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This Study Guide helps the formal and informal Jewish educator deal with important
issucs surrounding end of life practices. The Guide provides detailed lesson plans on a
range of topics including: Placing Death in the Context of the Jewish Lifecycle, The Chevra
Kadisha and the Core Values of Judaism, A Demonstration of Chevra Kadisha Rituals and
* Tasks, and Halachic Issues Regarding Organ Donation. Armed with the necessary tools and
reinforced by the transformational success this initiative has had at the Yeshiva High School
in Boca Raton, educators of teens and adults will be able to effectively impart knowledge on
these critical arcas simultancously enhancing their students’ Jewish Identity.
—Rabbi Kenneth Brander,Yeshiva University,Vice President for University and
Community Life; inaugural dean, Center for the Jewish Future and
Rabbi Emeritus, Boca Raton Synagogue.

The Final; Journey: How Judaism Dignifies the Passage is a pioncering project that cducates
high school students about the Jewish view of death. It is designed to expose students to
both the philosophy of what happens at death as well as the practical procedures of the
Chevra Kadisha. I am grateful to Rabbi Jonathan Kroll, Head of School, Yeshiva High School
and Rochel Bcrm;in, author of Dignity Beyond Death : The Jewish Preparation for Burial, for
piloting this endecavor. Itis my hope that it will be emulated in Jewish high schools through-

out the world.

—Rabbi Efrem Goldberg, Senior Rabbi, Boca Raton Synagugue

Our young people know all about some life-style events—bar/bat mitzvah, weddings—but
little or nothing about end-of-life customs. This new study guide fills a long-felt need, teach-
ing high school students history, laws and customs of Jewish burial rites. How Judaism cmpha—
sizes respect and loving care even at the end of life is a lesson that will enrich and enhance

students’ lives. Rochel Berman and Jonathan Kroll have given us an educational gem.

—Nancy Klein, Founder and Chairman Rosh Pinah Chevra Kadisha, Westchester, NY

The Final Journcy offers an invaluable service to Jewish education—the study of material
that is so important, and yet, is noticeably absent from the curriculum. Composed by a most
distihgdished group of experts, rabbis, educators and members of Chevrei Kadisha, it will
most assuredly help our young adults understand both the sanctity of life and the ultimate
chesed shel emet. .
—Rabbi Leonard Matanky, Congregation K.I. N.S. of West Rogers Park; Dean,
Ida Crown Jewish Academy; President, Rabbinical Council of America :
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ABOUT THE COVER IMAGE:

The knot on the cover is used to fasten the shrouds in which the deceased is dressed prior to
burial. Its three loops form the Hebrew letter, shin, referring to the initial letter of the Hebrew
name of the Almighty. The shrouds are sewn of un-hemmed linen to symbolize impermanence,
in keeping with the biblical verse, “For dust thou art and to dust shalt thou return” (Genesis 3:19).
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THE FINAL JOURNEY

INTRODUCTION

Rabbi Jonathan Kroll

It has been an honor to be involved in the development of the cur-
riculum for the “The Final Journey, How Judaism Dignifies the
Passage.” When Rochel Berman initially approached me with the
idea of teaching high school students about the Chevra Kadisha
and its work I thought that it could be a valuable component in
a student’s well-rounded Jewish cducation. Having served on the
Chevra Kadisha myself I had wondered why its role was seldom
discussed in schools and why the Jewish approach to the end of
life was shrouded in mystery.

Once the curriculum was developed and we taught it to high
school students, [ realized just how much [ had underestimated
the deep impression that learning about the Chevra Kadisha
would have on them. More than serving as a valuable component
of their Jewish education, we found that the lessons enlightened students about core values of
Judaism and sparked a profound appreciation for the holiness of life. Recognizing the Tzelem
Elokim, the image of God, with which each human being is endowed, students understood the
inestimable value and dignity of each individual man and woman. Recognizing the chesed shel
emet, the true loving kindness demonstrated by the members of the Chevra Kadisha, students
were inspired to redouble their own commitments to the Jewish people and Jewish practice.

