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The New York Times Reports:
Sensitive Jewish Mourning After 9/11Setting the Stage

In the darkest hours of the night, Judith Kaplan, 
dressed in her Sabbath finery, sat in a tent 
outside the New York City Medical Examiner’s 

office, singing the haunting repertoire from the 
Book of Psalms. From midnight until 5 a.m., within 
sight of trucks full of body parts from the World 
Trade Center, she fulfilled the most selfless of Jewish 
commandments: to keep watch over the dead, who 
must not be left alone from the moment of passing 
until burial.

Normally, this Orthodox ritual, known as sitting 
shmira, lasts for only 24 hours and is performed 
by one Jew, customarily a man, for another Jew. 
But these are not 
normal times. Thus 
the round-the-clock 
vigil outside the 
morgue on First 
Avenue and 30th 
Street is already 
in its eighth week. 
The three sealed 
trucks may or may 
not contain Jewish 
bodies. And the 
shomer, or watcher, 
is just as often a 
young woman as an 
old man.

Ms. Kaplan, 20, a senior at Stern College for Women, 
a division of Yeshiva University, is one of nine 
students who have volunteered for this solemn 
task on weekends, working in shifts from Friday 
afternoons until nightfall on Saturdays, the holiest 
part of the week. The rest of the time, the task is 
performed by scores of volunteers from an Orthodox 
synagogue, Ohab Zedek, on West 95th Street.

Devout Jews cannot ride on the Sabbath, putting 
the subway or taxis off-limits for the long trek from 

Ohab Zedek to the morgue. So the Stern students, 
whose dormitories are within blocks of the morgue, 
have filled the breach. They were recruited by Jessica 
Russak, 20, a student who takes the dawn shift, 
peeking out of the tent as the sky brightens to time 
her morning prayers.

Ms. Russak, Ms. Kaplan and the others have won 
blessings from Christian chaplains at the site, and 
their dedication has moved police officers and 
medical examiners to tears. The burly state trooper 
who guards the area has learned the girls’ names, 
and a bit about their religion.

At first, the 
trooper demanded 
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , 
not knowing that 
carrying anything 
on the Sabbath 
was prohibited for 
Orthodox Jews. 
Now he keeps an 
eye on the prayer 
books and snacks 
that the Stern 
students drop off 
before sundown on 
Friday and retrieve 
Saturday night. The 

trooper once called Ms. Russak at home when she 
was a few minutes late, in case her alarm clock had 
not gone off. 

The young women have the full support of Dr. 
Norman Lamm, president of Yeshiva University, 
who agreed without hesitation that the normal 
gender rules - women can sit shmira only for other 
women, while men can sit for any deceased person 

- could be waived under the circumstances. The 
school is also providing security guards to escort 
those who sit the late-night shifts.
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While the tradition is a peculiarly Jewish one, Dr. 
Lamm said he felt that the mitzvah, or good deed, 
reached across denominations. “The idea that you 
can have companionship even in death is a very 
consoling thought, whether you are Jewish or not”; 
he said. Dr. Lamm called “the loving watching of the 
corpse a very human act”; and noted that the shmira 
is “the truest and most sublime”; of the 613 mitzvahs 

“because there can never be reciprocity.”

But there are other rewards, which the Stern students 
discussed on Friday, at Ms. Kaplan’s apartment, 
while preparing their Sabbath dinner - four different 
kinds of kugel, pepper steak and honey-glazed 
chicken.

All of them had felt so 
helpless after the terrorist 
attacks. They donated 
money to the Red Cross, 
but were turned away 
as blood donors or 
volunteers because those 
needs had quickly been 
met. Then came the pleas 
for Sabbath shomers. “This 
is something I can do”; 
Ms. Kaplan said. “And it’s 
surreal. You absolutely feel 
the souls there, and you 
feel them feeling better.”

Each volunteer said she 
had begun with fears about 
sitting within sight of the 
trucks full of remains. Instead, they said, they have 
found peace and a kind of joy.

Ms. Russak does not sing the psalms as Ms. Kaplan 
does, but rather mutters them, in whatever order 
moves her, often starting with No. 130, which she 
knows by heart. The effect is meditative. “The meter 
and the rhythm, one after the next after the next, it 
calms you,” Ms. Russak said. “That’s the magic of the 
psalms. They put you in the right place.”

Ms. Kaplan made up slow, sad tunes for each psalm 
and sings them in a clear soprano, sweet as birdsong. 
If she mumbled them, without melody, Ms. Kaplan 
said, she might lose a word here and there and thus 
the full meaning of each line. By singing, she said, 
she is fully mindful. “Time completely stops,” she 
said. “Now I understand what it is to pray with your 
heart.”

