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ABSTRACT 

This exploratory study addressed the question: What 

is the non-Orthodox Jewish elderly's perspective of dying 

and death? The techniques of ethnographic interview and 

participant-observation were used with six informants 

between the ages of 65 and 75. Analysis of the data yielded 

seven taxonomies which are; "Kinds of beliefs," "Stages in 

death," "Kinds of attire," "Kinds of people at funerals," 

"Kinds of memorials," "Kinds of feelings," and Kinds of 

caring behaviors." Field notes and domains were analyzed 

for identification of cultural themes. Four themes were, 

identified: "Everything has its place," "Giving of yourself 

is important," "Looking the part," and "Making it easier for 

the children." Recommendations for nursing practice and 

further research were then presented. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Death is an integral part of life. In much of 

contemporary American society, however, there is an 

avoidance of the dying, the dead and the bereaved. This 

avoidance tends to isolate those who need support at a very 

vulnerable time. Nurses and other health care providers can 

assist in making dying and death more meaningful and less 

painful by understanding what death means to the individual 

and their families. 

Cultural influences have a significant effect on 

almost every phase of life from birth to death. These 

influences help guide peoples' behaviors and beliefs. 

Cultural influences, or traditions, that guide death rituals 

are believed to be beneficial for the dying, the bereaved 

and the cultural community. 

As a person ages he/she becomes more aware of the 

inevitability of death. Loved ones, friends and 

acquaintances begin to die. The attitudes of the aged 

toward death tend to be strongly influenced by their 

cultural and religious background (Esberger, 1980). Older 

adults can be observed to follow rituals surrounding death 

more closely than younger adults (Kartman, 1978). 

1 
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While preparing a talk titled "Jewish Practices of 

Dying and Death" for a long-term care facility, I found a 

noticeable lack of information on variations among the 

different Jewish sects. Information on the reasons certain 

ritual behaviors are performed is available in the 

literature, but there is little information on the meaning 

individuals attach to these behaviors. The Jewish laws and 

rituals practiced by the Orthodox Jew during the stages of 

dying, death and mourning were detailed and plentiful. In 

contrast, information on the interpretation of these laws 

and the' rituals practiced by non-Orthodox Jews was virtually 

unavailable. It is known that non-Orthodox Jews do not 

follow the dictates of Jewish laws and rituals with the same 

intensity and completeness as Orthodox Jews. Due to the 

dispersion of Jews throughout many countries of the world, 

interpretation of the law and the rituals practiced may 

have certain variations. The variations of laws and death 

rituals practiced is not addressed in the literature at all. 

Another factor not addressed is that of varying generational 

practices. 

In order to increase the information available to 

health care providers regarding one of the largest 

subcultures within Judaism, this study will investigate the 

knowledge used by the non-Orthodox American born Jew of East 

European descent in relation to dying, death and mourning. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Sufficient information on non-Orthodox practices 

surrounding dying, death and mourning, as well as the 

meaning attached to these practices, is unavailable in the 

literature. This lack of information leads to a void when 

planning health care for the dying, their families and the 

survivors. Some" of the questions grounding this research 

are; What traditional death rituals are followed by 

non-Orthodox Jews? What are the non-Orthodox beliefs 

regarding dying and death? What meaning do the mourning 

rituals have to individual Jews? The specific question to be 

investigated is: What cultural knowledge informs the older 

non-Orthodox Jewish East European descendent's perspective 

of dying, death and mourning? 

Statement of the Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to discover the 

knowledge non-Orthodox Jewish elderly use when they 

experience, explain and generate behaviors associated with 

dying, death and mourning. Behaviors and their meanings 

help the Jewish person define his/her role in the process of 

dying and/or mourning. The person's beliefs surrounding 

death will have an effect on the individuals behavior during 

the dying and mourning periods. This study i£ designed to 

offer information health care providers can use to plan 
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interventions offering sensitive support and care to the 

non-Orthodox Jew. 

Conceptual Orientation 

The conceptual orientation of this study encompasses 

concepts from anthropology, psychology and sociology. It 

includes the concepts of culture, ritual behaviors and 

religion. 

Culture 

A cognitive definition of culture from the work of 

Spradley will be used for this study. He states that 

culture is "the acquired knowledge that people use to 

interpret experience and generate social behavior" (1975:5). 

An individual's culture and ethnicity defines how he 

will respond and react to health as well as illness (Wray, 

1981), therefore it is essential for health care workers to 

have an understanding of cultural differences. Leininger 

states "culture is the underlying force that guides people's 

preferences, thinking and action patterns" (1978:45). To 

add further emphasis to the importance of understanding our 

patient's cultural knowledge, Ross states "people are shaped 

by the cultural values of the ethnic, religious and social 

segments of the society in which they are reared (1981:3). 

Nurses live in a multicultural society with people 

of differing values and beliefs. According to Leininger 
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(1978a), one of the first professional responsibilities of a 

nurse is to study and utilize culture-specific information 

in delivering nursing care. Aamodt (1978) emphasizes that 

health care workers working in trans-cultural settings must 

understand cultural forms and their interrelation with 

social environment in order to provide meaningful care. 

Certain behaviors and beliefs are specific to Jewish 

people. For example, most American Jews, even if they do 

not live in a kosher home, can understand the concept of 

kosher. Within this cultural group there are various 

subcultures. There are the three main religious sects: 

Orthodox, Conservative and Reform. There are the 

subcultures of Sephardic Jews from Spain and Portugal and 

the Ashkenazic Jews from Europe. Within the Askenazic group 

is one of the largest Jewish subcultures in the United 

States: the east European Jewish descendants, most of whom 

are Conservative or Reform. 

Within each subculture, behaviors will vary 

depending on outside influences. Among the Jewish people, 

certain cultural behaviors within each subculture are also 

guided by the behavioral guidelines of each sect. 

Conservative and Reform guidelines are less rigid than 

Orthodox, therefore the practices relating to dying, death 

and mourning should be more flexible among the Conservative 

and Reform. 
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Ritual Behaviors 

Ritual behaviors are ceremonial actions prescribed 

by religious or cultural prescriptions. Traditional 

cultures have established specific ceremonies, called death 

rituals, which guide the behaviors of their members during 

the life events of dying and death. These death rituals 

dictate roles for the dying, the family, the mourners and 

the community (Goldberg, 1981). They also dictate rules for 

the care of the dead. Death rituals are believed to provide 

support for the dying and their family. They help 

facilitate grief work for the mourners by allowing emotional 

expression in a supportive atmosphere. Established death 

rituals also appear to assist in anticipatory socialization 

and support for members of that society (Goldberg, 1981). A 

series of surveys by Dempsey (1981) indicated that grief 

work that is ritualized, even if not shared, made life 

easier to bear. 

Thousands of years of accumulated wisdom and 

rabbinical biblical interpretations have resulted in 

specific Jewish death rituals. These rituals are considered 

guidelines that lead those facing death through a maze of 

uncertainty and ambivalence. The care of the dying and the 

dead, the responsibility of the dying to the living and to 

G-d, the behaviors of the mourners, the time designated for 

mourning and the time designated to rejoin society are 
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established by specific Jewish laws. These laws teach the 

Jew to express his pain at death with love and respect 

(Lamm, 1969). 

Religion 

Religion, referring to a belief in a superhuman 

power, is operationalized in religious beliefs and 

practices. These beliefs and practices may vary from church 

to church, or in the case of Judaism, from sect to sect, as 

well as, to a lesser extent, between individuals of the same 

religious following. Some churches extend their religious 

beliefs to all aspects of an individual member's life. This 

is especially true of Orthodox Jews, who strictly follow all 

613 Jewish laws, called hallacha, which constitute the basis 

for their practices. Religious influence is often a strong 

factor in behavior. This, also, is especially true of 

Orthodox Jews, but may not be of Conservative or Reform 

Jews. Despite diversity among Jewish religious sects, there 

is a fundamental feeling of being a part of a specific 

people that seems to hold this culture together. 

In this study, the cultural influences informing the 

behavior of the elderly, first generation non-Orthodox 

American Jewish person's relationship to dying, death and 

mourning will be investigated. Ethnographic interviews will 

be used to discover the domains of meaning that inform the 

cultural system. By studying and analyzing cultural 



behavior patterns, the nurse may be able to offer better 

support and care which reflects the culture of the receiver 

rather than the culture of the deliverer. 

Summary 

Culture, the acquired knowledge people used to 

interpret and explain their experiences, is an important 

aspect in affecting the way an individual reacts to life 

events. In cross-cultural settings an understanding of an 

individual's cultural knowledge is helpful. This is true 

for health care providers dealing with life events of dying 

and death. It has been noted that Jewish people have a long 

traditional history of specific death rituals which are 

dictated by Jewish law. These rituals are followed 

completely by Orthodox Jews. The knowledge of these rituals 

may be helpful in planning supportive care for the dying 

Jewish patient, their family or the survivors. However, it 

was noted that subcultures within Judaism may have 

variations in their practices, and these variations were not 

found in the literature. This chapter notes that 

non-Orthodox East European Jewish descendents comprise one 

of the largest Jewish subcultures in the United States. 

Therefore, this study will concentrate on the non-Orthodox 

East European descendent's cultural knowledge concerning 

dying, death and mourning. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Jewish cultural knowledge that informs behavior 

concerning dying, death and mourning results from 

experiences and traditional observances within families and 

communities. To provide background information on 

non-Orthodox Jews of East European descent and on known 

Jewish practices of dying and death, this literature review 

will offer a basic understanding of Judaism, the development 

of American Judaism, especially the development of the East 

European subculture, and the laws and rituals surrounding 

Jewish practices of dying, care of the dead and mourning. 

Judaism 

It is often hard to explain all that Judaism 

embraces. It is not just a religion, it is also what Jewish 

authors refer to as a shared feeling of "Jewishness"; a 

being a part of a specific people (Glazer, 1957; Trepp, 

1980; Popenoe, 1977), This section of the literature review 

will discuss the religion of Judaism first and then the 

element that seems to cement the "Jewishness," the bond of a 

common heritage. The one traditional belief basic to 

Judaism centers on the concept of monotheism, the belief in 

9 
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only one G-d• Jews believe that G-d is One and Eternal and 

He alone should be worshiped (Hartstein, 1978). The roots 

of Judaism are inherent in the beliefs of G-d and Torah (the 

Bible from Genesis to Deuteronomy). Judaism embraces all of 

life and stresses man's holy duties to G-d as well as man's 

moral conduct toward his fellow man (Hartstein, 1978; Lamm, 

1969). Though Judaism celebrates life, it is also concerned 

with death, for it assumes the immortality of the soul and 

the eternity of spiritual existence (Hartstein, 1979). 

The bond of common heritage dates back to biblical 

times. The Torah is the history of the Jews. Much of the 

Jewish religion consists of ceremonies that celebrate and 

recall this natural history (Glazer, 1957). Another part of 

the Jewish religion is the customs of the Jewish people, 

"once the cultural traits of a specific people but now have 

become holy and incorporated into the religious code of law 

which is fundamental to Judaism" (Glazer, 1957:6). Rather 

than referring to a body of doctrine, Judaism refers to an 

enormous body of practices (Glazer, 1957). A Jew, even one 

with no formal religious affiliation, has strong regard for 

the ethical, folkways and literature of Judaism. Despite, 

and possibly because of thousands of years of persecutions 

and attempts to annihilate them, Jews have managed to hold 

fast to their common ht^ritage (Lewishon, 1954; Glazer, 

1957). 
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The Beginning of American Judaism 

The history of American Judaism is a history of 

three distinct tides of immigration. The first group of 

Jewish people arrived from Spain and Portugal. These 

Sephardic Jews were relatively small in number and had 

little effect on the development of present day American 

Judaism (Glazer, 1957; Sachar, 1964). With the dawn of the 

nineteenth century a steady German immigration began 

(Sachar, 1964), swelling after 1836, when Jews sought to 

escape persecution in Bavaria and other German communities 

(Glazer, 1957). Because a struggle had begun in Germany 

between Reform and traditional Orthodox practices, these 

Jews brought a mixture of beliefs with them. The last tide 

of immigration began slowly in 1845 when Polish Jews began 

arriving in the United States (Sachar, 1964). It swelled to 

the tens of thousands in 1881 with a wave of pogroms and a 

series of new anti-Jev;ish decrees in Russia (Glazer, 1957; 

Sachar, 1964). This last group, the East European Jews, had 

a profound effect on American Judaism. 

In order to understand American Judaism it is 

necessary to consider Europe during the Middle Ages. At that 

time, most of the internal law in European Jewish 

communities was strongly controlled by the Talmud. Talmudic 

law not only governed the religious behavior of Jews, it 

also governed almost every other aspect of life, such as 
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birth, marriage, death, as well as the proper foods to eat 

and the proper clothes to wear. The difficulty this 

presented lies in the rigidity of the law- The Jews were 

kept separate from the general population not only by 

persecution from others, but by these laws. 

By the nineteenth century not all German Jews were 

isolated in their communities. Some were involved in the 

lives of those in the non-Jewish communities. Many of these 

Jews were embarrassed by the ancient laws and found them 

distasteful, especially if they desired the status of full 

members of the German nation (Glazer, 1957). In order to 

maintain their beliefs and yet not appear different from the 

general culture, German Jews of high social status attempted 

to start the Reform movement. Although the Reform movement 

began in Germany, it flourished in the United States due to 

a lack of restrictions on.religious practices. According to 

Glazer, the Reform movement was a way of modernizing the 

Jewish religion so that it could be considered progressive 

and "able to change its form in accordance with the advance 

of knowledge" (1957:A2). Reform Judaism was concerned with 

scholarly endeavors and attempted to abandon traditional 

practices. 

The Reform movement caused a big break in Judaism. 

The historical basis of Jewish unity is the law. The 

authority in Jewish religion resides in the law ss 
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interpreted by learned men. The Reform movement contained 

men who were considered qualified interpreters of the law, 

but they broke with traditional practices of interpretation 

and decided to take the right and responsibility to create a 

new law. There were many struggles, and many changes have 

taken place over the years, but Reform Judaism exists today, 

with most of the congregation being children of German 

immigrants (Glazer, 1957). 

Despite the attempt in the nineteenth century by 

Reform Jews to rid themselves of all the old traditions and 

become increasingly "Americanized," there was still a 

subconscious insistence that Jews be maintained as a people. 

This was evident on the ban on intermarriage and the 

insistence of circumcision as well as the intense anger 

regarding the Russian pogrom in 1903. This group banded 

together to accept responsibility for the masses of East 

European Jews who came into the county in the late 1800's 

and early 1900's (Glazer, 1957). 