A group of scholars and community leaders helped develop the curriculum and delivered
the engaging and informative presentations that were filmed and are available as a video com-
ponent to this curriculum. Thank you to Rabbi Kenneth Brander, Rabbi Efrem Goldberg, Rabbi
Adam Mintz, Rabbi Ben Sugerman, Rabbi Leibel Miller, Yvette Kaweblum, Yerucham Kopel-
man, George Berman and Sarah Cohen.

We are profoundly grateful to Congregation Rosh Pinah Chevra Kadisha of Westchester,
NY, and Targum Shlishi, a Raquel and Aryeh Rubin Foundation, for their support of this proj-
ect. By enabling us to develop the curriculum and spread Judaism'’s message about the Chevra
Kadisha, they have helped teach so many students not only about the Jewish approach toward

death, but about the Jewish approach toward life.

November 2015, Boca Raton, Florida






IMPLEMENTING THE FINAL

JOURNEY IN YOUR SCHOOL

Rochel Berman

THE NEED

In the decade since the publication of Dignity Beyond Death: The
Jewish Preparation for Burial, I have travelled the country speaking
to synagogucs, school groups and at conferences. In the process,

several things have become clear to me:

n The rituals surrounding the Jewish preparation for burial
are often characterized by myths and misconceptions.
Even among traditional Jews there is a culture of silence
about this topic and most people have only sketchy
knowledge. The result is that only 15-20% of Jewish
deaths are accompanied by a tahara. Mostly this repre-

sents ignorance rather than rejection of the ritual.

n  There is little awareness of the importance of these prac-
tices among Jewish educators. Additionally, there are no
materials available to teachers that would illuminate the humanity of the elegant path

along which the Jewish deccased arc taken in their final journcy prior to burial.

n  To ensure knowledge and appreciation of these time-honored deeds, they should
become part of the Jewish high school curriculum in all streams of Judaism throughout

the English speaking world.

WHAT’S IN THE STUDY GUIDE

The centerpiece of this guide is the eight Lesson Plans that comprise the course. Each has been

authored by the person who presented. Included within the Lesson Plans are:

n outlines and descriptions of the material and sources



n  suggested readings

n  topics for discussion

n  homework assignments

In addition, for each Lesson Plan we have indicated an appropriate grade level as well as
the teaching time to be allotted. In the Appendix you will find a varicty of resources that may

enhance your teaching opportunities.

Accompanying the Study Guide are videos of each Lesson Plan in progress in the classroom.

HOW TO GET STARTED

At the outset, a Final Journey Coordinator needs to be appointed. The Coordinator should be

someone:
n  with good managerial skills
n familiar with the culture of the school
o familiar with community resources
n  and preferably knowledgeable about the topic
The Coordinator should become totally familiar with the Study Guide and all the videos and
should plan to attend all the sessions to monitor the program, distribute and collect forms and to

make announcements. Working with the head of the Judaic Studies Department, the coordina-

tor will make decisions on the following:

n Will this be a freestanding course or will it be a curricular unit as part of another

courser

n  Will the course be taught via videos or will there be a choice to utilize school faculty,

or community rabbis and scholars to teach some or all of the sessions?
n Which students will be the first participants?
n  What schedule will be followed—once a week, twice a week or once a month?
n Where in the school will The Final Journcy classcs be held?
n  How will the course be launched?
The Coordinator should be responsible for initiating all communications. As a new endeavor,
there are several constituencies that need to be notified:

n  the board of directors



n  parents
n  other students

n the Jewish community
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We hope that working on this project will be both inspiring and fulfilling and that you will share
your successes with us. Don't hesitate to be in touch. We welcome your questions and concerns.

