
rest with dignity as soon as possible in 
accordance with our sacred traditions.

 Jewish communities for generations have 
organised a group of observant dedicated 
people known as the Chevra Kadisha or 
Holy Society, to prepare the deceased for 
burial according to Jewish traditions and to 
perform a Tahara, the physical and spiritual 
cleansing of the deceased.  While the Chevra 
Kadisha does not do this when one chooses 
to be cremated, there are funeral homes (we 
work closely with Walter Carter) that do 
many of the procedures as in a burial.

IMPORTANT CONTACTS
Emanuel Synagogue 
p: 02  9389 6444 
7 Ocean Street, Woollahra 
e: info@emanuel.org.au

Chevra Kadisha 
p: 02 9363 2248 
172 Oxford Street  
(cnr Oxford & Wallis Street), Woollahra 
e: info@chevrakadishasydney.com

Walter Carter Funerals
p: 24 Hour Assistance 02 9389 3499 
249 Bronte Road, Waverley
e: enquiries@waltercarter.com.au

Menucha Monuments
p: 0420 745 976 
e: david@mmonuments.com.au 
PO Box 3304, Bellevue Hill NSW 2023
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GUIDE  FOR MOURNERS
These guidelines have been compiled for 
the guidance of mourners and those who 
make arrangements for, or in connection 
with, funerals. The religious laws concerning 
burial and mourning are set out in great 
detail in the Shulchan Aruch (Code of 
Jewish Law), the recognised authority. These 
guidelines reflect the Jewish tradition as 
reflected in the Shulchan Aruch. There are 
some differences in minhag (custom) and 
should there be any questions, please consult 
one of our clergy.  Unlike other synagogues, 
some of the clergy at Emanuel Synagogue 
will officiate at cremations and will guide 
you through the same process of mourning 
described as follows.

BETWEEN DEATH AND THE 
FUNERAL
From the time of death, Jewish tradition 
asks that the body not be left unattended. 
Two lit candles are placed near the 
person’s head and Psalms recited. The 
Chevra Kadisha will provide the services 
of a Shomer (Watcher), to stay beside the 
deceased until burial.  Unfortunately, the 
other non Jewish funeral homes do not 
provide a Shomer in the traditional sense 
but your loved one will be attended.

Upon hearing of the death, mourning 
immediately commences. There are 
categories of people who within Jewish law 
are considered mourners and upon whom 
the rituals of mourning lie.  The mourners 
are those who have suffered the loss of a 
parent, spouse, child or sibling (including a 
half-brother or half-sister).

Each mourner is termed an “Onen” 
meaning “in sorrow” and is exempt from 
any of the positive Mitzvot such as Tallit, 
Tefillin, saying prayers, Grace After Meals or 
any of the blessings. They may wear leather 
shoes until after the funeral, but should not 
eat meat or drink wine or other alcohol. 
These restrictions do not apply on Shabbat 
or Yom Tov.  

After the burial, they are known as 
“Avelim”, mourners, and specific restrictions 
apply to them.  The guidelines below, 
therefore, apply only to those classified as an 
“onen” or “avel”.  We present them to you so 
you will know the fullness of the tradition, 
and be able to choose how to approach this 
most challenging and distressing time in a 
way which is most meaningful for you. 



After the death of a loved one the first 
step is to contact the Chevra Kadisha or 
funeral home as soon as possible. In Jewish 
tradition we bury the deceased as soon as 
possible after death. When children or other 
mourners live in another city or overseas and 
wish to attend the funeral, the funeral may 
be delayed for their arrival. 

Jewish law does not permit post-mortem 
examination, except in a few exceptional 
cases and in a coroner’s case in which secular 
law supersedes. lf advice is received that such 
examination is necessary, contact the Chevra 
Kadisha and they may be able to intercede 
on your behalf to ensure that the autopsy is 
absolutely necessary. 

During the time of mourning we focus on 
our loved one, remembering and honouring 
them, speaking about them and being with 

our feelings and emotions. As we are not 
concerned with matters of vanity, we cover 
mirrors and other reflective surfaces. 

THE  FUNERAL  SERV ICE
The Chevra Kadisha will coordinate 
funeral arrangements with the family and 
the clergy member officiating, including 
burial location, time of service, and other 
requirements.  Similarly, so too will one 
of the funeral homes with whom we work 
for cremations or burials in unconsecrated 
ground.

It is not a Jewish practice to view the body 
out of respect to the dignity of the deceased. 

