Chevra Kadisha in Halacha and

History
1. Bereishis 50:25-26
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So Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “When God has taken notice of you, you shall
carry up my bones from here.”
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Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten years; and he was embalmed and placed in a
coffin in Egypt.

2. Bereishis Rabba 100:5
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Vayikra 21:11
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He shall not go in where there is any dead body; he shall not defile himself even for his father
or mother.

3. Sifra, Emor 2:4

"I NND RIT RADA --"RHAYY XY NARDY 1ANRY.

"For his father and for his mother he may not become
tamei": (but) he does make himself tamei for a meth
mitzvah (a dead body without anyone else to bury it).

4. Meseches Smachos 12:5
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5. Talmud Bavli, Moed Katan 27b
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The Gemara relates that when Rav Hamnuna once happened to come to a place called
Darumata he heard the sound of a shofar announcing that a person had died in the town.
When he saw some people doing work he said to them: Let these people be under an
excommunication. Is there not a dead person in town? They said to him: There are
separate groups in the town, each one responsible for its own dead. Knowing that the
deceased was not from our group, we continued our work. He said to them: If so, it is
permitted to you, and he revoked his excommunication.

6. Shulchan Aruch 343:1
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[As long as there is] a dead person in town [awaiting burial] all the townspeople are forbidden

[to engage] in work.!M.K. 27b. And whosoever2Thus ShaK. Cur. edd. have 52V ‘for whosever.’
Tur. sees a corpse and does not attend to all its [burial] needs, is subject to be placed under a
ban.3

The law as set down here by Caro refers to any corpse. however, Yad, Ebel X1V, 10; BeHaG
and Alfasi according to whom this is applicable only to a corpse where there is no one to look

after its burial needs, the burial of which is a religious duty XN NnN.

However, if there are associations in town, each one of which attends to [the burial needs of]
the dead on its [particular] day, it is permissible [for the others who are not required to attend to
the burial needs, to engage in work] on the day which is not [appointed] for it [the
association].3

This applies only to the time when the [funeral] escort was not yet held, but during the
[funeral] escort all must abstain from [work]*Thus N quoted by Tur. Asheri M K. Il end and

Ket. 17a, Tosaf. s.v. NN NIRX1NY. as will be explained infra.s

“The Chevra Kadisha”, Jewish Chronicle, October 7th 1892, by Rev M. Adler BA
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5l§_w.‘ Abndgur it runa as follows: " In thosse days (of R. Divid 133"33{
Zimn, Radbaz) owisg to the numerous persecutions and troubles of our people,
they were in such_dire straits that they were unable to inter theic dead in the
ordinary cemeteries, It became the custom (in North Africa), to entrust
the corpse to a Jewish ass-driver, who hid it among his merchandisa
to be catried to n distant community where it could be decently buried.,
Bometimes out of dread of being discovered eo a dead body, the ass-
driver would throw down the corpse in the open and Hee for his life.
This scandal caused t pain to the elders and colleagues of our revered
master, Radbaz, and the prominent members of the community (in the town of
Fez) assembled together, established fixed rules for the burial of the desd and
“formed a Society by whose means a certain number of men should in rotation
have charge of the obsequies of their brother Israelites. The communities of
the Mostarabian nud Moghrabian Jows, in epite of ths fierce opposition of
the Mohammeodans, forthwith constituted themselves into Chovras, and from
that timo fuoerals were properly conducted. The formation of theso Burial
Bocieties was part of the good work accomplished by our learned master, H.
D“"I"jhl"bl'l A_mbm. of b < mmorv."
 incident belongs to the bogigoing of the 16th century, R. David Zimo
(born 1470, died 157), who was the author of the system of rﬂ)mkoning dates by
Anno Mundi 5.\.5(.). having been expelled from Spainin 14U2. He probably trans-
lanted an old custom of the Spanish Jewsinto gﬂh Africa, whero the Cherra
adisha had hitherto been unknown. The “Society of Lavadores” (or
Washers), of which the late Sir Moses Montefiore was a member, may be tha
modarn {urnnl of this ancient institution among the London Sephanti
community.
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_Having thus followed the notices tound of Benevolont Burial Societjes in
various works, some specimens of the Rules and lations (Tekanoth) of some
of them may be ndded. In 1643, the Tekanoth (Laws) of a Chevra Kadisha
U-Gemilluth Chasodim in Prague was issucd, writlenin the Judeo-German jargon.
They ordained, that every member of the brotherhood was to attend SyRagogue
morning and evening, under penalty of a fine ; no member was to frequent the
tavern of a non-Jew (Jewish taverns were evidently more to be recommended);
expulsion was to follow any disreputable conduct; and re-admission only
permitted afier a sincere apology: fines were to be inflicted in case of
1dattention to duties ; for disobedience to the orders of the {iaboim (wardens).
and Meburarim ' ~“(commitiee), for keeping company with a musketéer,
(who must evidontly have been considered an undesirable associate) et
The subscription war to be five krouzors the minimum, and no more than
fifleen per annum. No person to become a full member until after eight years
probation. The Cohamm, who could nol enter the graveyard. were to be
allowed to make the coffin and other requisites for ‘the dead. The Kabronim
(members chosen by rota to conduct the funeral), were to carry the bier, and
perform all the offices to the dead, without paid assistance.

7. Takanos of Chevra Kadisha of Amsterdam
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8. Takanos of Chevra Kadisha of Raducaneni, Romania
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9. Traditional Institutions Transplanted, The Hevra Kadisha in Europe and America,

Arthur A. Goren

Rabbi Ya’akov Trump

Its sacred function was not the only source of the hevra kadisha’s
standing. It cxercised considerable power, or, we may say, social control,
because of its monopoly of burials and the sombre fact that sooner or later
all would require its services. The hevra kadisha determined the fees for its
services and assigned the grave plots. Because Jewish law required burial as
soon after death as possible, normally within twenty-four hours, the hevra
kadisha could pretty much dictate its own terms. It used a sliding scale of
fees. Age (an infant’s burial being less costly), nonresidency (the dead of a
neighbouring village were charged more), location of the burial plot
(proximity to thé grave of a distinguished person being more expensive)
and financial status of the deceased were the determining factors. Isaac
Levitats in his discussion of the fees charged by thé hevra kadisha makes
the following point:

Woe to the rich who in Jife habitually failed to discharge their obligations to
the community or generally fell out of favor with it! Toward such . . . there
was no maximum to the “inheritance tax” it levied against them. All that
they should have contributed during their life-time and did not, was now
collected from their estate or from their next of kin. The society maintained
that it was entitled to be exorbitant in such cases, since the money thus
exacted was not for the profit of a private person, but for the benefit of
charities shared by the entire community. 12

The hevra kadisha had recourse to other sanctions in curbing deviant
behaviour, The best known of these was the threat of what was called a
donkey’s burial. Levitats brings us the text of such a décision taken by a
hevra kadisha:

Whereas R. Abraham misbehaved towards God and man, therefore a grave
shall be assigned for him at the cemetery to correspond to his deeds, namely,
away from decent people, And whereas at present there are alive other rebels,
like him, deserving to be buried only outside the cemetery fence, therefore we
left space about his grave wherein those like him may be buried.12

Discussing the same theme Baron describes a donkey’s funeral which took
place in a small East Europcan community during the nincteenth century.
“An informer’s corpse was given ablutions with muddy water by Gentiles,
his casket was placed on a garbage wagon on three wheels dragged by an
infirm horse, and was accompanied to the cemetery only by gangs of
shouting and mud-slinging boys and barking dogs.”1#
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Halacha
10. Gesher Hachaim, Perek 33
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