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Introduction 
 
When I wrote the Guide to Death and Mourning for Interfaith Families with Rabbi Lev Baesh, I 
realized that interfaith couples face added challenges in dealing with death. These challenges 
include differing cultural expectations about how to bury people and how to comfort mourners, 
differing religious customs and to a certain extent, traditional practices of the Jewish 
community that are discriminatory toward interfaith families in mourning.  

The traditional practice of Jewish cemeteries is to only bury Jews, but this is changing as in 
most of the United States, Jewish community institutions are slowly moving to be more 
inclusive of interfaith families. In some larger Jewish communities, Jewish cemeteries have 
begun setting aside a section for plots where interfaith couples can be buried side by side. 
Many Jewish cemeteries have not made such a provision, and will not allow the members of 
an interfaith couple to be buried side by side. It is worthwhile for interfaith couples to discuss 
end of life issues and to ascertain what kinds of funeral arrangements they would like and what 
burial options are available to them. 

Some synagogues purchase plots for their congregants, so if you are a member of a 
synagogue, your first call in arranging your funerals may be to your rabbi to find out how the 
congregation is accommodating interfaith families. You can also check the websites of Jewish 
cemeteries in your area and phone Jewish funeral homes for information. 

If you are not Jewish and your partner is, and you want to have rituals from your own religion 
at the time of death but also to be buried side-by-side, it may be a good option to be buried in a 
municipal cemetery. The Jewish partner can still be buried with Jewish ritual, as the individual 
grave of a Jew is still considered consecrated ground. Consult a rabbi to get more expert 
advice on this issue. 

There are other issues around death and dying people in interfaith families may confront. 
Mourners, whether Jewish or not, want to honor the wishes of people who are close to them 
about death and burial, but our values may be in conflict. What if a Jewish parent wants a 
Jewish child to cremate him? Or if the mourner is a secular humanist and the dead person was 
a religious Christian, or the mourner is Jewish and the close relation who died was not, then 
what should the funeral look like?  

Your rabbi or other religious leader can provide some guidance, but in the end the important 
thing is to communicate and reach compromises between the desires of the dying or 
dead person and those of the people who will be mourning them. In this way we do 

http://www.interfaithfamily.com/life_cycle/death_and_mourning/Guide_to_Death_and_Mourning_for_Interfaith_Families.shtml
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our best to make sure that the end of life is a meaningful experience of compassion and 
respect. 
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Grieving in a Different Tradition 
By Edie Mueller 

 
When I heard that my husband's brother-in-law Jan had died peacefully in his sleep on 
Saturday morning, I said I'd pack my bags and we could leave right away. My husband's family 
is in Montreal; we're about a six hour drive away, in a Boston suburb. 

My husband, Guntram, looked at me as if he were confused. 

"What?" I said. 

"Let's wait to see when the funeral will be before we go 
up there." 

His words stopped me in my tracks. When his mother 
died, we drove right up, but I should know after 32 years 
in this mixed marriage--me a committed Reform Jew, my 
husband a committed atheist from a devoutly Catholic 
family--that things are rarely clear; I should have 
expected a difference in our traditions of mourning. I'm 
used to the Jewish way: everyone drop what you're doing 
and gather the troops to comfort the family and protect 
them from the outside world. We don't leave the body 
alone. Traditional Jews have hevrah kedishah--a group of 
congregants who bathe the body and prepare it for burial; 
they make sure someone is with the body at all times, 
often saying psalms; and every effort is made to bury the 
body within 24 hours. It goes straight from funeral home 
to funeral to burial site, where the mourners help shovel 
the earth over the coffin. No one leaves until the job is 
done and the earth once again smooth. 

My husband had to work hard to calm me down. I love 
Jan--he's been an intimate part of my life for more than three decades. We're a close family, 
and all of us were surprised and very saddened by his death. I felt a strong need to be with 
him, to know that someone is taking care of him. Guntram kept saying his sister would rather 
be alone and that we'd only be a bother. I said we wouldn't be a bother! We'd be there to help. 
He said his brother wasn't even coming in from Florida until the end of his stay there, 
the following weekend. 

