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Bereavement and Mourning 
A brief guide to Jewish practices and observances 

Compiled by Rabbi Shmuel Karnowsky, Central Shule Melbourne 
 

Baruch Dayan HaEmet 

I am very sorry for your loss. We, at Central Shule, are here to support you and will do our 
best to be with you during this difficult time. 

Losing a loved one is a deeply emotional experience. Jewish tradition offers a meaningful 
framework to navigate grief through structured mourning practices. These customs are 
intended to support the bereaved while honouring the memory of the person who has 
passed away. 

This guide provides an overview of key customs observed in the initial stages of mourning. A 
list of resources is included at the end of this document with links to further information and 
insight. 

Please don't hesitate to reach out at any stage, whether you have a practical question, would 
simply like to talk, or just need someone to help guide you through the days ahead. 

With heartfelt condolences, 
 
Rabbi Shmuel Karnowsky 
0433 676 300 
 

Immediately After the Passing of Your Loved One 

The first step is to contact the Melbourne Chevra Kadisha (9534 0208 – contactable 24/7) 
and Rabbi Shmuel (0433 676 300). They will guide you through the necessary steps, 
including funeral arrangements and scheduling.  

The Chevra Kadisha can assist you in notifying relatives and friends of the funeral, minyan 
and Shiva details by posting it on their website. Additionally, the Shule will send out a 
bereavement email notification to the congregation. 

Tip: Have the Hebrew names of your loved one and of their parents available for the Chevra 
Kadisha. 

The Chevra Kadisha will provide you with a 7-day candle (to be lit upon returning home from 
the funeral and which remains lit for seven days; the period of Shiva), a book on death and 
mourning, and the post-funeral mourner’s meal. Upon request, they can provide low chairs 
(for mourners to sit on during the period of Shiva) and siddurim (for a minyan held at home). 

Rabbi Shmuel meets with the family before the funeral to offer support and guidance and to 
plan for the funeral and will remain in touch throughout the mourning period. 
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The Funeral and Burial 

To honour both your loved one and their soul’s journey, Jewish tradition places great 
importance on burial as soon as possible, ideally on the same day. When necessary, the 
burial may be delayed slightly to allow close family members to attend. The Chevra Kadisha 
will coordinate this with you. 

The funeral includes: 

Kriah – Tearing of Garments 

As a sign of grief, mourners perform Kriah, the tearing of a garment, just before the funeral. 
The Chevra Kadisha will facilitate this. This physical act is a deeply symbolic way of 
expressing grief and acknowledging loss. 

Tip: Wear a shirt or jacket that you don’t mind tearing and consider wearing a layer 
underneath. 

Recitation of Psalms 

Rabbi Shmuel will lead the recitation of Psalms, along with readings that offer reflection on 
life, death, the soul’s journey, and our faith in Hashem. 

Eulogies 

Family members may choose to eulogise their loved one, sharing memories and reflections 
on their life. 

The Burial 

• Male family members or friends may be appointed as pallbearers to escort the Aron 
(coffin) to the graveside. 

• Mourners follow behind in a show of respect. 

• At the graveside, the family, followed by anyone who wishes, will place earth into the 
grave. 

• Once the grave is filled, the mourners will recite Kaddish. Rabbi Shmuel is available 
to assist with the recitation of Kaddish as needed.  

Condolence and comfort 

Before leaving the gravesite, those present will form two rows. As you walk through, Rabbi 
Shmuel will lead everyone in words of comfort and the traditional consolation prayer: 

"Hamakom yenachem etchem b’toch shaar aveilei tziyon v’Yerushalayim." 
"May G-d comfort you together with all the other mourners for Zion and Jerusalem." 

Note: Since the Shiva mourning period begins immediately after the funeral, it is advisable 
to wear non-leather shoes to the burial. 

 
 

 



3 
 

The Mourners’ Meal 

Upon returning home from the cemetery, the mourners partake in a condolence meal, 
traditionally consisting of bagels and hard-boiled eggs. The round shape of these foods 
symbolises the cycle of life. This meal is often provided by friends or the Chevra Kadisha. 
 