The East European Influence 

Poverty and governmental anti-Semitism in Russia, 

Rumania, and Austria led to the largest wave of Jewish 

immigration. In contrast to many of the German Jewish 

immigrants who had lived predominantely in non-segregated 

areas, most of the East European Jews came from all-Jewish 

villages, known as shtetls, where a Jewish culture had been 
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created that was almost totally unaffected by the cultures 

of people around them, as it had been since the Middle Ages. 

Along with these pious Jews came the radical 

political and socialist Jew who felt that the only way to 

survive was through abandonment of religion altogether. A 

third element which immigrated to the United States was the 

middle of the road Jews, which was both religious and 

radical (Glazer, 1957). 

The ̂ freedom in America was very different from the 

severe restrictions the East European Jews experienced in 

their original homeland. This difference increased the 

difficulty of adjusting to a new home in an new land. In 

Russia and other East European countries, the rabbi and 

synagogue were the center of life. In the United States 

survival no longer depended on this element. The Orthodox, 

especially the children of the immigrants, began questioning 

the practices that had been blindly followed in Europe 

(Glazer, 1957; Howe, 1976; Eisenstein, 1956). A percentage 

of these Jews became nonbelievers but, out of habit, 

continued to maintain the dietary laws, go to synagogue and 

say the Kaddish (a memorial prayer) for their dead parents. 

The radical political and socialist Jew realized that it was 

not necessary to abandon ail religious beliefs and practices 

to survive in America. According to Glazer (1957) the major 

impact of America on the immigrants resulted in a decrease 



15 

in the number of Orthodox and an increase in the number of 

radicals who left the Orthodox, but did not abandon their 

Jewishness. 

America offered many opportunities never before 

imagined. These new immigrants had the chance to become 

educated, to work among non-Jews, and to worship as they 

wanted. This freedom led to an increased questioning of the 

narrow confines of Orthodoxy and a desire to express 

religious beliefs and traditional practices in a less 

confining environment. To these immigrants the Reform 

Judaism of the German Jew seemed empty (Howe, 1976). A 

movement known as Conservatism had begun in nineteenth 

century Germany. It had a small beginning, but it appealed 

to the children of many of the East European immigrants. 

Glazer (1957) writes that Conservatism offered a compromise 

between the blind religious teachings of the Orthodox and 

the scholarly endeavors of the Reform movement to break from 

tradition completely. 

Within the Conservative movement there is a "right 

wing" and a "left wing" (Howe, 1976). The "right wing" 

tries to adhere closely to hallacha (Jewish law), while the 

"left wing" believes that a need for change cannot be 

satisfied by strict adherence to Jewish law. The results of 

this "right" and "left" controversy is that many traditional 

ceremonies have remained the same but some of the practices 
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have changed. For example, many in the Conservative 

Ecveraent will ride to synagogue on the Sabbath, which is not 

allowed according to Orthodox law, and many will eat certain 

unkosher fish foods in restaurants (Hartstein, 1978). 

American Judaism today is comprised of predominantly 

the three sects; Orthodox, Conservative and Reform. The 

most concise definition of these three sects comes from 

Kaufman (1967:216): the Orthodox maintain a strict code of 

interpretation of the law; Conservatism is considered "50-50 

Judaism"; and Reform Judaism follows very liberal 

interpretation of the law. An example of the differences 

deals with the head coverings worn by men: the Orthodox man 

keeps his head covered at all times in reverence to G-d; the 

Conservative Jew keeps his head covered during time of 

worship; and the Reform Jew never has to keep his head 

covered. 

Cultural Importance in Death and Dying 

People who grow up within the context of a coherent 

culture have a fine interlocking network of interpretations 

and conceptualizations with which to experience life events 

(Ross, 1981). Because of this, attitudes toward death are 

not isolated phenomena but linked to a whole complex of 

experience. Death and bereavement behavior are viewed as 

cultural features that are most conservative and resistant 

to change. Ross (1981) notes that culture influences death 
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in the following ways; the assessment of comfort needs the 

dying have and the kind of care provided; the selection, 

perception and evaluation of health care givers and their 

methods; the formation of beliefs about causes of death; the 

control of the disposition of the body as well as the 

funeral and burial rituals; and the guidance of grief 

responses and bereavement roles. 

Death and loss are considered more than personal 

matters; they are also social matters. Kalish (1976) 

theorizes that society sets standards for grief and 

mourning. Each individual grieves not only from his 

personal sorrow, but in a style which is the product of 

early socialization and later social dictates (Kalish, 

1976). 

In contemporary American society there is an 

avoidance of death, dying and the bereaved (Goldberg, 1981; 

Ross, 1981; Hollingworth and Pasnau, 1979). Modern life, 

with the loss of tight knit communities, makes carrying out 

prescribed rituals difficult (Dempsey, 1975; Hollingsworth 

and Pasnau, 1979). People tend to view displays of grief as 

a sign of poor adjustment. In contrast, many traditional 

societies have "explicit death rituals which appear to 

provide anticipatory socialization and support for all their 

members" (Goldberg, 1981:112). One survey reported by 

Dempsey (1975) with 63 respondents indicated that 
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traditional type funerals had been valuable for them in 

bereavement. Another study of 565 respondents indicated 

that those people who had traditional funerals had less 

problems in their postbereavement lives than those who did 

not have traditional funerals (Depsey, 1975). 

Studies done on various cultural groups by Kalish 

(1976) reveals that religious feelings and beliefs are more 

traditional among older persons, plus religious observance 

and use of ritual remains high in old age. Esberger (1980) 

mentions that older adults tend to turn to the sacred and 

the traditional to find comfort in time of bereavement. The 

older adult also tends to adhere more closely to tradition 

than the younger adult. 

Jewish Death Rituals 

Most of the references of Jewish laws consulted for 

this report note that the law and customs surrounding the 

death rituals demonstrate profound insight into the 

emotional needs of the mourners and insure the psychological 

well-being of the survivors. They offer clear guidelines 

that lead the Jewish person, their families and friends to 

and beyond the moment of death. To those who mourn they 

offer guidance through the loss by "teaching mourners to 

express their pain with love and respect" (Chafetz, 

1980:363). 
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The laws surrounding Jewish death practices are 

followed strictly by the Orthodox Jew. The specific laws and 

customs governing the rituals dictate the care of the dying 

as well as the care of the dead. They also dictate the 

behavior of the mourners as well as that of the community. 

These laws are derived mainly from passages in the Bible 

(Old Testament) plus the accumulated cultural wisdom and 

experiences of the rabbis. The degree of ritualization 

varies among the non-Orthodox. 

There are three recurrent themes in the Jewish 

approach to dying, death and mourning. These are; 

(1) realism in the face of overwhelming events, (2) the 

dying's relationship to G-d, family and Torah and, (3) the 

mourners' relationship to G-d, the Jewish community and 

Torah (Chafetz, 1980). 

Dying 

Regulations guiding the passage of the Jew from life 

to death are few. This is due to the importance Judaism 

places on the need to focus man's attention on the ideals to 

be attained in life and the need to prolong life to the 

maximum possible (Jackobovits, 1967). 

There is a controversial issue in Judaism regarding 

informing the patient that he is dying. This controversy 

arises from two passages in the Bible. One passage from II 

Kings, Chapter 8, recounts the meeting of Hazael with Elisha 
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when Hazael was sent to inquire if the Syrian King Ben-Hadad 

would recover from his illness. Elisha said, "Go say unto 

him, You may certainly recover; however the Lord has shown 

me he shall surely die." The other passage, from II Kings, 

Chapter 20, refers to the visit of the prophet Isaiah when 

he spoke these words to Hezekiah: "Thus saith the Lord, Set 

thine house in order for thou shalt die, and not live." To 

resolve this controversy, hallacha has structured a 

framework by which the terminally ill patient should be told 

of the severity of his illness without removing all hope for 

recovery (Heller, 1975). Informing a person that he is 

severely ill is considered important so that he may put all 

his worldly affairs in order as Isaac and Jacob did when 

they knew they would die (Heller,1975). To actually tell a 

person he is dying, to remove all hope, is not allowed by 

Jewish law for fear that this information may hasten death. 

Judaism teaches that it is important to lead a good, 

decent and helping life on earth. Since good deeds must be 

done on earth, the law states a Jew must ask G-d to forgive 

those deeds that may have been against G-d or not in keeping 

with His commandments. The dying person is therefore 

encouraged to recite the confessional. If the individual is 

too sick to say the whole confessional, he is encouraged to 

recite the affirmation of faith (Shma). The recitation of 

the Shma is so important that pious Jews recited it as they 
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entered the gas chambers during the Holocaust. If the dying 

person cannot repeat any of the confessional, the law says 

it is up to the family or friends who are with the person to 

recite it for him. 

Ross (1981) mentions that hospital admission means 

impending death to members of different cultures and one 

major fear that'"' arises is that of dying alone. Judaism 

considers this fear. According to hallacha the dying should 

never be left alone. One reason for this law is that at the 

time of death, the spirit is believed to depart from the 

body and, if nobody was present, the soul would feel alone 

and desolate (Sperling, 1968). The effect this law has on 

the dying is to provide comfort. It also prevents feelings 

of guilt the family may have due to thoughts that the person 

may have died alone in fear and pain. Gordon (1975) notes 

that it also forces the mourner to see the death, which 

helps make denial of the event difficult. Orthodox Judaism 

teaches its followers to face death directly. 

The issue of an afterlife is not of great concern to 

most Jews. The Jewish Bible is predominantly concerned with 

the actions of man in this world. Although there are some 

vague allusions to an afterlife, the Bible remains virtually 

silent about the world-to-come (Lamm, 1969; Kertzer, 1953). 

Although the physical expression of life is believed to die, 

the soul is believed to reside with G-d. Rabinowicz (197), 
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an Orthodox rabbi, states that life is considered eternal, 

only death has died. Death, notes Rabinovicz, should be 

regarded as a "move from one home to another, from the lower 

world into another higher" (1979:757). The ancient Orthodox 

teachings spoke of an afterlife and resurrection (Lamm, 

1969). Today the belief in afterlife and resurrection seems 

to vary between individuals and between sects (Trepp, 1980). 

There are vague references to an ancient belief in heaven 

and hell in Jewish literature, but today there is no concept 

of heaven or hell in Judaism (Kertzer, 1953). 

Death 

The principle which governs the care of the body 

immediately following death is the sacredness of man. 

Judaism views man as being created in G-d's image, 

therefore, even in death the human form must be respected, 

for it once embodied the spirit of G-d (Lamm, 1969, 

Rabinowicz, 1979). The manner in which respect is to be 

shown is governed by religious tradition. 

Once death has been established the eyes and mouth 

are closed by the son or nearest relative. In some Orthodox 

families the custom is to remove the body from the bed and 

place it on a straw mat on the floor with the person's feet 

toward the door through which he or she will depart. A 

candle is placed at the person's head to symbolize the 

"light," or joy and love that the departed brought to others 
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while alive (Trepp, 1980). A sheet is placed over the 

person's face, as it is disrespectful to the dead to permit 

others to see the ravages of death on his face (Sperling, 

1968). The dead body is viewed as contaminated by Orthodox 

Jews. The bed is viewed as being defiled by contact with 

the dead body; however, the ground is not considered defiled 

by contact (Sperling, 1968). 

All tubes or instruments within the body should be 

removed and the incision plugged after a Jewish person dies 

(Jakobovits, 1967). This law may be due to the belief that 

the body should be buried in such a way as to allow natural 

decomposition of all its parts, for, as it states in Genesis 

3:19, "For dust thou art, and unto dust thou shalt return." 

The laws and customs that pertain to the handling 

and disposal of the deceased are designed to insure respect 

for the human dignity of the individual. Rabinowicz (1979) 

mentions that Jews regard the human body as a creation of 

G-d and the dwelling place of the soul. Out of respect for 

the dead the Orthodox never leave the body unattended. 

Orthodox synagogues have a Chevrah Kadisha, or Holy Society, 

whose position it is to sit with the body until burial. The 

Chevrah Kadisha is also responsible for the ritual washing 

of the corpse and the preparation of the body for burial. 

According to Jewish law autopsy should not be 

performed unless (1) it is required by governmental regula
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tions, (2) the person had a hereditary disease and autopsy 

may help safeguard the health of survivors, or (3) another 

known person is suffering from a similar deadly disease and 

an autopsy may yield information vital to that person's 

health. If an autopsy is performed all the parts that are 

removed must be buried with the body. Jakobovits (1967) 

emphasizes that the dissection must be performed with utmost 

respect for the deceased and not handled lightly by 

insensitive personnel. Ross (1981) notes that liberal Jews 

"do not object to autopsy" (pg. 10). 

Jewish law dictates that the body should undergo 

natural decomposition. To artificially hasten or retard 

decomposition is considered an insult to the deceased and to 

G-d (Gordon, 1975). For this reason cremation and embalming 

are not allowed by the Orthodox. Reform Jews, however, have 

been known to cremate their dead. The casket should be of 

soft wood and unadorned so that all of it will decompose at 

approximately the same time the body does. The body should 

be wrapped in a linen shroud to further allow for the 

natural decaying process to occur. Another reason given for 

the plain casket and shroud is that, rich or poor, in death 

all should be considered equal. 

Burial 

Grollman (1974) mentions that there is no unanimity 

of acceptance regarding the rites of burial and the manner 
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of mourning, therefore the rabbi of the synagogue the 

survivors attend, or the rabbi of the particular sect the 

person prefers to follow, should be contacted for guidance 

in preparation for the burial. 

The burial service is brief and simple. It is 

usually performed in the family home or the funeral parlor. 

The eulogy, done in honor of the deceased, refers to the 

person's values, good deeds and the noble aspects of his 

character. Selections from the Psalms and a memorial prayer 

are recited. 

The casket is always closed during an Orthodox 

service. One reason for this is that it is considered 

disrespectful to view the dead when the dead cannot view 

you. 

Once at the gravesite, if the mourners have not rent 

their garments, this ritual tearing of their clothing is 

done. A small rip is placed into the material of the 

garment. Goldberg (1980) states that this act "serves as a 

psychological release of intense grief," a symbolism of how 

one feels and, "represents how life will be for the 

bereaved: Though the tear can be repaired, it is never the 

same." Today many who follow this custom use a black ribbon 

instead of tearing their garments. 