Edie's brother-in-law, Jan. 
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Well, of course I listened to him; it's his family and I respect their traditions. Though Jan died 
on Saturday, we didn't drive up to Montreal until Tuesday. On Wednesday, Jan's brothers flew 
in from Switzerland, my daughter drove up from Boston, a nephew from New Jersey. We did 
gather around the family and offer our love and support. And our tears accompanied the coffin 
through its journey from funeral parlor to church. The service, on a Thursday, was lovely, very 
spiritual and comforting. 

Though delayed, I was able to do things for my sister-in-law, Beate. I helped figure out the cars 
and how to get people from here to there and back again. And I was there for my nieces and 
nephew, to make breakfast, wash dishes, give a good strong hug and listen when they wanted 
to talk. All the action helped me keep grief at bay, or absorb it with less pain. 

Yet the image I am left with is standing on the steps of the church with the family watching the 
hearse drive away, with the coffin. His brothers were at the edge of the stairs and did not take 
their eyes from the hearse even after it turned the corner. Now, I'm in my 60s and should (and 
do!) know better, but I felt a bit of fear: Where would the body go? Would the coffin be handled 
with love once the loved ones were left behind? Would we be able to find him again? 

The Jewish tradition gives a mystical quality to the body: the death does not begin to be 
resolved until the body is in the ground and buried in its shroud, with no coffin, so that it can 
return to the earth from whence it came. Until that moment when the body is buried and the 
ground over it is filled, the spirit does not rest. The work of the hevrah kedishah is the epitome 
of holiness, treating the deceased with respect and loving kindness. 

Another significant difference is the funeral itself. The service for Jan included a eulogy written 
and read by his son and readings from the Bible by his two daughters. The priest spoke of 
Jan's life, in the midst of a Catholic mass. The church was filled with friends; lots of tears were 
shed. Afterwards, there was coffee and cake in the church social hall, followed by a gathering 
at Beate's home for the family and closest friends. We had some food and wine, toasted Jan 
and reminisced. At one point, 6-year-old Juliana, his granddaughter, quietly wanted to know 
why, if Opa just died, were we having a party? 

The ceremonies and traditions were vastly different from mine and took me way out of my 
comfort zone, yet I was comforted, for though the traditions are different, in the end, they are 
both a celebration of the person's life. We were able to dwell in the memories of Jan's life, and 
place them in our hearts. 
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Edie Mueller has retired from teaching Creative Writing and English at the 
University of Massachusetts-Boston. To fill her free time, she has worked with 
the clergy of Temple Israel, Boston, to create new liturgy and services for the 
Days of Awe. She has also colored a pink streak in her white hair, and begun 
making jewelry under the name All That Glitters. 
 

http://interfaithfamily.planitjewish.com/jp/organizations?type=synagogues&location=organizations.synagogues&page=2&id=14409
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Seven Days and a Funeral 
By Lula Jones 

 

I am a non-Jew living a very Jewish life. You see, my husband is an observant Conservative 
Jew. Ever since we met five years ago, I've experienced a new world of holidays, foods and 
rituals. My husband has shown me many customs, down to the minutest details of daily life, 
including how he writes "G-d". Although I'm not a religious person, I've embraced and have 
come to admire Judaism. 

One of the more impressive aspects of Judaism that I've experienced as a non-Jew was my 
husband's grandfather, Pop Pop Louie's, funeral and shiva. There were many rules and rituals 
connected to his death that I didn't understand. Of course, this isn't something that one can be 
prepped for. I was thrown directly into the midst of Jewish mourning customs with no inkling as 
to the intensity of it. 

Perhaps the thing that most took me by surprise was that after the funeral we literally buried 
Pop Pop Louie. Each person took a shovel and spaded in as much dirt as they could to 
participate in filling in Pop Pop Louie's grave. This act chilled me to the bone. At the time, it felt 
completely foreign and unnatural. I've since learned that this act is the ultimate mitzvah or 
good deed. In burying Pop Pop Louie, we did for him what he could not do for himself. We 
helped him rest in peace. As disturbing as it initially was to me, I am thankful and honored to 
have been a part of it. 