Email us at: TheFinalJourney@bellsouth.net













PLACING DEATH IN THE CONTEXT

OF THE JEWISH LIFECYCLE

Rabbi Efrem Goldberg

GRADE LEVEL: llth and 12th grades
SUGGESTED LENGTH: 40 minutes

RESOURCES: See Final Journey website for a list of sources

INTRODUCTION

Most people don'’t learn about death until they encounter it with
the loss of a family member or a good friend. Questions like what
happens at death, where doces the soul go, how do we prepare
the body, and what is the afterlife like, remain mysterious and
unknown. Education about the Jewish view of death not only pre-
pares people and brings comfort and solace in a painful time that
everyone will inevitably face, but it also inspires living a more
meaningful life. This lesson seeks to put death in the context of
life. In particular, the relationship between the body and the soul
is explored. In the course of this, we address directly a number of

perennial questions:

n  What is the nature of our soul?
n Where does it go when we die?
n s this transition painful for the soul?

n Why do we take so much care with the body of the deceased?
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LESSON OBJECTIVES

Through a discussion of the relationship between the body and the soul, students will discover
n  the integration of body and soul
n  the role of righteousness
n  what death can teach us about life

n  the role of the Chevra Kadisha

Boby anp SouL

Most people think of themselves as their body. Thus, when the body dies the person dies with
it. That’s it: end of story. And that makes death a very scary topic.

At the core of every answer to the myriad of questions revolving around death is the fol-
lowing critical statement: we don't have a soul; we are a soul. A lifetime of caring for our
bodics, pampering oursclves, and sccking physical pleasure often leaves us confused, with the
mistaken notion that we are a body and we have a soul. Judaism teaches that in fact, it is the
opposite.

Our soul has existed since creation itself as an extension of expression of the Almighty, and
will continue to exist eternally. Our soul is housed in a vessel called the body for what in the
span of eternity is a very short period of time. Our rabbis don't refer to what happens at the end
of life as death. They call it yetzias haneshama, the extraction of the soul from the body because

in truth, people don't die. Bodies die, and people aren’t buried, bodies are buried.

TuE IMPORTANCE OF A RiGHTEOUS LIFE

How does the soul experience its transition from the body? Is it painful or pleasurable? That
depends on how that soul lived life when it was housed in the body. Righteous persons, who
throughout their lives invested in nourishing and nurturing the soul, experience its extraction as
a moment of bliss and great joy. The righteous see the body as a burden—a source of temptation
and distraction that holds back the soul. Of course they recognize that only with a body can the
soul express free will and therefore shape and mold it. Therefore, they don't pray for death or
welcome it.

When their time comes, our greatest leaders are described as experiencing a kiss of death,
a moment of bliss, when the soul was liberated from the shackles of the body. Rav Nachman of
Breslov wrote “T can't wait to divest myself of this garment that is my body...” To the righteous,
removing the body is as painless and pleasurable as taking off one’s suit and tie at the end of a
difficult day.

Most people who identified with their body throughout life, and who invested in nurtur-
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ing the body while neglecting the soul, experience its extraction very differently. Our tradition
teaches that the soul hovers over the body when it is first removed, pained by the startling real-
ization that the body they looked at in the mirror and saw themselves all those years was only a

vessel, a vehicle for the soul.

RorLE oF THE CHEVRA KADISHA

The primary responsibility of the Chevra Kadisha is to care for the body and to comfort the soul
through its transition and journey. The Shulchan Aruch (Y.D. 33) tells us that it is forbidden to
leave a dying person alone. The least we can do is to provide that soul with companionship and
love during its difficult time. We have a shomer, a guard, with that soul until the body is buried,
at which time the soul can begin its ascent.

If the body is just a temporary vessel, a source of ephemeral pleasure why do we treat it with
such respect dignity and affection before placing it in the ground? If what matters is the soul,
why not discard the body by any means?

Shlomo Ha'Melech taught (Kohellet 12:7) “the dust returns to the earth as it was and the
spirit returns to God who gave it.” The soul finds solace and returns to God only after seeing
its body return to the earth with dignity and respect. Everything about the tahara, the burial
preparation, is designed to allow the soul to observe the treatment of its formal body with great
respect. We caretully wash the body from head to toe, we clean under the fingernails, in the
ears, and we remove all tubes, lines, and catheters. We purify the body by immersing it in a
mikvah or pouring nine kavim of water over it. And then we dress the body in shrouds that are
both simple and majestic. We don't talk about extrancous things in the tahara room, we have a
candle lit to represent the neshama, and we don't pass things over the body as if it were a piece
of furniture or other object.