The Orthodox funeral has six components. The first, 

the processional, is composed of the rabbi, the remains of 
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the person borne by Jewish pallbearers, followed by family 

and friends. The processional is slowed by several pauses 

before reaching the gravesite. This is done to demonstrate 

hesitation and unwillingness to part company with the 

deceased. The second part is the prayers at the gravesite. 

These prayers stress that G-d has ordained the death and the 

decree is justified for reasons known only to G-d. It is 

stressed that the decree must be accepted and then G-d is 

asked to be merciful to the survivors. The third part is 

the lowering of the casket into the grave, after which the 

mourners are called to take a shovel and place some earth 

into the grave. This part of the service fulfills the 

biblical commandment to bury the dead, and it spells with 

heartbreaking release the finality of death (Chafetz, 1980). 

The fourth component is the recitation of the Kaddish, a 

memorial prayer for the dead that praises G-d. 

The recessional, the fifth part of the funeral, 

marks the change from the care of the dead to the comforting 

of the survivors. As the mourners leave, the comforters 

form two parallel lines and recite the following as the 

mourners pass: "May the Lord comfort you among the other 

mourners of Zion and Jerusalem." Before leaving the 

gravesite everyone in attendance washes their hands as an 

act of purification. 
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Mourning 

"Mourning is the culturally patterned behavioral 

response to death" (Ross, 1981:11). Some mourning rituals 

are simple and comparatively short while others are of 

longer duration and highly structured. In Judaism there is 

a highly structured mourning period lasting 30 days after 

the death of a loved one, unless the deceased is a parent. 

For parents the mourning period is one year. Those who must 

mourn are designated by the law. They are those who have 

lost a father, mother, wife or husband, son, daughter, 

brother or sister. 

Judaism realizes that there are stages of grief and 

organizes the mourning period into 5 stages (Gordon, 1975). 

Stage 1 is between death and burial. At this time the 

mourner is referred to as an onen. The onen is responsible 

for making all of the funeral arrangements. This is the 

time when despair is considered to be most intense, 

therefore all social amenities, including bathing, changing 

clothing or shaving, are not expected to be followed and all 

major religious requirements are cancelled. 

The onen is also responsible for covering all 

mirrors within the house. There are a number of reasons 

given for this practice. The reasons mentioned are: beauty 

and ornamentation of the flesh should be deemphasized when 

the body of the loved one has begun to decay; personal 
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vanity should be avoided during moments of tragedy; and to 

diminish concern with one's personal appearance (Lamm, 

1969). 

Stage 2 is from burial to three days later. This 

period is devoted to lamenting and weeping. The mourner 

remains in his home and is not expected to respond to 

greetings. At this time condolence calls are discouraged. 

However, immediately following the funeral a meal is 

prepared by friends and neighbors. The meal is brought to 

the house of mourning and the mourners are encouraged to 

eat. The mourners are released from all religious 

obligations except the recitation of the Kaddish, for which 

a minyan (a quorum of 10 adult males) is needed. In 

non-Orthodox situations a minyan may be obtained with 10 

adults, male and/or female. The mourners wear no leather 

shoes, sit on hard stools and wear the rended garment. 

Stage 3, shiva, is the seven days after the burial. 

Shiva is the Hebrew word for seven. After the first three 

days the mourner is expected to emerge from the stage of 

intense grief to a point where he can talk of his loss and 

accept comfort from friends and neighbors. Friends and 

neighbors are encouraged to visit and express their 

sympathy. Jewish tradition teaches that it is not necessary 

to speak when visiting the mourning. To visit silently and 

allow the mourner to speak when he is ready is a way of 
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showing support to those who grieve. Flowers are never 

considered appropriate, either for the funeral or 

afterwards. If a person wishes to send a gift, it should be 

a donation to a charity, to Israel or for some religious 

purpose. 

Stage 4 is sheloshin. This period lasts thirty days 

after burial and includes shiva. During this period, most 

of life returns to normal. The Orthodox Jews still avoid 

haircuts, parties, buying new clothes and merry greetings. 

They begin to rejoin society slowly. The end of sheloshin 

constitutes the full mourning period for all relatives 

except parents. 

Stage 5, the last stage, is a period of one year 

starting from the date of the death of either parent. 

During this time, entertainment and amusement are curtailed. 

This period fulfills the commandment to honor thy mother and 

father. At the end of the fifth stage, all of life returns 

to normal. 

During all stages of mourning the Kaddish continues 

twice daily. Once the period of shiva is complete, the 

mourner recites Kaddish at synagogue with members of the 

congregation, rather than in his home. Grollman (1974) 

calls the Kaddish "the highest approach to commemorate the 

memory of a loved one" (pg.l23). By saying Kaddish with 

others, communal support is given as the mourner shares his 
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suffering with those who often have experienced the grief of 

death themselves. 

One year after internment, a ceremony called the 

"unveiling" takes place. This is the time the tombstone is 

placed at the gravesite. At this time, and every year 

thereafter, the ' anniversary of the death (Yahrzeit) is 

observed. On tH'is date Kaddish is recited in the synagogue 

and the Yahrzeit candle is lit in the home of the children. 

This custom is usually only performed in memory of parents. 

On the holiday of Yom Kippur, the Yizkor service, 

the Memorial Service, is held for the dead. On this most 

sacred day of the year, for Jews the world over, a prayer is 

said asking G-d to remember and look favorably upon the 

souls of the departed. Yizkor services are also held on the 

holidays of Passover, Shavuoth and Succoth. 

In Judaism mourning is restricted to only the given 

period and customary observances. It is considered a lack 

of trust in G-d to suffer excessive grief. The Orthodox, 

Conservative and Reform all have a period of mourning. The 

purpose is the same for all of them: a means of structure at 

this difficult time and an opportunity for friends to offer 

comfort and express feelings of sorrow. The differences in 

the ritual will depend on the extent to which the rituals 

are followed (Grollman 197A). 
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Summary 

Judaism is a monotheistic religion with strong 

cultural ties. These cultural ties—the ethical beliefs, 

the folkways, including religious ceremonies, and the 

literature—make up the Jewish common heritage. Judaism in 

the United States has developed over approximately three 

centuries, but predominantly in the last two. The largest 

influential group came from Eastern Europe in an attempt to 

escape persecution in Russia, Rumania and Poland. Due to 

isolation in their homeland, these East European Jews 

brought to America a rich cultural Jewish history. Most of 

these immigrants had followed Orthodox practices in Europe. 

The freedom in the United States allowed for exploration of 

religious and political beliefs which led to some 

dissatisfaction with Orthodox practices and the development 

of Conservatism. Some of the immigrants became involved in 

the Reform movemement which had already been established by 

German Jewish immigrants. Despite the increase in 

non-Orthodox beliefs, most of these Jews maintained many of 

the cultural traditions they grew up with in Eastern Europe, 

and passed them on to their children. Among these 

traditions are those guiding the Jew through death and 

mourning. 

Jewish death rituals dictate specific roles and 

behaviors to help guide the dying and the survivors through 
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this tragic life event with love and respect. The emphasis 

of these rituals is on respect for the living, the dead, and 

G-d. The need for a period of intense grief is recognized 

and provided for. The need to slowly rejoin society is also 

recognized and provided for by the communities role as a 

support system. The love and respect a person feels toward 

their departed loved one, especially a parent, is recognized 

by the yearly Yahrzeit observances. This literature review 

concentrated on the development of American Jewery and the 

death rituals of Orthodox Jews. Due to lack of information, 

the practices of non-Orthodox Jews was very limited. This 

study was developed to add information that may be helpful 

in understanding the non-Orthodox elderly American Jewish 

knowledge and practices concerning dying, death and 

mourning. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study was designed to identify the non-Orthodox 

elderly, first generation American Jewish perspective on 

dying and death for the purpose of providing information on 

cultural needs and beliefs to health care personnel. This 

cultural group was narrowed further to descendents of East 

European Jews. One question of concern is: What things do 

non-Orthodox Jewish people do to assist others of their 

culture after someone dies? The methodology used to answer 

the questions is presented in the following discussion of 

the research design, the sample, the data collection and the 

data analysis. 

Design of the Study 

An exploratory design was used to investigate the 

cultural knowledge that informs the non-Orthodox Jewish 

older adult's perspective of dying, death and mourning. The 

purpose for exploratory designs is basically two-fold, to 

establish priorities for further research and to offer a 

richer understanding of the phenomenon under study (Polit 

and Hungler, 1978). 

53 
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The type of exploratory design used for this study 

was ethnography. The goal of ethnography is the 

understanding of another way of life from a native point of 

view (Spradley,1980). This is accomplished by data 

collected from interviews and observations of the lives of 

individuals in specific settings. Ethnographic interviews 

used in this study allowed the "learner" or ethnographer to 

obtain both tacit and explicit knowledge held by the 

"experts" or informants via a series of interviews. A 

series of one to four interviews were conducted in small 

groups and on a one to one basis in the informants home or 

the home of the interviewer. The interviews were taped, 

with participant permission, for accurate recording of 

information. Field observation techniques were also used 

when a family member of one of the informants and the 

interviewer died during the data collection period. 

Sample 

Six informants were selected for the research study. 

Three informants were sought through the senior group at the 

Reform temple, two were relatives of the interviewer and one 

was the relative of a friend. 

The criteria for selection of the informants was: 

1. Age 65 or older. 

2. Had experienced a loss of mother, father, brother, 

sister, husband or wife in the past ten years. 
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3. Was American born. 

4. Was the child of an East European Jewish immigrant. 

5. Was willing to become an informant. 

Potential informants were contacted by telephone and 

arrangements for a home visit were made to further explain 

the study. Once individuals agreed to participate, a 

disclaimer statement (Appendix A) was read to the 

participants and permission was obtained to tape the 

interviews. Eight individuals were contacted. Six were 

selected because two of the eight did not meet all the 

criteria. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Spradley's (1979) protocol for ethnographic 

interviewing and participant-observation for data collecting 
•* • ••• 

as well as his systematic method for analysis were followed. 

The use of participant-observation methodology helped 

supplement and validate some of the data collected via 

interviews. The focus of these observations was the 

behaviors displayed by the family members during the funeral 

and the mourning period of shiva. Four days were spent with 

the family, living in the home where shiva took place. 

Three types of questions as identified by Spradley 

(1979), were used in the ethnographic interviews: 

descriptive, structural and contrast questions. To establish 
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rapport the initial interview began with the use of friendly 

conversation. Descriptive questions were used during the 

first interview to obtain a verbal description of the 

cultural scene and to find areas of focus for further 

questions. Example of questions used are: 

1. Would you describe what happened at the funeral? 

2. Would you describe the events that occurred in the 

home after your loved one died? 

After the first interview, the tapes were 

transcribed and field notes analyzed to identify preliminary 

domains and areas for further research. Domain analysis was 

used to discover semantic relationships between relevant 

objects and events and to search for units of cultural 

knowledge. These preliminary domains provided a framework 

for the structural questions which were formulated prior to 

the next interview. The purpose of structural questions is 

to discover terms included in the folk domain and to verify 

previous responses. Structural questions also assists the 

researcher in discovering how informants have organized 

their knowledge. Examples of structural questions used in 

this study were: 

1. What kinds of things do friends do to comfort the 

mourners? 

2. What kinds of clothing are worn by the mourners to 

the funeral? 
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3, What kinds of things did you do for while 

he/she was ill? 

Contrast questions were used in coordination with 

structural ones to allow the investigator to discover the 

differences between domains and to clarify meanings of 

included terms. The use of contrast questions is based on 

the principle that "the meaning of a symbol can be 

discovered by finding out how it is different from other 

symbols" (Spradley, 1979:157). An example of a contrast 

question used is: "What is the difference between Kaddish 

and Yizkor?" 

Several cultural domains were identified after the 

first interview. During subsequent interviews, included 

terms were identified and the focus began to shift from 

similarities among things to differences. This facilitated 

the discovery of more domains. Each domain was presented to 

five of the informants for clarification and verification. 

This allowed the informants to differentiate elements within 

the domain, to verify the elements within the domain and to 

add new elements to the domain. During the last interview, 

the domains and taxonomies were discussed and their final 

placement verified. 

The concurrent analysis of the data obtained through 

ethnographic interview and participant-observation included 

establishing domains of meaning, taxonomies and theme 



analysis. Domain analysis allows the researcher to learn 

how the informant organizes what he knows and to identify 

semantic relationships between elements of cultural 

knowledge. An example of a domain would be "Stages in 

Death." The semantic relationship for "Stages in Death" 

would be "X is a stage in Y." 

Taxonomic analysis discovers the relationship among 

all folk terms within a domain and reveals subjects of folk 

terms and their relationship to the domain. For this study, 

the taxonomic analysis revealed that "Stages in Death" 

consists of the "the funeral, shiva, and the unveiling." 

Theme analysis involves finding the larger units of 

thoughts and tying them into meaningful relationships. 

These themes link the relationships among domains with the 

relationships of all parts of the cultural scene. An 

example of a cultural theme is "everything has its place." 

The data will be presented in Chapter 4 in the form 

of taxonomies, domains of meaning, and cultural themes. 

Ethnographic statements were developed to add meaning to 

these categories. 

Protection of Human Subjects 

To protect the rights of my informants the study was 

cleared through the University of Arizona's Human Subjects 

Committee and the University of Arizona College of Nursing 

in accordance with established research criteria 



(Appendix B). The subjects received a written explanation 

of the study as well as their rights and privileges 

(Appendix A). The subjects were also given a verbal 

explanation of the study with their rights and privileges 

prior to participation and prior to each interview session. 

They were told that their participation was voluntary and 

they may withdraw at any time. They were told that all 

information would be number coded to protect their 

anonymity, and the access to the coded data was limited. 



CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The following pages will present the researcher-

informant experience, the selection of the sample, and a 

description of each informant. Presentation of the research 

findings, taxonomies of analysis and cultural themes are 

then identified and explained. 

The Researcher-Informant Experience 

The topic of this research, the distance between the 

interviewer and some of the informants, the relationship of 

the ethnographer to two of the informants and the 

personality and needs of one of the informants contributed 

to an interesting interviewing experience. The following is 

a review of the experiences encountered and problems that 

were identified during the data collection period. 

The distance between the investigator and the 

informants was one of my biggest problems. Due to lack of 

individuals meeting the criteria for this study in my home 

town, the informants were between 75 and 2,000 miles away. 

Since I was unable to stay in the city where the informants 

resided, certain problems occurred. One of the informants 

was only interviewed once, one informant was interviewed 

40 
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twice before she returned to the east, and one of the 

couples completed their interviews via telephone and the 

U.S. mail. 