Two weeks ago, during her regular four-hour shift, 
Ms.Kaplan sang 128 of the 150 psalms and grudgingly 
gave up her place to Ms. Russak at 4 a.m., begging 
her to finish the cycle. Last week, determined to do 
the full canon on her own, Ms. Kaplan pleaded and 

won an extra hour.

“It’s very completing 
for her” Ms. Russak 
said. “Like finishing 
an entire book of the 
Torah.”

But before Ms. 
Kaplan’s middle-of-
the-night vigil on 
the brown leather 
benches in the tent, 
others had taken 
their turns, among 
them Anat Barber, the 
newest recruit, who 
was full of nervous 
questions. “The 
bodies there, do they 
know who they are?” 

Ms. Barber asked, as Ms. Russak escorted her to the 
site for the first time.

Ms. Russak did her best to be reassuring, telling Ms. 
Barber that she would be fine, that “the irony is that 
it feels too easy.” Outside the tent, the last of the men, 
a volunteer from Ohab Zedek, was rushing toward 
his Sabbath observance in Brooklyn. It was time 
for the women to begin their watch, to fill the night 
with poetry and prayer.

“The idea that you can have 
companionship even in death is a 
very consoling thought, whether 
you are Jewish or not.”
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Why Do We Bury?ENGAGING THE TEXT

Beraishis 3:19
By the sweat of your brow you will eat bread until you return to the earth that you 
were taken from because you are earth and to earth you will return.

P’sikta Zutrasa: Beraishis Chapter 23
Because it says “You are earth and to earth you will return” and it says, “And the 
earth will return to the land as it was” (Kohelet 12:7), we learn that burial is needed 
to spare shame to people.

בראשית פרק ג:יט
בזעת אפיך תאכל לחם עד שובך אל האדמה כי ממנה לקחת כי עפר אתה ואל עפר תשוב:

 פסיקתא זוטרתא (לקח טוב) בראשית פרק כג
  מדכתיב ״כי עפר אתה ואל עפר תשוב״ (בראשית ג יט),

  ואומר ״וישוב העפר אל הארץ כשהיה״ (קהלת יב ז), 
 מכלל דצריך קבורה משום בזיוני דאינשי.

שולחן ערוך יורה דעה סימן שנב
 סעיף א    אין קוברין המת בתכריכים יקרים, אפילו לנשיא שבישראל.   

סעיף ב    נהגו לקבור בבגדים לבנים.    

Shulchan Aruch: Laws of Mourning
1  We do not bury a dead body in valuable wraps, even a great leader of the  

Jewish people.
2 We have the custom to bury people in white garments.

 ▶ If Jews believe in an afterlife, why are elaborate burial 
shrouds discouraged?Questions 

to Consider?



5 Burial and Mourning in Jewish Thought

The Eulogy: Remembering Those Who Passed AwayENGAGING THE TEXT

Beraishis: Chapter 23
And the years of Sarah were 100 years and 20 years and 7 years. And Sarah died 
in Kiryat Arba which is Chevron in the land of Canaan, and Avraham came to 
eulogize Sarah and to cry for her.                                                                                                                                            

בראשית פרק כג
א  ויהיו חיי שרה מאה שנה ועשרים שנה ושבע שנים שני חיי שרה:

ב  ותמת שרה בקרית ארבע הוא חברון בארץ כנען ויבא אברהם לספד לשרה ולבכתה:

OUT OF THE WHIRLWIND: Essays On Mourning, 
Suffering, And The Human Condition  
by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 

Avraham Teaches Us How To Mourn
What is “lispod” and what is “livkot” (referred to in the verse above)?  The latter refers 
to crying, which is indicative of a spontaneous, overwhelming, and uncontrollable 
grief.  It is a convulsive and compulsive shriek resulting from pain.  The one who 
weeps does not know why he acts as he does.  He could not, if asked, explain his 
grief in logical terms.  The former, sepod (same root as “lispod”), refers to eulogizing 
and is related to another kind of reaction, one rooted in logical judgment.  The 
mourner realizes the extent of the damage inflicted upon him because of the death 
of a member of his household.  It is not the sudden emotional confrontation with 
disaster which is responsible for hesped, the eulogy, but the clear analysis of the 
disastrous event and its consequences…

“Va-yavo Avraham” - Avraham came to mourn Sarah.

What does the word “va-yavo” mean?...the word signifies the retreat from a public 
space into a shelter or house.  “Come my people, enter into your chambers and shut 
the doors behind you” (Isaiah 26:20)…Avraham mourned Sarah not in the open 
but in the private; he withdrew from the open in order to cry…
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Shulchan Aruch: Laws of Mourning
It is a great mitzvah to eulogize a dead person properly. And the mitzva is to 
raise up his voice to say things about him that break the heart to bring out more 
crying and to increase his praise. It is prohibited to over embellish the praise of the 
deceased.  We only mention his good attributes and we may add to them a little bit 
only that he should not overly exaggerate .  If the deceased had no good attributes 
at all then he should not mention them. In the case of a wise and righteous person 
we mention their wisdom and righteousness and anyone who mentions attributes 
that the deceased did not have at all or exaggerates too much causes evil to himself 
and to the deceased.