Who Observes the Laws of Mourning? 

The laws of mourning apply to children, siblings, spouses and parents of the deceased. 

The mourning period differs among mourners. In Jewish law, the formal mourning period for 
a spouse, and for most other close relatives, is 30 days (Sheloshim). After that, there are no 
further obligatory mourning practices, even though, of course, the grief and sense of loss 
often continue for much longer. 

The exception is for a parent, where certain mourning practices continue for up to a year. 
This isn't because the loss of a parent is considered greater than the loss of a spouse. 
Rather, it's an extension of the unique mitzvah of honouring one's father and mother, who 
gave us life. 

Jewish mourning is observed in stages: 

1. Aninut – The acute period of grief between passing and burial. 

2. Shiva – The seven-day mourning period following burial. 

3. Shloshim – The 30-day mourning period. 

4. The First Year – Observed only by children mourning a parent. 

Everyone grieves differently. These practices are not intended to suppress grief or suggest 
that mourning ends after a certain number of days. Rather, Judaism provides a gentle 
structure to help us navigate grief while honouring the memory of the person we love. 
 

Shiva: The First Week of Mourning 

Shiva begins following burial and concludes after seven days. During this time, the mourners 
take a complete break from the routine of everyday life and are surrounded by family and 
friends. Mourners will sit Shiva at the home of the deceased or at a close family member’s 
home.  
 

Shiva Observances: 

• Lighting a memorial candle – A seven-day candle is lit upon returning from the 
cemetery and should remain lit throughout the Shiva.  

• Sitting Shiva – Mourners sit on low chairs as a sign of humility and grief. 

• Minyan services at home – A minyan is arranged for prayers, allowing for the 
recitation of Kaddish. Separate areas for men and women should be arranged. If a 
home minyan is not feasible, services can be held at the Shule - please discuss this 
with Rabbi Shmuel. 
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• Comforting visits – Family, friends, and community members visit to offer support. 
You may wish to put a sign on your front door with visiting times and rest times. 

• Covering mirrors – Many cover mirrors (and some also cover photos) to shift focus 
from physical appearance to introspection. 

• Wearing the torn garment – The garment torn at the funeral is worn throughout Shiva 
(except on Shabbat). 

• Refraining from grooming – Mourners do not shave, apply makeup, or bathe for 
pleasure (except in preparation for Shabbat). Leather shoes are not worn. 

• Avoiding entertainment – Mourners refrain from entertainment, music, and social 
events during Shiva. 

 

Shabbat During Shiva 

• On Friday afternoon, mourners rise from Shiva to change and prepare for Shabbat. 

• Public expressions of mourning are suspended – Mourners wear Shabbat clothing, 
including leather shoes, and may sit on regular chairs. 

• Attending Shule – Mourners customarily wait in the Shule foyer during Kabbalat 
Shabbat, re-entering after L’cha Dodi. At this point Rabbi Shmuel will lead the 
congregation in the traditional consolation prayer of "Hamakom yenachem…” 

• If Shabbat is during Shiva, Shiva resumes on Saturday night after Shabbat ends. 
 

"Getting Up" from Shiva 

Shiva ends on the morning of the seventh day after burial (with the day of burial counting 
as day one). After the morning service, those present offer final words of comfort, and the 
mourners rise from their week of mourning, symbolising the transition back into daily life. 

It is customary for mourners to walk around the block as a symbolic step toward re-
integrating into society. 
 

The Meaning of Shiva 

Shiva serves several important purposes: 

1. Honouring the deceased – By stepping away from daily life, mourners give full 
attention to their loved one’s memory. 

2. Supporting the soul’s journey – Shiva aligns with the spiritual transition the 
Neshama undergoes in the first seven days after passing, from this world to the next. 