The distance between cities and personal commitments 

necessitated delay of interviews with one couple. This 

couple found the length of time needed to complete all the 

interviews distressing as it kept bringing back memories of 

unhappy situations. When the investigator prepared to leave 

at the end of the fourth interview, the couple stated, "Let 

us know how everything went, but please, we've had enough of 

this. Good-by and good-luck." 

Each interview lasted approximately one hour. If 

the interview went beyond the hour, fatigue became a problem 

for the informants. Due to the nature of the topic, I found 

it beneficial for the informants to engage in some friendly 

conversation after each interview. This seemed to direct 

the informants' attention away from the feelings that 

memories of the loss of loved ones evoked. Many times the 

friendly conversation would last a half hour. These 

conversations helped me gain further insight into the 

personalities of the informants. 

Previous information and involvement as the daughter 

of parents within this culture made it difficult to maintain 

a conscious attitude of almost complete ignorance, as 

Spradley (1979) recommends. This difficulty surfaced 
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particularly in the language used to ask questions. When 

asking questions of one informant, she referred to a 

synagogue as a "shul," which is Yiddish for synagogue, when 

I had a tendency to call a synagogue a temple." Another 

problem with semantics was assuming the meanings of certain 

"common" words, siich as Kaddish, and not inquiring about the 

meaning of the wbrd to the user. 

Another factor that made maintaining an attitude of 

ignorance difficult was the interviewing of family members. 

I occasionally found it difficult not to interject my 

interpretation of certain commonly shared experiences. This 

close relationship may also have caused some feelings to be 

repressed by the informants for fear of being judged, 

although this was not detected. 

Difficulties experienced during participant-

observation included forgetting to write things down, the 

emotional aspect that interfered with recall of events when 

it was impractical to write things down and the emotional 

involvement felt when the dead and the bereaved are an 

intimate part of the investigator's life. Observation might 

have been more difficult if it were not for the sharing that 

other family members willingly participated in. Relatives 

would say things like, "This part may be important to 

include in your thesis," or "Did you write down?" 



43 

The two men I interviewed had hearing impairments. 

Careful placement, such as sitting near them and facing them 

facilitated their involvement in the interview experience. 

Occasionally I would forget to direct my questions toward 

them. At those times they had difficulty following the 

conversation and I, or their wives, would have to explain 

what experiences we were discussing. 

The last individual interviewed, Mrs. D., presented 

a different perspective to some of the domains that had been 

established prior to our meeting. She perceived behaviors, 

especially reasons for visiting, differently from the other 

informants. She also presented a depressed or discontented 

affect prior to, during and after the interviews. When 

given the option to discontinue the interview she declined. 

I believe that despite the depression that discussing the 

death of her loved ones produced, being able to share her 

experiences and feelings had some beneficial effects. As we 

parted after the last interview she stated, "I'll be here 

for another week. It's okay to call me at I did not 

feel that another interview was necessary, and I was 

concerned over her depression, therefore I did not contact 

her again. 

Selection of the Sample 

Six informants were selected for this study. Three 

informants were recruited via the senior group at the Reform 
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Temple in a large southwestern city. After describing the 

research study to temple personnel, it was suggested that I 

contact the president of the senior congregation. Contact 

with the president's wife led to names of individuals who 

might meet the criteria for this study. Five people were 

contacted and visited. Three of those contacted were used 

in this study. One couple did not meet all the criteria. 

Of the three people utilized in the study, two were married 

to each other and were interviewed four times. The other 

individual was a married woman whose husband did not wish to 

be interviewed. Due to the schedules of the individual and 

the investigator, only one visit was possible. 

Three other informants were recruited in a small 

southwestern city 75 miles from the other city. These 

informants were guests in this small city. Two were 

relatives of the investigator and one was a relative of the 

investigator's friend. The relatives of the investigator 

were formally interviewed four times. Some informal 

discussions also occurred and field notes recorded due to 

the , close relationship between the investigator and the 

informants. The other informant was interviewed twice 

before she returned home. 

The informants ranged in age from 65 to 77 years. 

Two men and four women were interviewed. The interviews 

occurred over a five-month period. 
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Informants 

This section will present the individuals, their 

demographic information and a brief description of them as 

individuals as revealed by the interviews. 

Mr s. A 

Mrs. A was a very active 75 year old woman. She was 

involved in many community and temple activities. Prior to 

leaving the work force she was a counselor for the learning 

impaired. She resides in a large southwestern city with her 

physician husband, who is still working. They were both 

leaders in the senior group at the Reform temple. It was 

through her help that participants for this study were 

identified . 

Prior to arriving at Mrs. A's, I had called and 

explained a little about the purpose of this research. When 

I arrived at Mrs. A's she was given further information, the 

disclaimer statement was read, and without a question being 

asked, she started sharing her beliefs about the soul and 

immortality. Mrs. A was very willing to answer any question 

I had. She had many books regarding Judaism and would share 

parts of a book to explain what the scholars said and how 

she felt about what they said. Her conversation was lively 

and contained many philosophical statements. She was a very 

interesting and valuable informant. 
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Mrs. A's parents immigrated to the United States 

from Russia. Mrs. A was born in Michigan. Her mother died 

when she was 6 years old. She was raised by her father, a 

non-observant Jew. Her experiences with Jewish traditions 

and religion resulted from exposure to a neighbor who was 

the principle of a Jewish school and from relatives of Mrs. 

A. Mrs. A's sister died one year ago. She willingly shared 

her experiences surrounding the death, burial and the 

mourning period relating to her sister's death. 

Mrs. B 

Mrs. B was a 73 year old women. Despite physical 

problems caused by arthritis, she was very involved in the 

Reform temple and actively supported her husband in his 

endeavors to improve facilities for the hearing impaired. 

Mrs. B resided in a large southwestern city with her 

husband, Mr. B. This couple met when she was in college. 

They were active members of the Conservative temple in a 

large east coast city and moved to the southwest 7 years 

ago. She and her husband have lost many close friends and 

relatives in the past 10 years. 

Mrs. B's parents immigrated to the United States 

from Odessa, Russia. Her parents considered themselves 

Orthodox but did not maintain strict adherence to the 

Orthodox practices. She referred to her father as a 

"Yankee," explaining that as an insurance salesman, it was 
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necessary for him to seem more like the Christians with whom 

he dealt. Within the home Jewish Orthodox traditions were 

followed. 

Mrs. B needed no encouragement to answer questions. 

She willingly shared her experiences, often turning to her 

husband for clarification, and occasionally going on without 

it. She was a warm, friendly caring individual who enjoyed 

talking. She liked to share, at length, experiences she 

had. When her husband would say "she didn't come here for 

that information," she would reply "she might find some of 

this useful." 

Mr. B 

Mr. B was the 77 year old husband of Mrs. B. Mr. 

B's parents were Russian immigrants. Prior to retirement he 

was a pharmacist in a large east coast city and owned his 

own corner drug store. He is politically active in 

improving the facilities for and knowledge of the hearing 

impaired. 

Growing up in an Orthodox home has had a strong 

influence on his religious behaviors and knowledge. When 

discussing some of the customs surrounding death, especially 

saying Kaddish, he stated, "At those times I revert to 

Orthodoxy." Although raised Orthodox, he was involved in 

the Conservative temple in the east and is now very 

comfortable with the practices in the Reform temple in the 
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southwest. Mr. B is quieter and more direct than his wife. 

He would listen carefully to the conversation and think 

about the question for awhile before saying anything. As 

mentioned above, he would occasionally interrupt his wife to 

redirect the conversation. 

The B's were a delightful couple who had had various 

experiences with" dying and death. They were warm, caring 

people who obviously were comfortable with each other. 

Their conversation indicated a close relationship between 

them as well as with their children. It was not until the 

end of the interviewing process that they shared the 

difficulties some of the memories caused them. The biggest 

problem seemed to occur during the last two visits due to 

the recent loss of some friends and neighbors. 

Mr. and Mrs. C 

Mr. and Mrs. C are the parents of the investigator 

and were recruited while visiting her in the southwest. 

Mrs. C was 66 years old. She was a high school graduate. 

She was actively involved in the senior center in her home 

town in a rural community on the east coast. Mrs. C's 

parents were Russian immigrants. Her mother escaped from 

Russia because of her activities in the socialist movement. 

Mrs. C's mother rebelled against her Orthodox upbringing, 

maintaining many of the traditions she was raised with, but 

not insisting on religious training for her children. In 
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the last 10 years, Mrs. C has experienced the death of her 

daughter, her father, and during the data collection period, 

her mother. It was her mother's funeral and shiva that I 

attended. 

At the beginning of the first interview, Mrs. C 

seemed hesitant to answer questions. I got the feeling that 

she was afraid of answering "wrong." As she began to share 

her experiences she became more comfortable and shared 

freely. After the taped notes were transcribed, she saw 

them on the table and asked if she could review what was 

said. As she reviewed the transcription, she remembered 

other experiences or feelings that she had and added them to 

the transcription. It was obviously important for her to be 

as much of an assistance to her daughter as she could. 

Mr. C is the 68 year old husband of Mrs. C. He 

attended one year of college before moving to a farm on the 

east coast. He is an active member of the senior center in 

his home town. Mr. C was raised in an Orthodox home. He 

occasionally attended synagogue with his father when he was 

a boy. He received religious instructions on his Bar 

Mitzvah. Today Mr. C claims to be agnostic. Neither he, 

nor his wife were members of a temple or synagogue. 

Mr. C did not share as openly as his wife. He was a 

pensive, quiet man. He would add information regarding his 
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beliefs or observations, but sometimes the question would 

have to be directed toward him before he would answer. 

Mr. and Mrs. C seemed comfortable discussing their 

losses. Their beliefs regarding the losses discussed were 

that death was a blessing for their loved ones. Mrs. C's 

parents were in their late 90's when they died and had been 

ill prior to death. Their daughter had physical problems 

all her life and would have had to endure more surgery if 

she had lived. Mr. C's sister had cancer and suffered from 

pain and deterioration. 

Mrs. D 

Mrs. D was 65 years old. She was recruited while 

visiting her daughter, a friend of the investigators. She 

resided in a large city in the midwest. Her parents 

immigrated to the United States from Rumania. She is a high 

school graduate and worked as a bank teller prior to 

retirement. She was raised in an Orthodox environment and 

attended the Orthodox synagogue until her husband died three 

years ago. After her husband died she began to attend the 

Conservative synagogue, especially when she wanted to say 

the Kaddish, because there she felt she was "counted as a 

person." 

Mrs. D. seemed to have the most difficulty dealing 

with her losses. Her son died seven years ago, her husband 

three years ago and her sister and brother-in-law were 
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murdered one year ago. She willingly answered the questions 

and gave examples to further explain her answers. Most of 

her responses dealt with how she perceived others, rather 

than explaining what the event meant to her. As an example, 

when asked "How do you feel when you say Kaddish?" she 

responded, "Some people I've seen laugh, others get real 

quiet and sad." I then responded "And how do you feel?" At 

that time she answered, "Sad." 

Ethnographic Data on Non-Orthodox Jewish 
Perspective of Dying and Death 

During the data collection period, domains and their 

included terms were developed as meanings began to emerge. 

Tentative taxonomies were constructed, field notes reviewed, 

new questions asked and a tentative outline, using the 

language of the informants, was constructed. This outline 

was presented to five of the six informants for 

clarification and verification. The outlines were reviewed 

after consulting with the informants. The following 

taxonomies were identified: 

1, Kinds of Beliefs 

2. Stages in Death 

3- Kinds of Attire 

4. Kinds of People at Funerals 

5. Kinds of Memorials • 
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6. Kinds of Feelings 

7. Kinds of Caring Behaviors 

Kinds of Beliefs 

Review of the first interview tapes revealed 

expressions regarding the belief systems of the informants 

in relation to life, death, and religious practices. These 

expressed beliefs appeared to form a basis for their 

individual perspectives of the cultural behaviors 

surrounding death, life, autopsy, cremation, embalming, the 

soul and immortality (Figure 1). 

Living life to its fullest was considered important 

by the informants. This was obvious by their involvement in 

community or personal activities. Mrs. A verbalized that 

living life to its fullest was important to her. She also 

felt it was important to make .levery day count and she 

intended to do that by maintaining involvement with life. 

Mrs. D was the only informant who did not demonstrate this 

belief. She was recovering from surgery and spent most of 

her time in the house. She also gave no indication that she 

was involved in any outside activities. 

Mrs. A stated that, at 75, she and her husband were 

"living on borrowed time." Although Mr. and Mrs. B did not 

state this, they indicated this belief by requesting that 

they be called the day before an interview because "you 

never know when something may happen to one of us." None of 
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Figure 1. Taxonomy o£ Kinds of Beliefs. 
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the informants under 70 alluded to the thought that they 

were living on borrowed time. 

"Be charitable and kind so that your soul will rest 

in peace" was added to the outline returned by Mrs. C. This 

was an interesting addition since Mrs. C. had shared that 

she was unsure about her beliefs in a soul. Even those 

informants who did not believe in the soul felt that being 

charitable and kind was important and a part of their lives. 

This belief helped guide the behaviors manifested in giving 

donations in honor of the dead and in doing good deeds for 

the dying, and later the mourners. 

Death was believed to be an expected part of life. 

This view was expressed in explicit and tacit ways by all 

the informants. Mrs. A shared that death was "one of life's 

cycles ... a part of life . . . something we pay for being 

human." The finality of death was expressed by Mrs. B when 

she remarked that "it is the end of the person." 

The informants believed that people should not visit 

the bereaved prior to the funeral. Mrs. D mentioned that 

people in her home city do visit before the funeral but she 

doesn't think they should. The informants believed that it 

was acceptable for close friends to visit prior to the 

funeral. 

Mr. C, in talking about the funeral, mentioned that 

"the events surrounding death are for the living." He 
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shared this view a number of times during the interview 

process. This belief was expressed indirectly by comments 

made by other informant. Mrs. D. indicated that there were 

certain things she would like her daughter to do for her 

burial, but she knew her daughter would "do what makes her 

comfortable." Mr. B. mentioned that he found it difficult to 

see his mother buried in a "rough box." When his father 

died he had him buried in a "modern box" despite his 

father's wish to be buried in the same type of coffin as his 

wife. 