שולחן ערוך יורה דעה סימן שמד סעיף א
 מצוה גדולה להספיד על המת כראוי. ומצותו שירים קולו לומר עליו דברים המשברים

  את הלב,  כדי להרבות בכיה ולהזכיר שבחו. ואסור להפליג בשבחו יותר מדאי,
  אלא מזכירין מדות טובות שבו, ומוסיפין בהם קצת, רק שלא יפליג. ואם לא היו בו

  מדות טובות כלל, לא יזכיר עליו. וחכם וחסיד, מזכירים להם חכמתם וחסידותם.
 וכל המזכיר על מי שלא היה בו כלל, או שמוסיף להפליג יותר מדאי על מה שהיה בו, 

 גורם רעה לעצמו ולמת. 

ש״ך על שולחן ערוך, שם 
 כדי להרבות בכייה - וכל המוריד דמעות על אדם כשר הקב״ה סופרן ומניחם בבית

גנזיו וכל המתעצל בהספדו של אדם כשר אינו מאריך ימים וראוי לקברו בחייו, ש״ס:

Shach (Sifsei Kohen) on the Shulchan Aruch (ibid)
In order to increase the crying: And anyone who cries tears for a good person , 
G-d counts those tears and puts them in His storage place and anyone who is lazy 
in the eulogy of a good person will not live a long life and he is fit to be buried alive. 
(Talmud)

 ▶ How do public and private grieving differ?

 ▶ What is the purpose of the eulogy?  To honor the deceased 
or to give perspective for the living?

 ▶ Why is neglecting a proper eulogy considered such a grave 
offense?

Questions 
to Consider?
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The Different Stages of MourningENGAGING THE TEXT

OUT OF THE WHIRLWIND: Essays On Mourning, Suffering, And The 
Human Condition  by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 
There are two distinct phases in the process of mourning, and the Halakha (Jewish 
Law) has meticulously insisted upon their strict separation.  The first phase begins 
with the death of the relative for whom one is obligated to mourn and ends with 
burial.  The second commences with burial and lasts seven, or with regard to some 
aspects thirty days (respectively called shiva and shloshim).  The first we call aninut, 
the second avelut.  What is the halakhic and the experiential distinction between 
these two phases of mourning?

Talmud Brachos 17b
One who has a deceased person in front of him is relieved of the Mitzva to say 
Shema,  to pray, to put on tefillin and from all of the Mitzvot of the Torah.

Rashi, ibid.
(He is free of those mitzvot because… ) He is bothered by thoughts of burial and he 
is similar to a groom who is exempt because he is involved in thoughts of Mitzvah.                            
And he does not have to say the “Hamotsi” blessing (on bread).

תלמוד בבלי מסכת ברכות דף יז עמוד ב
 מי שמתו מוטל לפניו - פטור מקריאת שמע, ומן התפלה ומן התפילין,

ומכל מצות האמורות בתורה.

רש״י, שם 
 מי שמתו כו׳ פטור מלקרות קריאת שמע -

לפי שהוא טרוד במחשבת קבורתו, והויא דומיא דחתן דפטור משום טירדא דמצוה.

 ואינו מברך -
 ואינו צריך לברך ברכת המוציא.
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Tosafos, ibid.
Rashi explained that he does not need to make a blessing. And is seems from his 
explanation that if he wants to bless he may, but from the Talmud Yerushalmi it 
seems that if he wanted to be strict we don’t listen to him. Therefore it seems proper 
to say “he does not bless” means “he is not allowed  to bless.”                          

תוספות, שם 
 ואינו מברך - פרש״י ואין זקוק לברך.

 ומשמע מתוך פירושו שאם רצה לברך רשאי מיהו בירושלמי קאמר אם רצה להחמיר
 אין שומעין לו לכך נראה לומר אינו מברך אינו רשאי לברך

OUT OF THE WHIRLWIND: Essays On Mourning, Suffering, And 
The Human Condition  
by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 
Why We Aren’t Obligated In Positive Commandments Before The Burial Of A Relative
The Halakha has displayed great compassion with perplexed, suffering man firmly 
help in the clutches of his archenemy, death.  The Halakha has never tried to 
gloss over the sorrowful, ugly spectacle of dying man.  In spite of the fact that the 
Halakha has indomitable faith in eternal life, in immortality, and in a continued 
transcendental existence for all human beings, it did understand, like a living 
sympathetic mother, man’s fright and confusion when confronted with death.  
Therefore the Halakha has tolerated those “crazy,” torturing thoughts and doubts.  
…It permitted the mourner to have his way for a while and has ruled that the 
latter be relieved of all mitzvoth.