3. Emotional healing – Sitting together, remembering, sharing stories, and receiving 
support helps process grief in a meaningful way. 
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Kaddish 

Kaddish is a sacred prayer affirming faith in G-d, recited in honour of the deceased in the 
presence of a minyan. 

It is recited at the funeral, during Shiva, for the first 11 months by children mourning a 
parent, annually on the Yahrzeit, and during Yizkor, the memorial prayer recited on the 
Jewish festivals.  

Rabbi Shmuel is available to guide and assist you with reciting Kaddish. 

While you are encouraged to say Kaddish daily in Shule for the 11 months, if you are unable 
to do so, Rabbi Shmuel can arrange for Kaddish to be recited on your behalf. 
 

Shloshim: The first 30 days 

After Shiva, mourners enter the Shloshim period (30 days after burial). During this time: 

• Daily routines gradually resume. 

• Many avoid social gatherings, celebrations and activities that are not in the spirit 
of mourning. 

• Children mourning a parent continue mourning practices for 11 months. 
 

Moving Forward: Remembering and Honouring Your Loved One 

Jewish tradition emphasises meaningful ways to honour a loved one’s memory: 

• Giving Tzedakah (charity) or performing mitzvot in their merit. 

• Attending Shule to recite Kaddish. 

• Visiting the grave, especially before the Yahrzeit. 

• Lighting a Yahrzeit candle on the Hebrew anniversary of their passing. 
 

Matzeiva: Consecration of a permanent memorial stone 

It is customary to hold the matzeiva (tombstone) consecration within the first year after 
passing. This can take place any time between the end of Shiva and the Yahrzeit, although 
there are certain dates on which consecrations are not held. If you would like guidance on 
planning the consecration and assistance with the Hebrew inscription, please feel free to 
discuss this with Rabbi Shmuel. 

The consecration service is quite short. It usually consists of family members sharing some 
words of reflection, Rabbi Shmuel then shares a thought, reads the engraved inscription on 
the memorial stone and recites the memorial prayer. After this, the mourners recite Kaddish. 
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Yahrzeit 

The first Yahrzeit is observed on the Hebrew anniversary of the passing, and then each year 
on that same Hebrew date. The Yahrzeit is observed from sunset on the night before and 
continues through that day until sunset.   

It is a time-honoured Jewish tradition to observe a Yahrzeit by lighting a 24-hour candle, 
reciting Kaddish in Shule, and giving Tzedakah (charity) in memory and merit of your 
departed loved one. 

Additionally, it is customary for men to receive an Aliyah to the Torah on the Shabbat 
preceding the Yahrzeit. If you would like to arrange this, please contact the Shule office on 
9532 9180 at least one week prior to the Yahrzeit. 

If you would like a Yahrzeit reminder each year, please contact the Shule office, 9532 9180. 
 

Guidance and support 

For further guidance and support, please contact Rabbi Shmuel Karnowsky, 0433 676 300. 

No guide can answer every question or address every situation. If you are unsure about any 
aspect of the mourning process, or if there is anything at all we can do to support you and 
your family, please don't hesitate to get in touch. 

May the memory of your loved one always be a blessing. 
 

Additional resources: 

• Melbourne Chevra Kadisha 9534 0208 (24hr / 7 days). 
https://mck.org.au/ 

• Chevra Kadisha guides to hospital & nursing home procedures and other resources: 
https://mck.org.au/resources  

• Central Shule Service times: 
https://centralshule.com.au/#shule-schedule  

• Calculate the Hebrew date of the Yahrzeit: 
https://www.chabad.org/6229  

• Learn more about death and mourning in Judaism: 
https://www.chabad.org/266275  

• Mourners Kaddish  
https://mck.org.au/resources/Mourners%20Kaddish  

• Following Shiva, men can receive an Aliyah to the Torah. See guide here: 
https://centralshule.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Aliyah-Brachot.pdf  

• Minyan Maven App 
Provides up to date Minyan times for Shules around the local area 
https://apps.apple.com/au/app/minyan-maven/id859011995 / 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.minyanmaven.app&hl=en_AU  
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