It is a Jewish custom not to have flowers at 
the funeral, in the hearse, at the graveside or 
in the house of mourning. In keeping with 



the Jewish tradition, if mourners are asked 
about flowers, it is customary to consider 
giving a charitable donation instead to 
honour of the person who has died .

KOHANIM

According to the received tradition, 
Kohanim (descendants of Aaron) must 
not be in the same room or hall or under 
the same roof as the deceased. The Sydney 
Chevra Kadisha has a special room for 
Kohanim at the Ohel in Woollahra, and at 
Macquarie Park Cemetery. This ruling is set 
aside if the Kohein is a mourner. Mourners 
and those attending the funeral service 
and the cemetery should consult with the 
relevant clergy member on these matters.

KERIYAH

The tradition of Keriyah, tearing an outer 
garment (generally a blouse or scarf for a 
woman or a shirt for a man) symbolises 
the physical tear in our lives and in our 
hearts at the loss of our loved one, while we 
acknowledge that our connection in love is 
eternal.  Should you choose to do keriyah 
you can arrange it with the officiating clergy 
member, and is usually done immediately 
before the funeral service commences.

SERVICE

The funeral service consists of various 
scriptural readings and a eulogy.  For burials 
conducted in the premises run by the 
Chevra Kadisha (in Woollahra or the Ohel 
at Macquarie Park) only “authorised clergy” 



may speak. Others may speak outside these 
venues – including at Emanuel Synagogue 
or at other venues in cemetery grounds 
(including graveside).  It is considered a 
mitzvah for the mourner or a close relative 
to deliver the eulogy. The eulogy, followed 
by the memorial prayer and Mourner’s 
Kaddish concludes the service at a 
cremation.  For a burial, the funeral service 
is concluded with the memorial prayer and 
then the coffin is moved to the graveside.

PALL  BEARERS

Pall bearers, usually six, help take the coffin 
from the funeral service to the graveside 
(and sometimes from the funeral service 
to the hearse and then from the hearse to 
the graveside).  One tradition says that the 
mourners should not be pall bearers because 

they will be too upset; another tradition says 
the mourners should be pall bearers, unless 
they will be too upset.

THE  BURIAL  SERV ICE

The Jewish tradition understands that with 
burial, body and soul begin their separate 
journeys, the body returning to the earth, 
the soul to its source. 

Thus, just before the burial a prayer is 
recited concerning those different realms 
and some moments are given for seeking 
forgiveness with the deceased for anything 
that may have happened between any 
individuals and the deceased, as well as 
connecting in loving memory.  

After the coffin is lowered into the earth, 
beginning with mourners, as a sign of love 



and respect, each person takes three shovels 
of soil to help fill the grave.  

After the grave is filled, the memorial prayer 
is recited, and the Mourners’ Kaddish first 
recited.  

Two parallel rows are formed for the 
mourners to walk through back to their 
transport home, with all running water over 
their hands as a symbol of returning toward 
life as they leave the ceremony.

RITUALS AT  THE  HOME
On returning from the cemetery, the 
mourners light the Ner Neshama (candle 
for the soul), which burns throughout the 
Shiva, and they partake of the Se’udah 
Havra’ah (meal of condolence), which is 
provided or prepared by friends but not 

by any of the mourners. It is customary to 
have round foods such as bagels, hard boiled 
eggs and round vegetables. These symbolise 
the Cycle of Life. No meat, wine or alcohol 
should be had at this meal.  

SHIVA  (SEVEN DAYS OF 
MOURNING)
The first period of mourning, Shiva, 
commences immediately after the funeral 
and lasts for seven days including the day 
of the funeral, and ends after the morning 
service of the seventh day.  Mourners at 
this time focus attention on the life and 
death of a loved one and the usual pleasures 
and vanities are dispensed with during this 
concentrated mourning period of Shiva.  
There are several traditions during this time, 



and it is up to the mourner which of these 
to keep and how to keep them:

•	 The mourner traditionally remains 
indoors and sits on low seats

•	 The mourner  refrains from work

•	 The mourner does not engage in sexual 
relations

•	 Leather shoes should not be worn from 
after the funeral until the end of Shiva, 
except on Shabbat.

•	 The mourner does not bathe or shower 
for enjoyment but rather only to clean as 
necessary.

Mourners who live elsewhere may go home 
at night but they spend each day during the 
Shiva in the House of Mourning. During 
Shiva, prayers, including memorial prayers 
for the departed, can be said in the House 
of Mourning in the presence of at least ten 
Jews (a Minyan). 