When performing a tahara there is an acute awareness that the neshama of the individual
is palpably present in the room, watching, observing, and grieving. Every tahara T have been
privileged to participate in has left me with a greater consciousness of my own soul, a greater
drive to nourish it, and a renewed mindfulness that in fact, I don't have soul; | am a soul that
has a body.

I encourage you to get involved in the holy work of the Chevra Kadisha. There are few activi-
ties more satisfying and fulfilling than participating in chesed shel emet, loving kindness that
cannot be repaid. Contact with death inspires greater meaning in life and nurtures our souls
in a way few other experiences can. There are many ways to become involved, not only in the
tahara room, but serving as shomrim, setting up shiva homes, helping to make up a shiva minyan,

stocking supplies, making meals and more.



TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel suggests' that “Death is not understood as the end of being, but

rather as the end of doing.”
n Why isn't death the end of being?

Gail Sheehy has said in Passages, “It is a paradox that as death becomes personalized, a life

force becomes energized. In the very jaws of this danger is opportunity.”

n  What opportunities do you see in the death of a loved one?

RABBI EFREM GOLDBERG is the Senior Rabbi of the Boca Raton Synagogue, in
Boca Raton, Florida.

" Abraham Joshua Heschel, “Death as Homecoming,” Jewish Reflections on Death, ed. Rabbi Jack Riemer, New York: Shocken,
1974, p. 70
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THE CHEVRA KADISHA AND

JEWISH VALUES

Rabbi Jonathan Kroll

GRADE LEVEL: llth and 12th grades

SUGGESTED LENGTH: 45 minutes

INTRODUCTION

In this class we present:

o the actual process that the Chevra Kadisha performs

when preparing the body for burial

n a series of core values that form the foundation of the

rituals

Recognizing the tzelem elokim, the godliness of each indi-
vidual, the Chevra Kadisha treats the deceased with ultimate
dignity. We posit that the dignified treatment of the deceased’s

body also reflects the respect that Judaism accords the body

which serves as the vehicle through which we perform mitzvot

and improve the world.

LESSON OBJECTIVES

Students will learn:

n  the tahara process of cleaning, purifying and dressing the deceased. During the entire

ritual, there is no talking except about the tasks at hand
n  the terms associated with a tahara

n o recognize and discuss the nature of the egalitarian values that emerge from the

simple and equal treatment given to each person

n  the value that Judaism places on living a life of mitzvot—action and meaning—while

recognizing how that value is rellected in the process of the tahara and burial
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CLEANING

Describe the preliminary stage of cleaning the body while being careful not to lose any blood.

This involves

removing medical tape and other obstructions on the skin

cleaning feces off the body as a result of a post-mortem bowel movement
gently washing the body from the head down to the feet

cleaning fingernails and toenails

being careful not to lose any blood

placing cloths that have absorbed blood in the aron, the casket, to be buried with the

body

Tue TAHARA

Describe the process of the tahara which follows the cleaning.

Some funeral homes are equipped with a mikvah—a ritual bath. In these homes the

body is lowered by a hydraulic lift into the water.

Most funeral homes are not equipped with a mikvah. Instead the Chevra members

pour 24 quarts of water in a continuous stream over the body from head to toe.

DRESSING

Review each of the items that are part of the tachrichim (shrouds)

n

mitznefet—head covering
michnasayim—pants
ktonet—shirt
kittel—robe

avnet—Dbelt

Men are wrapped in a tallit, a prayer shawl, that has a corner removed so that it is not con-

sidered an actual tallit of four corners. This emphasizes that actual mitzvot are only applicable

to the living.

After the Chevra Kadisha dresses the deceased, they place the body in a plain pine casket
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