Routine autopsy, cremation and embalming were not 

considered a Jewish custom. It was mentioned that the 

Reform does accept all these procedures without condition, 

however. Due to the physical problems Mr. and Mrs. C s 

daughter had all her life they willingly agreed to an 

autopsy, hoping that it might benefit science. Mrs. D also 

felt that an autopsy was permissable if it would help 

science. Her son's death was sudden and the state would not 

release the body until the autopsy was performed, therefore 

she had agreed to having it done. 

Cremation was viewed by all the informants, except 

Mr. and Mrs. B, as a possible means of disposal of the body. 

Mr. and Mrs. B stated the it is permissable in Reform 

beliefs and the person could be buried in a Reform cemetery, 

but they were uncomfortable with cremation. It is 
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interesting that Mrs. D, the most Orthodox of the 

informants, believed that cremation was a good option 

because then the ashes could be scattered and nobody would 

need to worry about taking care of the gravesite. 

When discussing what each informant would like at 

their own burial they indicated that they did not want a lot 

of fuss. They all shared that they would like funerals that 

were "not elaborate," "not expensive," and were "plain." The 

funerals they had for their loved ones were not elaborate or 

expensive and they wanted the same thing for themselves. 

Mrs. A summed it up when she stated "I don't want a lot of 

fol-de-rol at my funeral." 

Mr. B. mentioned emphatically that you "can't have a 

Jewish funeral without the Kaddish." The Kaddish had a lot 

of importance to all informants except Mr. and Mrs. C. Mr. 

and Mrs. C said they could not understand the prayer or read 

the Hebrew so it had no meaning to them. 

Mr. B, in discussing the eulogy, said that it is 

sometimes elaborated to make the person seem better than he 

was, therefore "some people prefer to skip the eulogy." Mr. 

and Mrs. C felt the eulogy was the most moving part of the 

ceremonies for all their loved ones. During the 

participant-observer experience, the investigator asked the 

mourners what the most important or moving experience was at 

the burial of their mother. They all replied "the eulogy." 
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The type of casket used became a matter of 

discussion. Mr. B, due to his own discomfort with the 

casket his mother was buried in, believed the casket should 

not be a "rough box." Mr. C commented that the "casket is 

for the living." Mr. and Mrs C's daughter was buried in a 

plain pine box. Since they did not view the box as ugly, 

they believed that the type of box a person is buried in is 

unimportant. 

The topic of closed or open caskets was discussed by 

the informants. Most of the informants believed that the 

casket should not be open. Mr. C stated that the open 

casket was for the living and, therefore, if the survivors 

wanted to have an open casket it was alright. 

The period of mourning varies among the different 

sects, but all the informants believed there should be a 

formal period of mourning. During this period it was 

expected that people would visit to help lighten -the 

bereavement. Although most of the informants believed the 

purpose of visiting the mourners was to lighten their 

burden, Mrs. D believed that some people came as spectators 

to see "how the mourners were reacting" or "who else had 

come to visit." 

In relation to the practice of covering the mirrors 

in the house of shiva, Mr. B mentioned that the mirrors 

were covered when his mother died but there "is nothing 
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written in the Talmud. It's just an old superstitious 

practice." Mr. and Mrs. C also mentioned that the covering 

of mirrors is a superstitious belief. The origin of this 

practice and its meaning was not known. 

Mrs. A started her interview by discussing her 

beliefs in the soul and immortality. She believed that man 

has a soul, but did not believe in the immortality of the 

soul. She described the soul as having a "certain 

god-likeness to man." It is the soul, she believed, that is 

the spirituality that man has and that separates man from 

animal. 

The belief in a soul varied among the other 

informants. Neither Mr. nor Mrs. B believed that there was 

such a thing as a soul. Mr. and Mrs. C, as well as Mrs. D, 

were not sure of the existence of a soul. Mr. C stated that 

the "idea of a soul is in one's mind." He also said that if 

there was a soul, he would like it to be immortal. 

Relating to immortality, Mrs. A believed that it was 

your name that was immortalized. This happened by "leaving 

good deeds behind" as it was the "memory of your good deeds" 

that was immortalized. When reading over the tentative 

outlines, the other informants felt that those thoughts 

were, to quote Mrs. B, "very well expressed." 

Beliefs concerning the three sects. Orthodox, 

Conservative and Reform, were expressed throughout the 
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interviews. All the informants expressed similar beliefs 

regarding all three. Mrs. D believed the practices varied 

depending on where the person lived. As an example, if the 

person was an Orthodox Jew from New York he might follow the 

same customs as an Orthodox Jew from California but there 

might be slight variations. 

Some informants believed that the Orthodox practices 

were set in concrete and therefore had no latitude for 

individual desires or needs. It was stated that the 

practices regarding death were hard on survivors. The one 

practice that was considered the hardest dealt with throwing 

dirt onto the lowered casket. Mr. B mentioned that some of 

the practices did not stem from regulations set down by the 

Talmud but were practices that had evolved over time and had 

become a part of the Orthodox tradition. 

Mrs. D mentioned that she felt the Orthodox 

synagogue "does not include women" in the congregation. 

When her husband was alive this was not a problem because he 

went to shul to say Kaddish for their son. After her 

husband's death, it was her responsibility to say Kaddish, 

but in her synagogue (shul) the women were not included in 

prayers. 

In contrast, the Conservative synagogue is not as 

strict as the Orthodox, and women are included in prayer 

services. Mrs. D believed a person (woman) is more a part 
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of the congregation then with the Orthodox. The other 

informants shared her belief that the Conservative practices 

are not as strict or rigid as Orthodox practices. 

Reform practices are seen as being the least rigid. 

Mr. B said that Reform practices let a person do what is 

comfortable and that they "adjust to the tempo of modern 

life." An example of this was allowing some leeway for the 

time of burial and the type of burial desired by the family. 

It was noted earlier that a Reform individual can be 

cremated. They can also bury the ashes in a Reform 

cemetery, which is not allowed in Conservative or Orthodox 

cemeteries. 

Mr. and Mrs. B believed that although the Reform 

practices were less rigid, there was no lack of religion. 

They also mentioned that a person with a whole life of 

Reform practices would probably follow practices that are 

"more like gentile." They gave examples like having flowers 

at funerals or an "Irish wake type of funeral," which they 

viewed as a party. 

Stages in Death 

As the informants discussed preparation for and 

participation in the funeral, certain stages in death became 

evident. These stages are: preparation for own death, 

prefuneral, funeral, shiva and after shiva (Figure 2). 



PREPARATION FOR 
OWN DEATH 

PREFUNERAL FUNERAL 

z MAKE HILL 

i g PUT AFFAIRS IN ORDER 
Ui 

« o o 
CEMETERY PLOTS Ui 

« o o 
CASKET 

lU s PURCHASES GRAVESTONE 
a. MEMORIAL PUQUE 

-V 

BODY REMOVED BY FUNERAL PARLOR 

RABBI VISITS 
ASSIST Wmi FUNERAL PLANS 
GET INFORMATION FOR EULOGY 

DECISIONS 

TYPE OF CASKET 
OPEN OR CLOSED CASKET 
TORN RIBBON OR NOT 

TTfPE OF 
CLOTHING 

REGUUR 
CLOniES 

SMROUD 
YARMALKA 6/OR 
TALLIS 

VISITATION 

ARRANGE FOR 
FUNERAL 

DONE BY 
BEREAVED 
FAMILY MEMBER 
CLOSE FRIEND 

CHOOSE PALLBI-ARERS 
SET TIME. DATE 

LOCATION 
OF 

CEREMONY 

FUNERAL 
PARLOR 

GRAVESIDE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

OBJECTS AND 
EVENTS IN 
SETTING 

CASKET HITHIN VIEW 

FU
NE
RA
L 

OBJECTS AND 
EVENTS IN 
SETTING 

SEATING 
ARRANGEMENTS 

FAMILY IN FRONT 
ROW 

FU
NE
RA
L 

OBJECTS AND 
EVENTS IN 
SETTING 

SEATING 
ARRANGEMENTS FAMILY INSIDE 

CHAPEL 

FU
NE
RA
L 

OBJECTS AND 
EVENTS IN 
SETTING 

VISITORS TALK WITH BEREAVED 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

IF BUCK 
RI860N WNN 

PINNED TO LEFT 
SIDE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

IF BUCK 
RI860N WNN PRAYER BY RABBI 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

IF BUCK 
RI860N WNN 

RIBBON CUT BY 
RABBI 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

PRAYERS BY RABBI 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

EULOGY 
BY RABB! 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

EULOGY 6Y FAMtLV M^UI^S 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

KADDISH 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RIIUAL 
BEHAVIOR IN 
FUNERAL HOME 

PROCESSIOM To CRAVESIUE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
CEMETRRY 

CASKET LIFTED OUT OF HEARSE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
CEMETRRY 

PALLBEARERS CARRY CASKET TO 
GRAVESIDE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
CEMETRRY 

RABBI FOLLOWS CASKET 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
CEMETRRY RABB! PAUIABS PEW TIMES UN WAY 

TO GRAVESIDE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
GRAVESIDE 

CASKET PUCED OVER OPEN HOLE 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
GRAVESIDE 

PRAYERS 23rd PSAIM 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
GRAVESIDE 

PRAYERS EL RACHAMIN 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
GRAVESIDE CASKET 5TAY BE LOWERED 

FU
NE
RA
L 

RITUAL 
BEHAVIOR AT 
GRAVESIDE 

DIRT MAY BE THROWN ON CASKET 

FU
NE
RA
L 

BEHAVIORS 
DURING 
FUNERAL 

FAMILY LEAVES IN PAIRS 

FU
NE
RA
L 

BEHAVIORS 
DURING 
FUNERAL 

TWO LINES FORMED FOR FAMILY TO 
WALK TIMOUGH 

FU
NE
RA
L 

BEHAVIORS 
DURING 
FUNERAL WATER TO WASH HANDS 

FU
NE
RA
L 

BEHAVIORS 
DURING 
FUNERAL 

FAMILY RETURNS HOME 
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Preparation for Own Death 

Preparation for their own inevitable death had been 

thought about and acted upon, to various degrees, by all the 

informants interviewed. All of them had made out wills. 

Putting affairs in order was considered important by Mr. and 

Mrs. B and Mr. and Mrs. C. When asked further about putting 

affairs in order, they gave examples of preparing wills, 

buying cemetery plots and being sure all bills are paid. 

They had all made purchases in preparation of their 

death. Four of them have purchased their cemetery plots-

Mrs. D had chosen her own casket, which is similar to the 

one her husband was buried in. She had also chosen her 

gravestone to match that of her husbands. Although the 

surviving children or spouse usually buy the memorial 

plaques that are displayed in the temple, Mr. and Mrs. B had 

already done this. Mrs. D was planning to purchase her own 

plaque but her daughter became very upset. Her daughter felt 

that it was a way she could honor her mother. 

After Death 

After death, during the prefuneral stage, the bodies 

of the informants loved ones were removed by the funeral 

parlor personnel. There are no special rituals as there are 

with the Orthodox. With most of the informants the rabbi 

visited the family as soon as he could after hearing of the 
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death. The purpose of the visit was to assist with funeral 

arrangements and obtain information for the eulogy. 

During this period of time, there were decisions 

that needed to be made. These decisions included the time 

and date of -burial, the type of casket, and the kind of 

clothing for the- body. Arrangements for the funeral were 

taken care ofi*' This task was not always done by the 

bereaved. Mr. and Mrs. C's son-in-law made the arrangements 

for their daughter's funeral. Mrs. D's son-in-law made the 

arrangements for her son and husband. Mr. and Mrs. B made 

the arrangements, as requested, for the burial of a friend. 

Decisions concerning the funeral arrangements included the 

location and the time of the ceremony. Other decisions that 

needed to be made included choosing the pallbearers and 

deciding if there should be a time for visitation. None of 

the informants interviewed had visitation prior to the 

ceremony. 

Funeral 

The funeral stage followed the prefuneral. The 

question, "Please describe a Jewish funeral you have 

attended," elicited information concerning the objects and 

event in the setting plus the types of ritual behaviors that 

are seen in the funeral home, at the cemetary, the graveside 

and during the recessional. Participant- observation added 

to the events described by the informants. 
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At the funeral I observed, the casket was in view 

when walking into the funeral home chapel. The casket was 

closed at this particular funeral. The casket appeared to be 

a grey metal box. The informants stated that the casket is 

usually closed, but at some Jewish funerals they have 

attended the casket has been open. Mrs. C mentioned that 

her daughter was buried in a plain box and a blue cloth with 

a Jewish star was draped over the box. 

Two main types of seating arrangements were 

mentioned by the informants. In some chapels the family sat 

in the front row and the rest of the visitors sat behind or 

on either side of them. In other funeral homes the family 

sat in a side chapel. At the funeral attended by the 

investigator, the family sat in a side chapel where they 

could not be seen by the rest of the people attending the 

funeral. 

The following account of the burial ritual is taken 

from observational notes, as well as information shared by 

the informants. 

Prior to the start of the ceremony visitors came 

over to extend condolences to the family members. The rabbi 

then asked the children of the deceased to stand. He placed 

a ribbon on the left side of their clothing, recited a 

prayer and then cut the ribbon. After the ribbon was cut, 

the mourners returned to their seats. 
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Once the mourners return to their seats, the rabbi 

began the prayers. These were addressed to both the 

visitors and the immediate family. The prayers were all 

recited in Hebrew. The eulogy followed the prayers. The 

eulogy was recited in English. Following the eulogy, the' 

Kaddish was recited. Mrs. C remarked that the eulogy for 

her deceased daughter was given by her oldest daughter, as 

opposed to this one for her mother given by the rabbi. 

The Kaddish was the final part of the funeral chapel 

service. The family was then led outside and directed to 

form a line with their cars behind the hearse which carried 

their mother to the cemetery. The cemetery was twenty 

minutes from the funeral home. The hearse led the way 

followed by the children and then the rest of the immediate 

family. The family was followed by those guests who decided 

to go to the gravesite. 

When all the cars in the procession arrived at the 

cemetery, the casket was lifted out of the hearse and the 

pallbearers carried it to the gravesite. The rabbi followed 

a few paces behind the casket and the family was directed to 

follow the rabbi. The rabbi repeated prayers, pausing a few 

times on the way to the graveside. 

The hole had been dug prior to the arrival of the 

family and the dirt mound was covered by a green cloth. 

When the pallbearers arrived at the gravesite, the casket 
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was placed on straps over the hole. The rabbi then recited 

a few prayers, one of which was the twenty-third psalm. Mr. 

and Mrs. B informed the investigator that the El Rachamin is 

usually recited or, if a cantor is present, it is chanted, 

following the twenty-third psalm. The El Rachamin is a 

prayer that is recited for the dead. If this prayer was 

recited at the funeral attended by the investigator it was 

not identified. 