In my experience with death, the funeral is the end of the "social" part of it and then you deal 
with the rest on your own or with just the immediate family. In Judaism there is a custom of 
sitting shiva after the funeral. We gathered at Pop Pop Louie's house that evening. At first 
glance, it appeared simply to be an intimate gathering of friends and family in a time of 
mourning. Guests brought food and words of condolence and socialized. 

Suddenly it was time for a prayer service, and someone handed me a book to use which I later 
learned is called a siddur. There was a rabbi who led the service who told us which direction to 
face and when to sit or stand. It was all a bit of a whirlwind since the readings were in Hebrew 
and I really was just trying to keep up with what was going on. At one point I made the mistake 
of reciting, or trying to recite, the Mourner's Kaddish which is reserved for the immediate family 
only. I was quietly but quickly corrected by my husband which made me extremely 
embarrassed since I felt that I had already committed some faux pas. You see, I 
noticed that Pop Pop Louie's wife, Bubby Ruch, had removed all of her jewelry as well 
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as her signature red fingernail polish. This might seem like an insignificant act; however, it was 
the exact opposite of my experience when attending a loved one's funeral. I was fully 
accessorized with a fresh coat of nail polish. In hindsight, that could explain why my husband 
was quite baffled at my fussiness with my attire and quest for matching accessories. 

Of course, no one else even noticed, nor would they have cared for that matter, but in my own 
mind I stuck out like a sore thumb. I was embarrassed about my appearance and about the 
fact that I had no idea how to read Hebrew. There were phonetic translations but people read 
so fast that I was fighting not to sound like a complete idiot. I still find Hebrew hard to follow, 
but now I'm a lot more comfortable with the fact that I don't know it because I know that the 
relatives don't care that I don't know it. 

After the readings everyone was given a chance to speak about Pop Pop Louie. Some told 
funny stories, others commented on his good character, and all reflected on the impact he had 
on each of us. We laughed, we cried, we devoured the delicious deli trays. Food I've found is 
an integral to Judaism. This same order of events took place in the same sequence each night 
for seven days. I was baffled by the repetition of it. Visiting the pain night after night in a social 
setting seemed completely humiliating to me. But by the last night of sitting shiva, I came to a 
realization and understanding and ultimately admiration of the ritual. 

I've decided that sitting shiva gives structure to an otherwise brutally chaotic situation. It takes 
the overwhelming grief from a loved one's passing and distributes it onto the shoulders of the 
community so that one soul doesn't have to bear that horrible weight alone. In your darkest 
hour, you are absolutely surrounded and supported by love. Sitting shiva seems to take the 
initial sting out of death. Through prayer and reflection we are reminded of the cycle of life. 
Death is the natural order of things and sitting shiva is simply saying goodbye. It is a ritual of 
closure for the ones left behind. 

Although I am not Jewish, I hope that in my passing my loved ones will have a shiva-esque 
gathering to celebrate my love for them and each other. When you strip away the mind 
numbing sadness of the circumstance surrounding sitting shiva, it is beautiful. One does not 
have to be Jewish to see the value in this custom. Whatever our belief system, each of us can 
only hope that our loved ones are cared for, supported, and carried through this time of 
immense pain and loss. Sitting shiva is Judaism's failsafe method to guarantee it. 
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A Young Christian Widow Mourns for Her Jewish Husband 
By Ellen Rambo 

 
If someone had told me that my husband would die suddenly at the age of 37, leaving me with 
two small children, I would have thought she was crazy. Yet it did happen. I grew up in a 
Protestant faith where death was treated quietly, stoically and individually. My husband, on the 
other hand, grew up in a Jewish household with different traditions related to death and 
mourning. Over the years I have attended Jewish funerals, shivas and unveilings. However, it 
was not until my husband died that I came to fully appreciate Jewish burial and mourning 
practices.  