….What is the reason behind this law exempting the mourner from the performance 
of mitzvoth?  Because our commitment to God is rooted in the awareness of human 
dignity and sancity…Man who has faith in himself, who is aware of his charisma, 
was chosen and burdened with obligations and commandment.  Despairing 
skeptical man was not elected. 

Of course, emotions, like the tide, reach a high mark, make an about face, and 
begin to recede.  The Torah has therefore recommended to man not only to submit 
himself to the emotional onslaught, but gradually and slowly to redeem himself 
from its impact.
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Shulchan Aruch: Laws of Mourning
These are the things that a mourner may not do: Work, wash, anoint, wear leather 
shoes, and have marital relations. He may not read the Torah, greet people, do 
laundry, and he must cover his head, and turn over his bed, all seven days, and he 
may not put on Tefilin on the first day, and he may not shave, and he may not have 
a haircut, or celebrate, and he may not sew up his torn clothing all 30 days. (And all 
laws of mourning apply to him day and night.)

שולחן ערוך יורה דעה סימן שפ סעיף א 
 אלו דברים שהאבל אסור בהם: במלאכה, ברחיצה וסיכה ונעילת הסנדל ותשמיש 

 המטה, ואסור לקרות בתורה, ואסור בשאלת שלום ובכביסה, וחייב בעטיפת הראש
  ובכפיית המטה, כל שבעה, ואסור להניח תפילין ביום הראשון, ואסור בגיהוץ

 ובתספורת ושמחה ואיחוי קרע כל ל׳ יום.

(וכל דברי אבלות נוהגין בין ביום בין בלילה- בתשובת הרשב״א סימן תמ״ו)

The Stages Of Mourning Following BurialENGAGING THE TEXT

OUT OF THE WHIRLWIND: Essays On Mourning, Suffering, And The 
Human Condition  by Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik 

Transitioning Through Jewish Mourning
With the commencement of avelut, the Halakha commands the mourner to 
undertake a heroic task: to start picking up the debris of his own shattered 
personality and to reestablish himself as man, restoring lost glory, dignity, and 
uniqueness.  Instead of repeating to himself time and again that man has no 
preeminence over the beast and that all is vanity, he is suddenly told by the Halakha 
to be mindful of the antithesis: “Thou has chosen man at the very inception and 
Thou hast recognized him as worthy of standing before Thee.”
Yes, the Halakha tells man, death is indeed something ugly and frightening, 
something grisly and monstrous; yes, death is trailing behind every man, trying 
to defeat him, his ambitions and aspirations; all that is true.  Nevertheless, the 
Halakha adds, death must not confuse man; the latter must not plunge into total 
darkness because of death.  On the contrary, the Halakha asserts, death gives man 
the opportunity to display greatness and to act heroically, to build even though he 
knows that he will not live to enjoy the sight of the magnificent edifice in whose 
construction he is engaged, to plant even though he does not expect the fruit, to 
explore, to develop, to enrich-not himself, but coming generations.
Death teaches man to transcend his physical self and to identify with the timeless 
covenantal community.  Death, the Halakha warns the mourner, not only does not 
free man from his commitment but, on the contrary, enhances his role as a historic 
being and sensitizes his moral consciousness.
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Consoling MournersENGAGING THE TEXT

Talmud Sota 14a
During the period of shiva (the 7 day period following burial) one should visit the 
mourner, as Talmud states: God consoles mourners as we see that He went to bless 
Yitzchak after his father Avraham died (Bereishis 25), so too we should console the 
mourning.

Talmud Brachos 6b
The reward that comes from visiting a house of a mourner is for one’s silence there.

תלמוד בבלי מסכת סוטה דף יד עמוד א
  הקב״ה ניחם אבלים, דכתיב: (בראשית כה) ״ויהי אחרי מות אברהם

ויברך אלהים את יצחק בנו,״ אף אתה נחם אבלים

תלמוד בבלי מסכת ברכות דף ו עמוד ב
אגרא דבי טמיא - שתיקותא

 ▶ How do the stages of mourning reflect a process of grieving?

 ▶ Have you ever experienced a loss?  How did your reactions 
and perspectives develop?

 ▶ Why is silence considered the most important part while 
visiting a house of mourning?

Questions 
to Consider?

Shulchan Aruch: Laws of Mourning
When does mourning begin? When he is buried and the burial spot is covered with 
earth, mourning begins immediately.                                                                                                                                                

שולחן ערוך יורה דעה סימן שעה
מאימתי חל האבילות, משנקבר ונגמר סתימת הקבר בעפר, מיד מתחיל האבילות …