The casket was not lowered at that particular 

funeral. However, the informants shared that they had been 

to Conservative funerals, which this one was, where the 

casket had been lowered. Mrs. C said at her father's 

funeral, held in the same place the year before, the casket 

had been lowered. 

When the graveside funeral services ended, the 

recessional began. The rabbi and a representative from the 

funeral home directed the visitors and family who were not 

considered mourners to form two lines. The family was then 

asked to walk between the two lines. At the end of the line 

was a water basin for all participants to symbolically wash 

their hands before returning to the house of shiva. The 

family left the cemetery and drove to the home where they 

would sit shiva for the next three days. 

Referring to the symbolic act of washing the hands, 
I 

Mrs. D stated that, at the funerals she had been to, she had 
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seen the basin of water placed outside the house of shiva 

rather than at the cemetery. She also stated that the 

people did not dry their hands on regular toweling, but on 

the grass, a wall or by letting them air dry. 

Shiva 

Shiva, the mourning period, began as soon as the 

family returned home from the cemetary. Two different 

traditional behaviors emerged during the stage of shiva. 

These were identified as social traditional behaviors and 

religious traditional behaviors. The social behaviors 

involved the greeting of people and the partaking of food. 

When the family returned from Mrs. C's mother's 

funeral, the friends who had remained at the house to 

prepare the table, greeted the family at the door. They 

encouraged the family members to eat before anyone else was 

invited to help themselves. The mourners helped themselves 

to the food, as opposed to some situations where the friends 

actually prepared the plates for,the mourners. 

While observing the mourners, it was interesting 

that sometimes they sat on the low chairs supplied by the 

funeral parlor and other times they sat in the regular 

chairs, Mrs. C encouraged her brother and sisters to sit on 

the low chairs when people visited the family. Her sisters 

seemed a little annoyed with that idea. One sister had some 

physical problems that made it difficult to use the low 
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chairs. The only time these chairs were used was when there 

were a lot of people visiting at one time, and then it was 

often the grandchildren who sat on them. 

Each night of shiva the house was filled with 

visitors. This apparently was the case with all the 

informants. It was mentioned, and noted, that some visitors 

came during the day, but most came in the evening. The 

reasons for these visits offered by the informants were: "to 

commiserate" and to "try and take the mourners' mind off 

their sorrow." Mrs. D felt that many visitors came as 

spectators. She was the only informant that seemed to feel 

this way. The investigator felt that the people in Mrs. C's 

family looked forward to having guests stop by and visit 

during the period of sitting shiva. 

The Orthodox believe that the mourners should not go 

out of the house, watch television, listen to music or 

conduct any business during the period of mourning. This 

was not the case in the home of Mrs. C's family. Mrs. C's 

brother and sister had legal affairs to take care of before 

he returned home so they were gone for a few hours every 

day. Occasionally the television was turned on and 

sometimes members of the family would go for a walk to get 

out of the house for a little while. There was always one 

person left in the home in case someone should visit or 

call. 



70 

Mrs. D was the only informant that did not watch 

television, go out, or listen to music during the entire 

period of shiva. Mrs, D was also the only informant who 

claimed to cover the mirrors in her home. Mr. B said they 

covered the mirrors long ago, but would not do that now. 

The religious traditions observed consisted of 

lighting the Yarhzeit candle, wearing the black ribbon 

throughout shiva, and the recitation of the Kaddish if 10 

people were available. The period of shiva observed did not 

continue through Shabbat (the Sabbath), however, the 

informants stated that shiva is not observed on the Sabbath. 

On Shabbat, Kaddish is recited in the temple and the black 

ribbon is not worn. Mrs. B mentioned that shiva is not 

observed for a child under 30 days of age. 

After Shiva 

The informants did not designate a name for the 

period of time following shiva, therefore this stage has 

been named After Shiva. Under this domain is the first 30 

days after death: the Yarhziet, which is the anniversary of 

the death; the unveiling; and Yizkor. 

Certain customs were continued for the first thirty 

days following shiva. Mrs. C stated that her family was 

instructed by the rabbi to wear the black torn ribbon for 

thirty days following the death of her mom. Mr. and Mrs. B 

mentioned the Kaddish is said by both Conservative and 
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Reform on Shabbat for 30 days following the death of a loved 

one. Mrs. D recited the Kaddish in synogogue each morning 

for 30 days following her husband's death. 

The Yarhziet is observed each year on the day of 

death. The informants shared that Yarhzeit should be 

celebrated on the day of death according to the Hebrew 

calender. Mr. and Mrs. C celebrated Yarhzeit according to 

the Roman calender to be sure they did not miss the day. If 

a person was a member of a temple or synagogue a card was 

sent to remind them of the Hebrew calender date for 

Yarhzeit. 

On the Yarhzeit a light was lit. This light was 

usually referred to as a Yarhzeit candle. Mr. and Mrs. B, 

however, showed the investigator a special electric light 

with a Star of David on it that was referred to as a 

Yarhzeit candle. Mrs. D shared that she has an electric 

light that she usually uses. The informants lit the light 

on sundown before the Yarhzeit day and let it burn until 

sundown of the day of Yarhzeit. All the informants except 

Mr. and Mrs. C, attended Temple the Sabbath following the 

Yarhzeit for recitation of the Kaddish. Mr. B was the only 

informant who stated that he said the Kaddish on the day of 

Yarhzeit in his own home. 

Mr. and Mrs. C had attended the unveiling of Mrs. 

Cs father's gravestone a few months before the first 
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interview. This unveiling occurred six months after her 

father's death. She stated that it could have been anytime 

after death. The gravestone had been placed at the 

gravesite and covered with a cloth by the time the family 

arrived. Since it was "not a religious custom," prayers 

were said by a friend, a short talk was given by a 

great-grandson and then the cloth was removed. After the 

unveiling everyone who attended returned to Mrs. C's 

sister's home where food was served and everyone visited. 

This unveiling was attended mainly by family. In contrast, 

Mr. and Mrs. C's daughter's unveiling was attended by many 

friends as well as relatives. 

Mrs. D spoke of the custom of unveiling in the city 

she resided in. There the custom was shared with others who 

are having unveilings. The rabbi and his wife were 

available twice a year to do the unveilings. "People go and 

there might be ten people who have unveilings that day and 

they go from one graveside to the next." Mrs. D mentioned 

that private unveilings were also possible and they were 

held on Thursdays. For her son Mrs, D had a private 

unveiling, but for her husband she "followed suit." 

It was explained that Yizkor is a memorial service 

which is part of four different religious holidays; Yom 

Kippur, Passover, Shavuoth and Succoth. During the Yizkor 

services prayer were recited for the dead and Kaddish was 
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said. According to Mr. D, people who do not have to say 

Kaddish usually leave the chapel area during the Yizkor 

service. 

Kinds of People at Funerals 

Certain people were identified as being present at 

funerals (Figure 3). These are mourners, other family 

members, pallbearers, friends and spectators. The mourners 

were identified as father, mother, sister, brother, son or 

daughter of someone who had died. The informants identified 

pallbearers as family male members, but never mourners, and 

friends of the family. Friends who come to funerals may be 

friends of the dead as in the case of Mrs. D's son whose 

many friends drove over 100 miles to be at his funeral. 

They may also be close friends of the family, as in the case 

of Mrs. Cs mother's funeral. 

Mrs. D talked about people she called "spectators." 

These people may be family members who "come to see how you 

are behaving," neighbors or people in the community. She 

told of two women she knows who would walk by the Jewish 

funeral home, and, if they noticed a funeral was taking 

place, would enter to inquire "who died." 

Kinds of Attire 

All the informants shared that they did not wear any 

specific type or color of clothing (Figure A). Mr. and Mrs. 
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Figure 3. Taxonomy of Kinds of People at Funerals. 



NO SPECIFIC TYPE OR COLOR 
FUNERAL CONSERVATIVE WEAR YARMALKA 

uu 
^ u-

REFORM YARMALKA NOT REQUIRED uu 
^ u- NO LEATHER SHOES 

CONSERVATIVE BAREFOOT OR SLIPPERS 
WEAR BLACK RIBBON 

i z t: s i-H <; SITTING 
SHIVA 

COMFORTABLE CLOTHING 
SITTING 
SHIVA 

COMFORTABLE CLOTHING 
SITTING 
SHIVA 

REFORM REGULAR SHOES 
DON'T USUALLY WEAR BLACK 
RIBBON 

Figure 4. Taxonomy of Kinds o£ Attire. 
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C were returning from vacation when Mrs. C's father died. 

All they had were the clothes they had brought on vacation: 

slacks, shorts and sporty tops. Mrs. C reported that she 

wore slacks and a blouse to her father's funeral. All 

informants shared that they wore comfortable clothes, 

"nothing special." If the funeral services were 

Conservative most of the men wore yarmalkas. If the 

services were Reform, Yarmalkas were available for those who 

wished to wear them, but they were not required. 

During the period of shiva Mrs. C did not wear 

leather shoes. Mrs. D stated that she did not wear any 

shoes. Both of them wore slippers or went barefooted. Mr. 

an Mrs. B varied depending on when the shiva occurred. Many 

years ago they would no wear shoes. Today they usually did. 

Kinds of Memorials: 

Giving donations in honor of the deceased, 

performing certain religious obligations honoring the 

deceased, and using certain visual reminders of the deceased 

were considered by the informants to be kinds of memorials. 

All the informants indicated that there were specific things 

that were done in honor of the dead by friends, neighbors, 

and non-mourning family members that differed from what 

family members may do in honor of the dead. For 

clarification see paradigm 1 (Figure 5). 
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FAMILY/ 
MOURNERS 

FAMILY 
NONMOURNERS 

FRIENDS COMMUNITY 

IMMEDIATELY AFTER DEATH 

DONATIONS 

TEMPLE FUNDS X X 

SPECIAL ORGANIZATIONS X X 

PLANT TREES IN ISRAEL X X X 

ISRAELI FUNDS X X 

SAY KADDISH X 

MEMORIAL PLAQUES X 

PLANT MEMORIAL GARDEN X 

BE PALLBEARERS X X 

DURING YARHZEIT 

DONATIONS 

SIDER X 

TEMPLE FUNDS X 

SPECIAL ORGANIZATIONS X 

LIGHT YARHZEIT X 

SAY KADDISH X X (if no family 
to say it) 

Figure 5. Paradigm of Contrast Dimensions in Kinds of Memorials. 



The most common thing done in memorial to honor the 

deceased was donating to a temple or charitable 

organization. When Mr. and Mrs. C's daughter died many 

people donated money to the American Heart Association or 

had trees planted in Israel. The informants mentioned that 

many people donate to Jewish organizations, such as B'nai 

B'rith or ORT. These organizations are involved in 

improving Jewish life in the United States, Israel and 

throughout the world. 

Most of the informants considered the recitation of 

the Kaddish the most important honor to bestow on a loved 

one. Mrs. C mentioned that her oldest daughter's 

father-in-law said Kaddish for her deceased daughter on 

Yizkor because he knew the family did not go to temple. 

Mrs. D stated that she paid someone to say Kaddish in shul 

after shiva when she was unable to go. Mr. B talked about 

the importance of saying Kaddish, especially for his 

parents. His mother once told him that she believed he 

would not say Kaddish for her after she was dead. He 

promised that he would and has faithfully carried out that 

promise every year. 

The Yarhzeit was considered to be a means of 

honoring the deceased. During the shiva for Mrs. C's mother 

the Yarhzeit candle was lit and continued to burn throughout 

the shiva period. At sundown on the last day of shiva, the 
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candle was extinguished. Each informant claimed to light 

the Yarhzeit candle at the anniversary of the death of their 

loved ones. During Yarhzeit some of the informants would 

donate money in honor of the dead. They usually donated to 

a temple fund or charitable organization. Mrs. D mentioned 

giving money to the synagogue to buy a sidar. Sidar is the 

Yiddish word for prayer book. 

Kinds of Feelings After Death 

Different kinds of feelings relating to the stages 

of death were expressed by the informants (Figure 6). For 

those informants whose loved ones had suffered prior to 

death, there was a feeling of sadness but also "relief that 

the suffering was over." Mrs. C felt relief that her 

daughter's death came before she had to go through another 

operation. Her daughter had been ill most of her life, had 

developed a intestinal obstruction, and one week after 

intestinal surgery had developed another obstruction. Mrs. C 

also felt relief when her aged ill parents died. 

Mr. C shared that his sister felt guilty after their 

other sister died. Although the dead sister had suffered 

from cancer, the other sister felt she did not do enough, 

that maybe there was something else she could have done to 

make her -sister more comfortable, or even prevent her death. 

Mrs. D found it difficult to express her feelings 

but, the investigator sensed that Mrs. D felt anger over the 
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Figure 6. Taxonomy of Kinds of Feelings After Death. 
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loss of her son, husband and sister. Her sister's death 

was the most recent. She had been murdered and the body 

found in another state. She did not discuss the loss of her 

son very much. Referring to her husband's death she stated, 

"It's tough. One minute I was married with all the 

responsibilities, with a home and everything, the next 

minute I was completely alone and everything was cut off and 

everything was do what you want to do." She spoke of life 

seeming empty and lonesome and that "at first you don't feel 

like going places to enjoy yourself." From what Mrs. D's 

daughter has shared, after three years she still does not 

wish to go places to enjoy herself.. 

Mr. and Mrs. B shared feelings of reminiscence when 

they thought of the joys they had from their parents. They 

talked of sharing laughter over the funny things their 

parents said or did when they were alive. Mrs. B summed it 

up by saying, "Honey, your parents are so dear to you. You 

can't forget them when they're gone." 

The feelings expressed when saying Kaddish were 

those of sadness, reminiscence and fond feelings. Mrs. D 

was the only one who admitted to feelings of sadness. The 

others stated that they would assume a person would feel 

sad, but when asked how they felt, sad was not one of the 

feelings shared. 
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During the discussion on funeral services, feelings 

regarding the seating arrangements were expressed. Mrs. D 

was the only person who stated she preferred being in the 

side chapel. She preferred the side chapel because "you are 

able to cry without embarrassment." Mr. and Mrs. C sat in 

the main chapel with the guests during their daughter's 

funeral. At the'" funeral for both Mrs. C's mother and father 

they sat in the side chapel. They felt that being in the 

main chapel with the guests gave them a feeling of being 

comforted. 

Kinds of Caring Behaviors 

During the stages of dying and death there were 

things that people did for the dying or their families. 