The first thing I learned is that Jews and Christians are 
prepared differently for burial. Christians are usually 
embalmed while Jews are not. Jews are wrapped in a 
shroud while Christians bedecked in their own clothing. 
Stephen looked so natural and comfortable swaddled in 
his white shroud. He looked like he was taking a nap.  

When my parents-in-law and I went to the local funeral 
home to order Stephen's casket, the disparity between 
the type of coffin my in-laws wanted and all of the other 
caskets could not have been more startling. Set apart 

from the show room of caskets made of different woods, finishes and detailing were two 
modest pine boxes adorned with a small Star of David. One was stained, the other unfinished. 
The insides were bare.  

I remember looking at those modest boxes and thinking to myself that my in-laws must be 
mistaken. However, the truth was that Stephen was dead and he had no need for detailing or 
comfort. His job was to return to the earth. When looking at his burial with this new 
perspective, it made complete sense to order his modest casket.  

 
 

Lula Jones is the sole proprietor of theLULAdesigns. She has a BFA in Graphic 
Design from Moore College. Lula resides in Philadelphia with her husband, son, 
two cats and a dog. She loves eating matzah ball soup out of Asian dishware 
with chop sticks. 
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An intrinsic part of a Jewish funeral is witnessing the casket being lowered into the ground and 
then taking turns shoveling a bit of dirt on the coffin as a means to say farewell and to establish 
closure with the deceased. I have never experienced such a tradition during a Protestant 
funeral. A minister usually says a few prayers and then the mourners leave before the casket 
is lowered. Watching Stephen's pine box descend as the rabbi recited prayers, and then 
shoveling earth onto his coffin forced me to snap out of numbness and denial, if only for a few 
minutes. Those two events are practically all I remember of the day.  

The Jewish faith offers structure to mourning. Following the funeral, hundreds of people 
descended upon my home for shiva. In the Protestant faith, family and friends gather for a 
meal after the funeral and then leave the survivors to mourn and grieve on their own. Shiva is 
traditionally held for seven nights, but Stephen died between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, 
and we were required to have a shorter one. Shiva helped me transition from abject shock and 
numbness to mourning in the comforting and supportive environment of family and friends. 
Three years later, I still feel humbled and blessed by the outpourings of love during those five 
days and nights.  

About seven months after the funeral, I ordered Stephen's headstone. In the Jewish faith, 
unveiling the headstone carries dual meanings: marking the gravesite, and the beginning of 
the end of mourning. The unveiling involves a small ceremony that is similar to a funeral with 
prayers, memories recalled, and a meal afterward. It can occur any time on or after the first 
Yahrzeit, or anniversary of death. Although I had mentally prepared to unveil Stephen's 
headstone, I was still overcome with grief when I lifted the cloth. But later in the service, I was 
able to laugh recalling and hearing funny stories about my husband as told by nieces, 
nephews, his brother and sister, my children, my brother and parents-in-law. What a relief it 
was to have that day under my belt!  

I like to present Stephen's Yahrzeit to my two children as a positive experience 
commemorating their father's brief, robust life. Each year we light at least one memorial candle 
because each child usually wants his own. We also eat a few of Stephen's favorite foods, 
share stories and look at photographs. I view the anniversary as a constructive means to 
consciously acknowledge the death and the life of my husband. I also feel that observing 
Stephen's Yahrzeit allows me the opportunity to think about the past year and the progress I 
have made healing during that time.  

In addition to my Yahrzeit practices, my in-laws' synagogue names Stephen in the hazkarat 
haneshamot, or naming of souls, during memorial services on his Jewish Yahrzeit. I 
find comfort knowing that he has not been and will never be forgotten.  
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The Jewish faith is steeped in constructive burial and bereavement practices. Each requires a 
certain level of mindfulness and carries significant meaning. Shoveling dirt into Stephen's 
grave made me emerge from shock to acknowledge his death while shiva provided comfort for 
me, friends and family immediately afterward. And each event after the shiva has required me 
to take a break from my busy life to remember my husband and analyze my own journey 
through grief. For that I am grateful, for I have come a long way.  

