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Judaism has a negauve awuude OWArd geaw; a corpse §
defiles; a grave defiles; a person whcr has been defiled by a
corpse is defiled for seven days and is forbidden to eat any
sacred offerings or enter the Temple; a Nazarite who has been
defiled by a corpse cancels his previous count and must carry
out the shaving of his head for defilement and bring an offer-
ing; the priests of God are forbidden to defile themselves with
the dead. He whose holiness is of a higher order than the
holiness of his fellow is subject to a more severe prohibition
against defilement. An ordinary priest may defile himself for
his seven relatives, the high priest (and similarly the Nazarite)
may not defile himself even for them.*

Many religions view the phenomenon of death as a positive .
spectacle, inasmuch as it highlights and sensitizes the religious
consciousness and “sensibility.” They, therefore, sanctify death
and the grave because it is here that we find ourselves at
the threshold of transcendence, at the portal of the world to
come. Death is seen as a window filled with light, open to an
exalted, supernal realm. Judaism, however, proclaims that
coming into contact with the dead precipitates defilement.
Judaism abhors death, organic decay, and dissolution. It bids
one to choose life and sanctify it. Authentic Judaism as re-
flected in halakhic thought sees in death a terrifying contl‘ﬂ'-‘i_lc'
tion to the whole of religious life. Death negates the entire

magnificent experience of halakhic man. “‘I am free among
the dead’ (Ps. 88:6)—when a person dies, he is freed from the
commandments” [Shabbat 30a). The customary ]cwis}! practice
to act like the people of Lorraine who removed the tzitzit froT
the shrouds of the dead constitutes authoritative tead_llﬂg-

To repeat, Halakhah is devoid of any positive orientation to
death and burial; on the contrary, it views these phenomena
from a negative perspective. “One whose dead [relative] lies
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Elliot Horowitz, Speaking to the Dead: Cemetery Prayer in Medieval and Early Modermn Jewry
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C_cnllt-rery prayer became even more popular with the rise of the
l‘[asftlll(.' movement in the eighteenth century, when the graves of
Hasidic masters becoming full tledged shrines for mass pilgrimagc
especially on the anniversaries of their deaths.* Yot in the cu}tirc,
of d.m Mitnagdim,the strictures of boch Maimonides and R. Haim
Paltiel were not forgotten and were perhaps intentionally revlived in
response to the Hasidic cult of the dead. In his work Hobhnar
Adeam, which first appeared in 1812, R. Abraham Danzig of Vilna
ruled chat those women and unlearned persons who 5p:ukc to the
dead and told them of their problems when visiting cHeEr graves
were close to transgressing the biblical prohibition of dresh el hame-
fm.”" And we may note also the cradition concerning the -rrcar
R. Elijah, the Gaon of Vilna (d. 1797): afecr visiting his mojlcr's
arave on the firse anniversary of her death, he confided to hi;
brother that he regretted having been to the cemeter ‘1I]LI|
never returned.” One suspects ¢ or

| . _ hat it was the aforementioned
Maimonidean position,

. _ taken according to its straightforward
meaning, which kepe him away. Similar reservations concerning the
visiting ot graves are accributed to the lacer Lithuanian luminaries
R. Haim Volozhin (d. 1821) and R. Haim Soloveitchik (d. 1918).5
_Perh-aps the most striking contrast to the stance of th-esc
Micn -agclim in relation to cemetery visits and prayer is provided by
North African Jewry of recent generations, especially the Jews n}{
Mlomcco. among whom there developed a virtual cult of venerated
saints whose graves were treaced as sacred spaces of the highest
t)rfigr. As many have noted, Jewish veneration of saints in North
Africa was deeply influenced by the cult of the masbont among.rhc
local Arab and Berber populations, and it was not rare for the objects
n_f their devotions to overlap. Nahum Slousche, atter traveling exeen-
sively in North Africa early in our century, was moved to write:
} k?mv_ol' no greater human sorrow, of no anguish more acure than thar of the
Jews of Africa, when the saint who has been their suiding spirit, their pride

lt is clear that European Jews essentially shared withl thetr
Christian neighbors the “promiscuity of living anq d.eud"_whlch, as
Phillipe Aries has noted, "was characteristic of societies of the west-
ern Latin woeld.">* Channels of communication between the living
and the dead could never be hermerically sealed, and even mem-
bers of the rabbinical elite sought ways to maintain and legirimize
such communicartion. Well before the Maharil, we roay cite the case
of R. Eliczer of Metz in the twelfth century, who cxpresgd the con-
troversial view that the prohibition of “inquiring of the dead

consclation from cimes immemorial, is taken from them by rhe
And so renacioos is the hald which the dead have aver the qu-
Istamism, simply because their
Jews, they would no lnnger

andl cheir

Muhammadans.
ing, thar olren cntire villages have gone over o

Jead saint has been seized hy the Mussalmen, :‘:nd as
be permitred to come to him ana pilgrimage.

A 1948 study of venerated tombs in Morocco reported 3

Jewish saints revercd by Muslims, 14 Muslim Sﬂitl:._‘s revered by the
Jews, and 31 who were equally claimed by both.”” A more recent
study has identified no less than 052 saints (lnmh_malc and)tcmale)
among Moroccan Jewry throughout the ages, of whc_:m .1"6 were
venerated by both Jews and Muslims,”’f Visits :11_1d plllgrlmage§ to
their graves were perhaps the central ica:-.!r_e of their veneration.
saints would often be visited weekly or on the

The graves of local : /
whereas the graves of more distant ones

eve of the new moon, of more ¢ .
would generally be visited on the occasion of their festival or ;Ji.lf?ﬁ—
Lk, Such visits would often be occasions for festive mass pilgrim-
ages with which specitic rites were connected — not only prayer but_
also ritual immersion before approaching the grave, the lighting of

3 i : i . :rs could
bonfires, und the slaughtering of animals, whose numbers

-
reach several hundred, to be eaten in the saint's prcscn-.:t,’_’ o
Even within North Africun Jewry one finds criticism of pilgrim-
as in the responsum of R. Joseph
Unlike R. Haim Paltiel in medieval
raise the issue of intercessionary

ages to the tombs of saines,
Mashash early in our century.
Germany, however, he did not i onar
prayer to the dead but stressed rather the transgrcssmnF Fhar in his
view were often by-products of the hillulak such as illicit sexual

relations and travel on the Sabbath. He also raised the pm.hlem,
indirectly

although perhaps  only rhetorically, of the insult A
expressed toward local saints by going to pray at the graves o

i 40
more distant ones.
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