These behaviors made up the taxonomy of Kinds of Caring 

Behaviors (Figure 7). To facilitate reading, each section 

will be presented in domains. 

Things People do Before 
Dying is Recognized 

During hospitalization of their loved ones who were 

ill, the informants sat with them as long as possible. Mrs. 

C did not know that her daughter was going to die but as she 

became worse, Mrs. C made arrangements to stay throughout 

the night. Before that time, family members would spend a 

few hours taking turns visiting, leaving the girl during the 

night and early morning hours. When Mrs. C visited she 
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tried to "stay out of the way" but it was important to her 

to help in any way she could. For that reason, she would 

arrive in the early morning and help bathe her daughter 

before leaving for work. 

Mrs. B stated that it was important to refrain from 

too much conversation and too many visitors because it tired 

the ill person. She also stated that the well person who 

stays with their loved one should "be observant so the 

doctor will be properly informed of what is happening to the 

ill person." For an explanation she related that when her 

husband was very ill she became aware that he was too ill to 

inform the doctor of some problems he was experiencing, so 

she "had to inform the doctor." 

Mrs. B and Mrs. C expressed that they preferred to 

keep their ill family member at home as long as possible. 

Mrs. B kept her sister, who had cancer, at home as long as 

she could before each hospitalization. Mrs. C's aging 

father and mother were kept at home except for acute 

illnesses when more professional help was needed. When 

caring for the ill person, Mrs. B and Mrs. C encouraged them 

to do as much for themselves as they could depending on 

their conditions. Doing as much for themselves as they 

could consisted of activities such as bathing and feeding 

themselves. Encouraging the ill to eat was viewed as an 

important function of the visitor. 
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Other things the informants did included giving 

blood and "offering to help in any way." Mr. B, a retired 

pharmacist, filled prescriptions for his sister at no cost. 

Mrs. B gave up her college education to stay home and care 

for her sister. Mr and Mrs. C occasionally changed vacation 

plans to help care for Mrs. C's parents. 

Things People do for the Family 
of an 111 or Dying Loved One 

To help relieve the caregivers, people have done 

things for the informants and the informants have done 

things for others. The kinds of things done consisted of 

watching other's store, helping financially, and helping 

care for the children. Another thing that was expressed as 

being very important was being a friend. Mr. B had many 

pharmacist friends, and they would watch each other's stores 

if one of them had a very ill or dying family member. Twice 

Mr. B had a feeling that he had to get to his dying parent, 

once with his mother and again with his father. Both times 

he called a friend who worked for a larger drug store to 

come and watch his store; both times somebody came. 

Another thing that people did for the family was 

"tell other ill family members not to worry." Prior to 

their death Mr. and Mrs. B's fathers were very close. Mrs. 

B's father died at the time Mr. B's father was very ill. 

When they would visit Mr. B's father, he would ask why the 
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other man did not visit anymore. They kept making excuses 

by saying things like, "He has a cold. It isn't fair to you 

to bring a cold." They made excuses because they did not 

want to upset the ill father. 

Things Nurses do for Family 
and Ill/Dying Person 

When discussing the hospitalization of their 

daughter, Mrs. C mentioned that "the nurses were terrific." 

To the question "what kinds of things did the nurses do" she 

elaborated that they offered support, allowed them to stay 

beyond visiting hours, they showed interest in B, and in the 

family, plus they tried to make B comfortable. 

Mrs. D also stated that "the nurses were great" 

because "they let us there as long as we wanted to be. They 

kept him as comfortable as possible." However, at the next 

interview, in relation to caring behaviors by hospital 

staff, she stated "Nothing out of the ordinary was done. 

The hospital gave regular care. They did extend the 

visiting hours naturally, and called us before he died." 

Things People do for the Dying 

In some cases getting the dying person into the 

hospital was seen as important. In others, as the case of 

Mrs. C's parents, letting them die at home was important. 

The need to "do what they can" for tlie dying person was seen 

as important. This included giving physical care, 
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encouraging the person to eat, giving blood and rendering 

services. Mrs. C mentioned the barber who came once a week 

to shave her father and refused any payment for that 

service. 

Things People do for Family Members 
Between Death and Burial 

When close friends or non-mourning family members 

found out about the death of an informant's loved one they 

called to offer help. They might have been asked to make 

necessary phone calls, such as to the temple to notify the 

rabbi, to friends and to other family members. Mrs. C's 

son-in-law was asked to tell her youngest daughter about B's 

death and to bring her to his home, where the family had 

gathered. 

Other things .people did to help included bringing 

food for meals, offering to prepare the first meal and the 

table for the start of shiva, clean and straighten the 

house, make arrangements for out of town family, such as 

sleeping arrangements, and assisting with funeral 

arrangements. Mr. and Mrs. C and Mrs. D expressed the 

relief of having their sons-in-law make all the 

arrangements. They felt that this helped make the loss of 

their loved ones easier because it was one more thing they 

did not have to deal with. 



88 

Although visiting prior to burial was not seen as 

the proper thing to do, close friends might visit to offer 

help and do things for the family. It was viewed as 

expected behavior to have close friends visit. 

Things People do for Family 
Sitting Shiva 

Visiting'" was considered the most important thing 

people did for families sitting shiva. When people visited 

they would "commiserate," talk to the mourners and try to 

keep them busy so they wouldn't think of their sorrow. Most 

people brought food with them when they visited. The usual 

food was sweet things. Most of the informants brought cakes 

with them when they visited the bereaved. People also 

brought food for meals, such as casseroles or a main dish. 

Another important thing that people did for the 

family was to be at the home in time for evening services. 

Evening services were held each night in the house of shiva, 

but only if a minyan (ten people) were available. Sometimes 

people would call other members of the Jewish community to 

be sure there would be a minyan. 

Sending gifts is another thing people did for 

families sitting shiva. The nurses from the floor where Mr. 

and Mrs. C's daughter died sent the family a "beautiful 

basket of fruit." Mrs. C's sister's neighbors sent an 

arrangement of flowers to the house after her mother died. 
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Many of the informants have either sent or received sympathy 

cards, either store bought or Temple cards. The Temple 

cards had the name of the temple and a note of sympathy on 

them. 

Cultural Themes 

Cultural themes, as defined by Spradley after Opler, 

are "any cognitive principle, tacit or elicit, recurrent in 

a number of domains and serving as a relationship among 

subsystems of cultural meaning" (1976:186). Themes are 

common threads within a culture which informs the behavior 

of its members; in this case, the culture of first 

generation American non-Orthodox Jewish elderly whose 

parents were from East Europe. Identifying themes allows us 

to better discern patterns which further describe and give 

meaning to parts of a cultural system. 

The process of reviewing the lists of domains with 

their member terms and ethnographic field observations plus 

interview notes, then seeking the unifying principle, was 

used to identify the themes. Four cultural themes were 

identified from the domains of the informants: 

1. Everything Has Its Place 

2. Giving of Yourself is Important 

3. Looking the Part 

4. Making it Easier for the Children 
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The theme "Everything has its place" is seen as the 

most encompassing theme to emerge from the data. This theme 

is particularly evident in the different stages of death. 

The events that happened during death and mourning occurred 

in a specific order. Even death had a specific place, at 

the end of life. 

In reviewing the stages of death, it was evident 

that each event must take place before the subsequent event. 

An example of this is the prefuneral preparations that must 

be taken care of prior to the funeral. Another example is 

friends must make arrangements to help set up the table with 

food before the task can be completed. 

During the stage of shiva, the Kaddish has its place 

during the evening services. This prayer also has its place 

at other times besides shiva. It is recited during Sabbath 

services, at Yizkor and during Yarhzeit. The Kaddish, being 

a doxology, gives G-d his place in the stages of death. 

Feelings had their place and were expected to change 

with the progression of time. Mrs. D's statement that "at 

first you don't feel like going any place to enjoy yourself" 

implies that, as time goes on you should begin to feel like 

going places to enjoy yourself. When Mrs. D discussed her 

sister-in-law's feeling of guilt after the loss of her 

sister she implied that this feeling should decrease over 

time . 
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Mr. and Mrs. B's children felt it was not their 

parents' place to buy their own memorial plaques. Giving 

donations after death is the "place" or expected behavior of 

friends and neighbors. If the family/mourners wish to 

donate after the death of a loved one the usual "place" is 

during Yarhzeit, except for donations to the temple, which 

can apparently be done at any time. 

Another area where "everything has its place" is 

caring behaviors. There is a time for specific types of 

people to visit. Close friends can visit before the 

funeral, but others should not visit until after the 

funeral. Certain foods are considered appropriate to bring, 

such as sweets or meals. Things that would not have their 

place during shiva, according to these informants, are pork 

products. 

The theme "Giving of yourself is important" was a 

thread in all interviews. This theme was not only a part of 

dying and death, it was an intrinsic part of the informants' 

lives. They often shared things that they were doing for 

others. Being charitable was an important part of their 

culture. Even Mrs. D, who seemed to resent giving of 

herself, related that she would prepare things to bring to 

the shiva home. After all "it is the expected thing to do." 

Mrs. B expressed this theme as having a "Yiddisha 

heart." A Yiddisha heart, she explained, is a "thinking. 
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caring person. A true Jewish person would go out of their 

way to welcome you in their home." Mr. B related his 

childhood experiences when his mother would feed the "old 

Jewish men" and then find them a place to sleep in her home. 

When she was questioned about this, she would tell her 

children, "You must never refuse a person help." 

During death and mourning, people gave of themselves 

by doing things for the family and the dying individual. 

They also brought things to the mourners and came to visit 

to "help lighten the burden of death." 

The theme "Looking the part" became evident during 

review of field observations as well as the interview 

transcriptions. Thinking back on the events surrounding 

shiva, certain behaviors seemed to be expected. Mrs. C kept 

reminding her brother and sisters that they should sit on 

the low chairs when many people were visiting. It also 

seemed important that the sisters and brother remain in the 

house in the evening when visitors came. During the day, 

however, the brother and one of his sisters were involved in 

trying to settle their mother's estate. One time they 

stopped and picked up groceries, which is something mourners 

are not supposed to do. Luckily there was no one in the 

house but the family when they returned. 

When Mr. and Mrs. C's daughter died, the other two 

daughters decided they needed new dresses for the funeral. 
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Mrs. C felt very uncomfortable because it is unacceptable to 

go shopping or leave the house before the end of shiva. 

Reluctantly, she agreed to let them go, as long as someone 

was in the house to answer the phone and they went during a 

time when nobody was expected to visit. 

Mrs. D stated that there were times she wanted to be 

left alone after the death of her son and her husband. 

However, she had the family over for dinner each evening of 

shiva. When asked if she would have found it easier if 

there weren't so many people around, she replied, "You 

couldn't do that because it was family. ... I was the one 

who suggested that we all eat together, that we try to be 

together." 

The last theme, "Making it easier for children" was 

expressed explicitly during discussions concerning funeral 

arrangements. All the informants shared their plans and 

mentioned that they wanted to make the experience easier on 

the children. They all expressed that their oivn funeral 

should be as simple as possible to keep expenses down. Two 

of the informants, Mrs. B and Mrs. D, felt that graveside 

services xvould be easier emotionally. Making out wills, 

buying funeral plots, choosing caskets and headstones are 

all a part of "making it easier for children." 
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Summary 

This chapter included a description of each 

informant, how they were selected, as well as the interview 

procedures and problems encountered in the field. Data was 

then presented in narrative form, as seven taxonomies and 

one paradigm contrasting different roles in "Kinds of caring 

behavior." '' 

Cultural themes were identified and reviewed. These 

themes were "Everything has its place," "Giving of yourself 

is important," "Looking the part," and "Making it easier for 

children." 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter includes the interpretations of the 

findings and implications for nursing practices. It also 

makes recommendations for further study. 

The problem investigated by this research was the 

non-Orthodox practices surrounding dying, death and 

mourning. The specific question addressed was: What 

cultural knowledge informs the older non-Orthodox first 

generation American Jewish adult's perspective of dying, 

death and mourning? Ethnographic interviews and 

participant-observation procedures were used with six 

informants to discover culturally relevant domains. 

Conclusions were based on the investigator's organization 

and interpretation of the varied data. 

Interpretations of Findings 

The conceptual orientation for this study indicated 

that Conservative and Reform religious guidelines are less 

rigid than the Orthodox. This was confirmed by the 

informants of this study, both tacitly and explicitly. The 

decreased rigidity allows for changes from ritual behaviors 

evident in past generations of East European Jews. Death 

95 
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rituals that were viewed as being hard on the survivors were 

no longer followed. These rituals include burying the 

person in a "rough box," throwing dirt on the lowered 

casket, and sitting on low hard stools. Cultural behaviors 

and perspectives expressed by the informants appeared to 

vary according to their family background, the area of the 

country they resided in, and their involvement in religious 

life. 

Although some of the death rituals followed by most 

of the informants varied from those of the Orthodox, many 

essential ones remained. They followed the prescribed 

process of burying the dead within 24 to A8 hours after 

death. They still maintained a formal period of mourning, 

although most of them sat shiva for three instead of seven 

days. Visitors were expected to come to offer condolences 

and help relieve some of the sorrow. The sharing of food 

was an expected custom. 

Sharing of food and the partaking of food with 

guests and family members is viewed as a healthy custom. It 

reassures that individuals will receive some nourishment 

during this grief period. It is also a means of assuring 

socialization, involvement with life, and comfort. 

One of the informants made the comment that the 

Reform movement allows for changes to keep up with modern 

life. The investigator wondered if the shortening of the 
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mourning period from three to seven days may be due to the 

"Americanization" of the informants to meet many business' 

policies of allowing only three days absence for the death 

of a close relative. The implications of decreased rigidity 

or structure in Judaism to possibly enculturate Jews into 

the "American way of life" may pose other problems in the 

future. In the areas of death rituals, problems may arise 

in resolution of grief. This last statement is based on the 

information that death rituals make life easier to bear. 

The theme "everything has its place" seemed to offer 

comfort and structure to the survivors. There was a 

prescribed progression of events, such as the funeral is 

followed by shiva, plus prescribed roles for members of the 

family and community. An example of the latter would be 

friends who set the table for the first meal and direct the 

mourners to eat. The knowledge of prescribed behaviors 

seemed to pattern grief responses and bereavement roles to 

offer a sense of order during disruption of the family and 

community's life-routine. 