 

 
 

Ellen Rambo is a freelance writer who lives in Ann Arbor, Mich. She is currently 
working on a book for young widows. 
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The Problem with Yahrzeits 
By Charlotte Gordon 

 
"Are there any other Yahrzeits today?" the rabbi asked, after he finished listing the names from 
the temple bulletin. 

A yahrzeit is the Yiddish word for the anniversary of the death of a family member. The 
members of my synagogue commemorated their yahrzeits by saying the Mourner's Kaddish. 

I felt guilty and sad. It was July 22. My father had died on this day two years earlier. The rabbi 
had not read my father's name because I had never told him that this was the day we should 
remember him. And so, I sat quietly while the mourners prayed. 

I was new to all this. I had converted to Judaism a few years before and when my father died 
suddenly I had no idea how to mourn him according to Jewish tradition. I didn't even know how 
to spell yahrzeit. Besides, I was sure that my father would not want me to follow Jewish 
customs on his behalf. Although he was born Jewish, he converted to Christianity and married 
a Christian woman, my mother. He viewed my journey back to Judaism with a mixture of 
bewilderment, amusement and contempt. After I started learning Hebrew, I remember him 
laughing, "So, now you know the language. What's next? Rabbi school?" 

But I knew I was on my own path of discovery and return. Although my father thought I was 
being ridiculous, I thought he was being narrow-minded. After all, he himself was a convert. 
And so, I applied myself to studying my new religion and practicing as many of the new 
customs I could master. I had to be taught what many Jews grow up taking for granted--when 
to bow in shul, how to say L'shana tova (Happy New Year!) on Rosh Hashanah. But I never 
bothered to learn any of the Jewish rituals for mourning a death. Why memorize those? No 
one close to me was going to die. At least, not for a good long while. 

In the days that followed my father's death, my Jewish friends tried to give me a crash course 
on mourning customs. But their lessons proved too difficult for me to absorb. I was in survival 
mode, missing my father in a terrible, visceral way. And then there was my Christian family. 
Mourning my father's death according to Jewish law was far trickier than learning the Shabbat 
prayers. In fact, it was impossible. He had a Christian funeral, since this was his faith and the 
faith of my mother. But my friends insisted that I sit shiva. So, I did, although I had no idea 
what happened at shivas. I gathered little snippets of information. I should not cook. This was 
not a party. I should sit on a low stool. I should not talk if I did not feel like it. But I should talk 
about my father. Still, despite all the coaching I received, I felt awkward. None of my 
family came, not out of unkindness, but because they didn't know what a shiva was 
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and I felt too uncomfortable to know how to include them. Thankfully, local Jews flooded 
through my door and gradually I forgot that I did not know what to do and felt comforted, just as 
the ancient rabbis knew would happen. Afterwards, though, after everyone had left, I felt lost, 
like I was pretending to be Jewish. The customs did not fit. 

During the first year of my father's death, I did not say Kaddish every day. I liked the idea of it, 
but finding a daily minyan felt impossible. And yet that was not the real stumbling block. I had 
an embarrassing problem. I felt ashamed that I could barely read the Kaddish in Hebrew. I 
needed a transliterated version or else I could not keep up with the others. I could say other 
parts of the service like a pro: the Aleinu, most of the Amidah, and all of the concluding 
prayers. Kaddish was the one exception. One rabbi told me that this is because it is actually an 
Aramaic prayer and is difficult for beginners to learn to read. But I think it is because I did not 
grow up hearing it and so every time I read Kaddish I am reminded of my outsider status, that I 
am a convert, and that I will always be a convert. 

As a result, I went underground with my mourning. I cried occasionally at strange times of day. 
I told strangers that my dad had died and welled up with tears. Registering my father's yahrzeit 
with the temple office was the last straw. Who cared about the anniversary of his death? I was 
going to mourn him every day, the rest of my life. Besides, I did not want to say kaddish in front 
of everyone. 