Prayer Books for such occasions can be 
arranged through the clergy member 
officiating.  

Additionally, two candles are lit at 
commencement of each Service.

If the Shiva takes place before a festival, the 
festival concludes the remaining period of 
Shiva. 

If the funeral takes place during Chol 
HaMo’ed (the intermediate days) of Pesach 
or Sukkot, Shiva does not commence until 
the conclusion of the festival. 

On Fridays, mourners sit Shiva until the 
late afternoon, rising in time to prepare 
for Shabbat and change to usual Shabbat 

clothes, including leather shoes. 

The mourners do not sit Shiva on 
Shabbat, although maintain most of the 
other rituals of mourning. Shiva in the 
House of Mourning resumes Saturday 
night immediately after the conclusion of 
Shabbat.

Immediately following the funeral, and 
during Shiva, the mourners are addressed as 
follows:

 המקום ינחם אתכם בתוך שאר אבלי ציון
וירושלים

Hamakom yenachem etchem b’toch sha’ar 
avelei Tziyon v’Yerushalayim.

May God comfort you among all the 
mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.

SHELOSHIM
Sheloshim, meaning 30, is the first thirty 
days of mourning, from the time of the 
funeral which counts as the first day.  In 
the case of all relatives - spouse, sibling, 
child - other than a parent, the period of 
mourning ends at the end of Sheloshim.  
The restrictions of sheloshim for a mourner 
are: 

•	 Not to shave or have a haircut or wear 
any cosmetics

•	 Not to attend any celebrations, including 
listening to any music

•	 Not to purchase any new products, other 
than necessities

•	 Not to take any holiday trips, other than 
to go to Israel or visit family



How a festival affects the timing of 
Sheloshim is complicated, and your rabbi 
should be consulted regarding this.  

The restrictions of Sheloshim extend for a 
total of 12 Jewish months from the funeral 
for a parent.

KADDISH
Kaddish is recited at all services on 
weekdays, Shabbat and Festivals by the 
mourners of the deceased during the period 
of Sheloshim and for a parent for 11 Jewish 
months by their children.

MATSEVA
It is customary to erect a Matseva 
(headstone) in memory of the departed any 
time from the end of Sheloshim through the 

end of the twelfth Hebrew month after their 
death. This commemoration gives mourners 
a positive sense of the emotional distance 
they have travelled since their bereavement 
began.

The Synagogue will assist with arrangements 
for consecrations, including referrals for a 
stonemason, confirmation of Hebrew names 
and inscriptions, and arranging a time and 
date for the commemoration service to 
take place.  It is good to plan ahead for the 
service of consecration, in order to account 
for the availability of family that may be 
overseas and also of the rabbi.



OBSERVANCE  OF  YAHRZE IT
On the anniversary of the death of a loved 
one, Yahrzeit (annual remembrance) is 
observed by their relatives.

As a pluralistic community, Emanuel 
Synagogue is equipped for the observance of 
a yahrzeit on either the Hebrew date or the 
English date of death. As a default, we will 
record the Hebrew date. Should you wish to 
observe the English date, please contact the 
Synagogue office on (02) 9389 6444, and 
we will amend our records.

Yahrzeit reminder letters are sent out to 
all members who are mourners, as well as 
mourners of those listed on our memorial 
board).

Y IZKOR
Memorial Prayers for departed parents and 
relatives are read in the Synagogue on:  

(i)    	 The last day of Pesach

(ii)   	 The second day of Shavuot

(iii)  	 Yom Kippur

(iv)   	 Shemini Atzeret

In the synagogue at the first Yizkor service 
after the funeral we read the names of those 
from the congregation who have died.



Now go forth to life

GOING FORTH TO  L IFE
At the conclusion of the funeral service the 
words “Now go forth to life” are expressed. 
It is so difficult to leave the grave of the 
ones we love and return to a world forever 
changed without their physical presence 
beside you. Everyone mourns and grieves 
differently and your journey will be yours 
alone. Sometimes it can be difficult to 
navigate this road ahead and deal with the 
emotions and feelings. 

We are here to support you in whatever 
way we can and if we can answer any 
questions or assist you in any way, please 
call the Synagogue on (02) 9389 6444. 

JewishCare has a wonderful, supportive 
programme called Chesed which cares for 
people at different stages of grief, helping to 
guide and assist, to provide a listening ear 
and a caring heart. 

They may be contacted on 1300 133 660, if 
you would like to find out more. 

We wish you strength and comfort at this 
time of loss. 
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