As long as "things" were taken care of in their 

prescribed manner and customs followed as prescribed, the 

mourning process could proceed with eventual resolution of 

the grief. When survivors viewed that things were out of 

place, like the untimely death of a son or the murder of a 

sister, resolution seemed to be impaired. 
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The need to give of oneself was evident throughout 

the domains. This theme was most evident in the following 

domains: "Kinds of Caring Behaviors," "Stages in Death," 

"Kinds of Memorials," and "Kinds of Beliefs." This cultural 

theme has its roots in Jewish teachings. As noted in the 

review of the literature, Judaism teaches the importance of 

leading a helping life on earth. This behavior was not 

dependent on the teachings of the different Jewish 

orientations, but was an intrinsic part of the informants' 

cultural knowledge. 

"Giving of yourself" seemed to be another method of 

resolving the grieving process. There was less evidence of 

guilt and anger among those informants who felt they had 

done all they could for their loved one prior to death. 

Giving donations and doing other things to memorialize the 

dead was another way the bereaved helped to decrease 

negative feelings and give of themselves. 

Having to "look the part" helped maintain some of 

the ritualistic behaviors surrounding death. This theme was 

most evident throughout the "Stages of Death." In order to 

"look the part," ritual behaviors that were "expected" 

needed to be acted out. Mourners were expected to have time 

alone to reflect and grieve. They expected to have 

visitors, to greet them and socialize with them as the 

mourning period progressed. People within the community 
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were expected to "look the part" by visiting and comforting 

those who mourned. 

Given that death rituals make life easier to bear, 

the need to "look the part" is a way to facilitate the grief 

process. It is another way of giving order to a period when 

disorder can be disruptive. 

The theme "Making it easier on the children" has 

universal Jewish importance, not just as a part of death 

rituals but as a part of life. In reviewing the study, this 

theme is viewed as the desire to decrease the impact of 

grief that accompanies the loss of a loved one, especially a 

parent. Some of the things parents thought would make death 

easier on their children departed from traditional cultural 

practices, such as cremation. However, most of the things 

informants suggested, like a plain, simple funeral, is 

within keeping with traditional practices. 

A problem that may arise by parents trying to "make 

it easier on the children" is a decrease in maintaining 

traditional structure. Unless traditional practices are 

upheld, a problem may occur in the area of grief resolution 

in later generations. 

This study indicated that the non-Orthodox perspec

tives of East European descendants regarding death and dying 

remains similar to their parents. That is, following 

prescribed rituals has importance and is a necessary part of 
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the culture; being charitable, honoring the dead and caring 

for the living are necessary; and all these are a part of 

being Jewish. 

Recommendation for Nursing Practice 

The purpose of this study was to discover the 

cultural knowledge that informs the non-Orthodox Jewish 

perspective of dying, death and mourning. This study offers 

information that health care providers can use for deriving 

a plan of care in transcultural settings based on the data. 

Nurses must develop a sensitivity and understanding of the 

culture of others in order to make the passage from life to 

death easier for the patient and his family. 

In order to plan nursing interventions for a dying 

Jewish person and their families, it is important to know 

what beliefs they maintain. Are they Orthodox, Conservative 

or Reform? To what extent do they follow the religious 

guidelines? Which religious guidelines do they follow? 

Knowledge of cultural behaviors assists the nurse in 

the role of patient advocate. For example, if medical 

personnel desire an autopsy on a Jewish person, the nurse 

may need to help others maintain respect for Jewish cultural 

beliefs when the family says no. 

Nurses can be patient advocates for the Jewish adult 

by extending or being lenient with visiting hours so the 

family can remain with their dying loved one. Nurses should 
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be aware that allowing the family to give physical care to 

their ill or dying family member may be important to 

individuals in this culture. Some individuals may want to 

give care to their ill or dying loved one but think that 

this is not acceptable when the person is hospitalized. It 

may be necessary for the nurse to inform the family member 

that it is permissible for them to give some of the personal 

care. Nurses need to be aware that not all individuals want 

the responsibility of giving direct care to their dying 

family member, and this should also be respected. 

Offering support was viewed as an important function 

of the nurse. Support was viewed as the nurse being there 

for the patient in order to keep them comfortable, and to 

perform routine tasks. Support was also viewed as offering 

comfort to the family members. Awareness of the perspective 

of the non-Orthodox individual can assist the nurse in 

planning and implementing the type of support given. To 

acquire this awareness, the nurse should encourage the 

patient and family to verbalize feelings and needs. 

Nurses who work with the bereaved can be of 

assistance by being cognizant of practices the mourners are 

following. For example, during the shiva period, which 

lasts three to seven days following burial, the bereaved 

usually receive support from family, friends and community. 

If the person is Orthodox the shiva period is usually longer 
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than non-Orthodox, and there are prescribed practices 

guiding the expression of grief for the thirty days 

following shiva. The non-Orthodox do not seem to have a 

formal post-shiva period. When planning intervention for a 

non-Orthodox family, the nurse needs to know this 

information and plan to visit soon after the period of 

shiva. 

Awareness of the Jewish perspective will assist the 

nurse in caring for the long-term Jewish elderly person, 

either within their home or in a long-term care facility. 

In order to maintain the older Jewish person's feelings of 

integrity and self-esteem, it is important that the nurse 

show respect for the Jewish person's beliefs. The nurse may 

need to contact a rabbi for the individual, or make 

arrangements for him to attend religious services. This 

type of intervention may be necessary if the person wishes 

to say Kaddish and a minyan is not available. Making 

arrangements for the patient to attend services may be 

necessary for Yizkor services. 

Christian nurses with a strong belief in a soul and 

an afterlife should be aware that the Jewish patient may not 

understand the concept of either. The discussion of either 

concept might be very inappropriate for the dying Jewish 

person and his family. 
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Being aware of the Jewish perspective of dying and 

death would decrease judgment placed on individuals at a 

time when coping can be very difficult. It is the nurse's 

responsibility to be aware of the patient's cultural 

background so that negative judgments do not increase the 

individual's coping difficulties. 

Recommendations for Research 

The following recommendations for further research 

are suggested: 

1. To obtain information concerning non-Orthodox 

behaviors surrounding dying, utilize interviews and 

participant-observation techniques in a controlled 

setting, such as a hospital or hospice. 

2. To follow the possible changes in practices among 

generations, replicate this study with children of 

non-Orthodox first generation American Jews of East 

European descent, 

3. Design a study to discover how the first generation 

American non-Orthodox Jew views the role of the 

health care provider during dying and death. 

4. To identify cultural difference among Jews, 

replicate this study using subcultures such as 

Sephardic Jews or German Jews. 

5. Replicate this study using informants who have been 

Reform Jews all their lives. 
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6, Replicate this study using other cultural groups 

with specific death rituals, such as Mexicans or 

Irish. 
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DISCLAIMER STATEMENT 

You are being asked to voluntarily participate in a 
study titled "The Jewish Perspective of Dying and Death." 
The purpose of this study is to identify feelings and 
beliefs the non-Orthodox American-born Jew has about dying 
and death to help the health care provider to understand the 
needs of Jewish people during this stage of life. 

The data' will be collected in 4 to 6 individual 
interviews during the next four weeks. Each interview will 
last about one fi'our. The interviews will take place either 
in your home or the place of your choice at a time mutually 
agreed upon. The interview may be taped or notes may be 
taken at the time of the interview. 

For your protection and the confidentiality of the 
information obtained, all forms will be number coded to 
maintain anonymity. The information obtained is intended 
for publication, teaching, and a Master's Thesis. 

There are no known risks involved in this study. 
You may refuse to answer any question, may ask any question 
relevant to this study, or may completely withdraw at any 
time without incurring any ill will. There is no cost to 
you for participation in this study, nor will you receive 
any payment. 

Thank you for your help. I will provide you with a 
summary of the findings upon request. If you have any 
questions concerning this study you may contact me at the 
address and number below. 

Enid Schwartz S.V. (602) 378-6793 
5033 Laguna Avenue Tucson 624-0366 
Sierra Vista, Arizona 

85635 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA COLLEGE OF NURSING 

MEMORANDUM 

TO: Enid Schwartz, B.S.N. 
5033 Laguna Avenue 
Sierra Vista, AZ 85635 

FROM; Ada Sue Hinshaw, R.N., Ph.D. Katherine J. Young, R.N., Ph.D. 
Director of Research Chairman, Research Committee 

DATE: July 28, 1983 

RE: Human Subjects Review: The Jewish Perspective of Death and Dying 

Your project has been reviewed and approved as exempt from University review by 
the College of Nursing Ethical Review Sub-committee of the Research Committee, 
and the Director of Research. A consent form with subject signature is not re
quired for projects exempt from full University review. Please use only a dis
claimer format for subjects to read before giving their oral consent to the 
research. The Human Subjects Project Approval Form is filed in the office of 
the Director of Research, if you need access to it. 

We wish you a valuable and stimulating experience with your research. 

ASH:des 
4/83 
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DEFINITION OF JUDAIC AND YIDDISH TERMS 

Chevrah Kadisha; "Holy Society." The members of this 
society are responsible for the ritual washing and 
preparation of the body for burial. 

Hallacha: The Jewish law. 

Kaddish; Aramaic prayer for the dead that praises G-d and 
prays for the speedy establishment of G-d's kingdom 
on earth. 

Kosher: Actual meaning is suitable or appropriate for a 
specific purpose. It is used in reference to Jewish 
dietary laws regulating ritual killing of meat, the 
type of meat or fish that may be eaten, and the 
separation of meat and milk. 

Minyan: A quorum of 10 adult males. 

Onen: A person in mourning between the time of death and 
burial. 

Rabbi: Teacher and leader in the Jewish congregation. 

Sheloshim: The first thirty days of mourning after burial: 
includes shiva. 

Shiva: The first seven days of mourning after burial. 

Shma: The affirmation of faith and the last part of the 
confession said before death. English translation: 
Hear 0 Isreal, the Lord our G-d, the Lord is one. 

Shtetl: Derived from German meaning little town. It is 
what the Jewish people called a ghetto. It is a 
Jewish segregated quarter set up by law. 

Shul: The Yiddish word for synagogue. 

Synagogue: A Jewish house of worship. 

Talmud: The code of laws and rabbinical translations. 

Temple: A Reform Jewish house of worship. 

Torah: The first five books of Moses. The Jewish Bible from 
Genesis to Deuteronomy. Usually written in a 
scroll. 
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Yahrzeit: Yiddish term for the anniversary of a death. 

Yarmalka: Skull cap worn by Jewish men. Many Orthodox men 
wear it all the time. Conservative men wear it 
during religious services. Reform men are not 
required to wear it at any time. 

Yiddish: The dialect used by European Jews. 



REFERENCES 

Aamodt, Agnes M. "Culture." Culture, Childbearlng Health 
Professionals. Ed. Ann L. Clark; Philadelphia: F. 
A. DaVis, 1978. 

Chafetz, Paul. "Jewish Practices in Death and Mourning." 
Death Education. 3:363-369, 1980. 

Dempsey, David. The Way We Die. New York: MacMillan 
Publishing, 1975. 

Eisenstein, Ira. Judaism Under Freedom. New York: Recon-
structionist Press, 1956. 

Esberger, Karen Kay. "Dying and the Aged." Journal of 
Gerontological Nursing. 6:11-15, January, 1980. 

Glazer, Barney G. and Anselm L. Strauss. Time for Dying. 
Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co., 1968. 

Glazer, Nathan. American Judaism. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 1957. 

Goldberg, Helen S. "Funeral and bereavement Rituals of Kota 
Indians and Orthodox Jews." OMEGA. 12(2):117-128, 
1981. 

Gordon, Audrey. "The Jewish View of Death: Guidelines for 
Mourning," in Kubler-Ross, Elizabeth, Death the 
Final Stage of Growth. Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1975. 

Heller, Zachary. "The Jewish View of Death: Guidelines for 
Dying." in Kubler-Ross, Elizabeth, Death the Final 
Stage of Growth. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., 1975. 

Hollingsworth, Charles E. and Robert 0. Pasnau. The Family 
in Mourning: A Guide for the Health Professions. 
New York: Grune & Stratton, 1979. 

Howe, Irving. World of Our Fathers. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1976. 

112 



113 

Jakobovits, Immanuel. Jewish Medical Ethics. New York: 
Block Publishing Co., 1967. 

Kalish, Richard and David K. Reynolds. Death and Ethnicity; 
A Psychocultural Study. Los Angeles; University of 
Southern Calif., 1976. 

Kartman, Lauraine Levy. "Jewish Ethnicity and Its Relevance 
for Gerontological Practice." Journal of Geronto
logical Nursing, 4;34-9, Jan/Feb. 1978. 

Kaufman, Reuben. Great Sects and Schisms in Judaism. New 
York: Jonathan David Publishing, 1967. 

Kertzer, Morris. VJhat is a Jew? New York; World Publishing 
Co. 1953. 

Lamm, Maurice. The Jewish Way in Death and Mourning. New 
York: Jonathan David Publishing, 1969. 

Landman, Issac, ed. The Universal Jewish Encyclopedia. 
Vol. 3. New York; The Universal Jewish Encyclo
pedia, 1941. 

Leininger, Madeleine. Transcultural Nursing; Concepts. 
Theories, and Practices. John Wiley and Sons, 
1978a. 

Leininger, Madeleine. "Transcultural Nursing for Tomorrow's 
Nurse." Imprint. 25:44-47, December, 1978b. 

Lewisohn, Ludwig. What is this Jewish Heritage? New York: 
Schocken Books, 1954. 

Polit, Denise and Bernadette Hungler. Nursing Research; 
Principles and Methods. Philadelphia: J. B. 
Lippincott, 1978. 

Popenow, David. Sociology, 3rd ed. Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice Hall, 1977. 

Rabinowicz, H. "The Jewish View of Death." Nursing Times, 
pg. 757, May 3, 1979. 

Ross, H. Miriam, "Societal/Cultural Views Regarding Death 
and Dying." Topics in Clinical Nursing. pp.I-I6. 
October 1981. 

Sachar, Abraui Leon. A History of the Jews. New York: 
Alfred A. Knoff, 1964. 



114 

Sperling, Abraham. Reasons for Jewish Customs and Tradi
tions. New York: Block Publishing, 1968. 

Spradley, James. The Ethnographic Interview. New York; 
Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1979. 

Steiman, Sidney. Customs and Survival. New York: Block 
Publishing, 1964. 

Trepp, Leo. The Complete Book of Jewish Observances. New 
York: Behrman House, 1980. 

Wray, Deborah Ann. "Culture, Ethnicity and the Health Care 
System." Impact. 25:20, February, 1981. 