But today, the start of my third year without him, I wish the rabbi had said his name. Or that I 
had spoken up. I want to mark his death inside my community precisely because I have not. 
Maybe this is because when I hear the yahrzeits listed, I am moved to discover this is the 
anniversary of a friend's mother's death, or of a temple member I once knew. The yahrzeits 
bring back the dead for everyone, not just the primary mourner. And so by not observing this 
tradition, I have realized its brilliance. The yahrzeits are not just for us to hear. They are for the 
community, as well. Even if we did not know the dead, we can empathize with the living, our 
fellow congregants who have sustained a loss. 

My goal for this new year is to march into the temple office and tell our temple secretary that 
my dad died on July 22, 2006. I will let her find the Hebrew date for the yahrzeit. I will also 
make sure to have a transliterated version of the Kaddish handy on that day. 

 



 

This document may be reproduced for educational or discussion purposes. Commercial uses are prohibited. No portion of 
this document may be reprinted or repackaged without the express consent of InterfaithFamily.com. 

 
 

14

 

Charlotte Gordon is a writer who lives on Cape Ann, Mass. Her last book, 
Mistress Bradstreet, won the Massachusetts Book Award for non-fiction. Her 
most recent book is The Woman Who Named God (Little, Brown, 2009). She 
is currently an assistant professor at Endicott College in Beverly, Mass. She 
can be reached at http://chargord.wordpress.com/.  
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Planning for the Future: Frequently Asked Questions and 
Considerations for Interfaith Families 

By Jane Salk and Bruce Schlossberg 
 

On their wedding anniversary, a thoughtful husband presented his wife with a deed for two 
cemetery lots. Though taken aback, the wife realized that the gift was practical and so, it was 
gratefully received. 

On their next anniversary the following year, the husband offered no gift. Disappointed, the 
wife finally questioned her loving spouse. 

"Of course no gift," he answered. "You haven't used last year's gift yet!" 

We tend to joke about topics that make us uncomfortable. Buying graves and discussing 
funeral pre-arrangements are awkward or painful subjects that make us uneasy. Cemetery and 
funeral arrangements are further complicated by beliefs, traditions, and religious practices--
issues and questions that an interfaith family must confront. 

As Jewish death care professionals, we encourage observance of Jewish customs and 
practices. While our by-law is observance of tradition, our policy is to build bridges of inclusion, 
rather than walls to exclude. It is our hope that with explanation, knowledge, planning, and 
forethought, interfaith families can find special comfort at the time of bereavement. 

How is the Jewish service different from the typical American funeral? 
* In keeping with the proscription "Bury me before sundown on the day I die," funerals are held 
as soon as the family is able to assemble, usually in one or two days. 
* There are no wakes. There is no embalming. Families may arrange a private opportunity to 
say good-by but public viewings are discouraged. 
* Jewish tradition teaches "Dust thou art and to dust thou shall return." The Jewish funeral 
usually includes an all-wood constructed casket that does not offer protection and will 
eventually return the body to the earth. Caskets ranging from simple pine to beautiful solid 
hardwood allow choices for all families. In keeping with tradition, a Jewish funeral service ends 
with burial in the earth or, if required, in unsealed grave boxes, not sealed burial vaults. A 
newer cemetery may choose to permit the burial of a sealed or unsealed grave box or vault 
because it provides a firm foundation for the lawn and maintains the integrity of the 
cemetery grounds. An unsealed box might be preferred because it still allows the 
casket to return to the earth according to tradition. 
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Who will officiate? 
Many interfaith couples choose to "live Jewish lives." They are participants in the Jewish 
community. Observing Jewish burial practice is a logical extension, but cemetery regulations 
and rabbinic practice may limit the choices available for an interfaith burial service. Affiliated 
couples will turn to their own rabbi for assistance, but unaffiliated families may need to rely on 
the Jewish funeral director, Jewish friends or family to find a rabbi able to officiate at the 
funeral or interment service. 

Can an interfaith couple be buried in the same cemetery? 
Burial options for an interfaith couple include municipal or non-sectarian cemeteries, or 
cemeteries established by non-religious, less traditional or socialist-fraternal organizations. 
Older Jewish cemeteries with ritually consecrated land must honor the criteria of burying only 
members of the Jewish faith. However, there are some newer cemeteries where arrangements 
have been made to include interfaith couples and families. A Jewish funeral director, rabbi, or 
cemetery association should be a good resource for finding such a cemetery. (For a Jewish 
funeral director, contact www.jfda.org; for cemetery information, begin the search within your 
local area or contact www.jcam.org.) 

Are there other considerations in choosing a cemetery? 
In conjunction with earth burial comes the obligation to mark the grave. Cemeteries enforce 
their own regulations regarding styles of markers. Choices include: traditional with upright 
monuments, family plots combining one large family stone and flat markers for each individual 
burial, or the contemporary memorial park with flat markers only. A cemetery may also have 
regulations regarding inscriptions, religious symbols, or words. Before purchasing graves, an 
interfaith family wishing to accommodate two religious traditions should be aware of the rules 
and regulations of the cemetery, including prohibition against crucifixes on monuments or non-
Jewish clergy officiating at burials. The family may also want to investigate rules for visitation. 
A Jewish cemetery is closed on Saturday, Shabbat, as well as some religious holidays. The 
performance of ritual visitation, on the anniversary, Yahrzeit, of a death or before the Jewish 
New Year, is a traditional Jewish practice. When visiting a grave, people often recite prayers, 
spend a few moments remembering the person, and many place a small stone on the 
monument, a custom that most likely harks back to biblical days when Jews were desert 
wanderers and used a pile of stones as a monument. The stones not only marked the location, 
but also prevented animals from invading the grave. Upon visiting it was considered a 
"mitzvah" or good deed to replace stones that may have been moved. Today, we leave 
visitation stones to mark our visit, building onto our loved ones' legacy with love and respect. 

Is cremation allowed? 
Contrary to Jewish faith for many reasons, including millions cremated against their 
will in the Holocaust, cremation is not a generally accepted Jewish option, although 
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some Jews will select this as an alternative. Many Jewish emigrants from the former Soviet 
Union have brought loved ones' ashes to America for interment. Their American rabbis have 
chosen to accept burial of those ashes knowing that their former country would not accept 
Jewish burials and that families had no other option at the time of death. For these new 
Americans, burial brings closure and provides a place that unites the family for future 
visitations. 

Not all Jewish cemeteries will permit the burial of cremains. The older, traditional cemeteries 
that sold to families with the ancient promise of burial only among the Israelite faith cannot and 
will not allow burial of cremains -- just as they cannot allow the interment of non-Jews. 

As always, asking questions should generate additional questions. Hopefully, families will 
seize the opportunity for frank and open discussion regarding these difficult decisions and, if 
necessary, will turn to professionals for support and guidance. 

 
 

Jane Salk is Executive Director of the Jewish Cemetery Association of Massachusetts, 
(www.jcam.org) a non-profit communal agency that provides for management, restoration and 
preservation of cemeteries in Mass. Bruce Schlossberg has been a Jewish funeral director in 
Eastern Mass. for more than 20-five years and was a founder and former Executive Director of 
JCAM. 

http://www.jcam.org/
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Discussion Questions 
1. Have you participated in mourning someone close? What was it 

like? 
2. What are some things you want people who are mourning you to 

know about how you want your body to be treated after death?  
3. Which death and mourning practices you've observed or been 

part of have felt weird or uncomfortable, and which feel normal or 
comforting?  

4. Some people say, "funerals are for the mourners." Do you agree 
with this idea? How does that work for people in interfaith 
families? 
 
 

 
 

InterfaithFamily.com empowers people in interfaith relationships--individuals, couples, families 
and their children--to engage in Jewish life and make Jewish choices, and encourages Jewish 
communities to welcome them. 
Through our website and other programs, we provide useful educational information, connect 
interfaith families to each other and to local Jewish communities, and advocate for inclusive 
attitudes, policies and practices. 
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