
Hi, my name is Nicky Silver and I’ve been a member of a Chevrah Kadisha since 1990.  But way 
before that in 1977 I was blessed to attend a 7-day residential retreat with Dr. Elisabeth Kubler 
Ross.  Working with end of life issues has been a life-long passion and calling for me.   For a 
period of 12 years I was the head of both the CK as well as the cemetery chair in Amherst, 
Massachusetts.   Now I live in Oakland, California where I’m a member of the CK at Kehilla.   I 
have been doing this work for well over 40 years.  
 
Like you, I’ve been on these calls during the past few weeks wrestling with how to incorporate 
this beautiful ancient spiritual tradition into the modern-day pandemic that we’re dealing with.  
Like many other rituals and anchors we have in our society, we are all now forced to ‘fly by the 
seat of our pants’ to get through this one.  It is both scary, and in many ways liberating.  
 
Scary in the sense that we’ve lost our rootedness in traditions and familiarity that we have been 
holding dear.  Liberating in the sense that we have to create new ways of being.  
 
The proximity of this discussion during the Passover season is not lost on me.  As our ancestors 
were leaving to the unknown world, leaving plagues behind, crossing the Red Sea, they spent 
years in the desert trying to find a new normal.  So here we creating a new normal and how do 
we move to the next step?  And, what are the next steps? 
 
By definition the task of the Chevrah Kadisha is to cleanse the body of the met and dress them for 
burial while following strict procedures and reciting traditional Psalms.   Nothing in this mentions 
work with the living nor how do we deal with our emotions for us both personally and 
collectively. 
 
Yet for me, I have always seen the structure of the CK to be three-tiered.  The first of course is 
serving the met.  But we are called the Chevrah – Chevrah meaning society.   Why call it Chevrah 
if not a collective experience?  Like other rituals in the Jewish tradition, we are meant to be 
together in a group of people working together in this holy task.  
  
So how does this translate during these holy times, now that we are no longer able to perform 
the customary ritual with the met?  How does the Chevrah expand for these times? 
 
This is where the other 2 tiers come in.   In addition to serving the met, we are a Chevrah among 
those of us who perform this ritual together in our own communities.  And finally there is the 
greater community, our synagogue that we serve.  So the 3 tiers are the met and their needs, our 
CK community and the community at large.  
 
Using our membership in the CK as a deep spiritual practice, what is the best way that I /we can 
serve at this point during these very turbulent times?  How has all these years of practicing the 
rituals of the CK prepared me/us for this moment when calm leadership is so badly needed to 
help the anxiety and fear that is ever present? 
  
And it seems like we are the ones.  When we first signed up to be members of a Chevrah Kadisha 
it was from an internal calling to do this work.   We literally touch death.  We are up against our 
own edges of vulnerability being present in the liminal state facing our mortality with every 
taharah we perform.  We have conversations that many can’t talk about.   We casually talk about 
death over dinner as if we are talking about a movie we just saw.   We have been looking death in 



the eye for many years.  This puts us way way way ahead of the curve from the average human 
being in our death fearing society.    
 
So let me describe a bit the state our congregants are dealing with. 
 
Please pause and take a breath before you read this part— 
 
Here is a scenario where people who are ill need to be in quarantine either on their own or just 
with their immediate family members.  If they are at home, when possible they are in rooms of 
their own with their own bathroom facilities.  So starts the separation.   Though they are home, 
they can’t get comforted by their own family members.  There is no contact.   There is no one 
who can sit and hold their hand, no one who can be at their side when they are scared, no one 
who can sit with them when they eat, or try to eat, etc.   Then if they become more affected, they 
need to go to the hospital.   And at this point they are totally on their own devoid of any familiar 
faces.   They are generally taken to the hospital by strangers.   There are no visitors.   No visitors.    
No visitors in a hospital.   In their darkest hour they are separated from anyone familiar to them, 
depending on the kindness of others who are strangers to them, who are so stretched thin and in 
such demand they have limited time to keep up with their many tasks.   No one to comfort them, 
no one to be with them when they wake up scared in the middle of the night, no family 
surrounding them at the bedside staying vigil and they die alone in what sounds like a very painful 
death.  
 
Now pause again and take another breath.  
 
Then there are the mourners.   Their loved one is home ill and they can’t be with them.   There is 
this great need for separation.  They want to help and they can’t even be in the same room with 
them.   They feel helpless and scared and even hopeless.  One day they watch their loved one 
going to the hospital, afraid they will never see them again and heartbroken at such an ending. 
They can’t comfort them.  They can’t tell them how much they love them.  They can’t sit with 
them at their bedside as they take their last breath.  They have no idea what happens to their 
bodies after they die.   They are not able to have a funeral.   They are not able to have a Shivah.   
They don’t know the hour of death so the ritual of accompanying their soul from the time of 
death to the burial time is inaccurate.   They are not able to have the comfort of their community 
to hold them in their mourning.     This is the exact opposite of what our tradition honors that 
stresses communal rituals at these times.   And for those non-family mourners, who are friends 
and acquaintances, they too are also left with their grief and not able to attend the funeral.   Our 
ancestors were so wise to understand the need to mourn together and not be alone and this 
profound wisdom of our tradition of mourning practices is now (thankfully) at least on zoom 
meetings.  
 
Pause again.  Breath again.  
 
Now multiply that 10 to 15 times in your community depending on the size of your community 
and how this pandemic has spread. And multiply that across the country.  And whether someone 
dies specifically in our communities or not, we will likely be one or two degrees of separation 
from knowing people who are facing this tragedy. 
 



Pause and breath 
 
And added to that if you are a rabbi or a leader in the community, and you are meant to be the 
rock—the one that everyone depends on, then there’s not likely much room for you to be able to 
take care of yourself and feel your own suffering and your own heartache at all that’s happening 
all around you.    Of course there is HaShem to hold you but on a human to human level, where 
can you let your guard down and share your vulnerability?   Who are the people who can hear 
your anguish and grief?   To whom can you admit your helplessness?   To whom can you admit 
your fears?   Where can you take down your professional persona and be a grieving human being 
meant to comfort others but also need your own comforting? 
 
And without being too dramatic, this is the scene that we are facing in real life.  
 
Pause. 
 
And it the statistics are correct, we in the US have already far surpassed other nations both in 
number of illnesses and number of deceased.   And we have hardly reached the peak of the 
curve.  Many states are still not mandating stay at home orders and unfortunately there is reason 
to think that the worst is still yet to come.  Pretty sobering.   
 
So here are my suggestions of what we can do. 
First as leaders of our communities—if you don’t already have the players in place, start to 
organize a team of people who can serve our mourners.  We can call it our bereavement team.  
And they will serve not just the mourners who have lost loved ones but also those who don’t 
have a place to live, those who don’t know where their next meal is coming from, those who are 
elderly and live alone, those who are afraid because they no longer have an income or can’t stop 
working because they don’t want to lose their job, those who don’t have health care coverage 
and may be undocumented and can’t get the care they deserve because they are afraid of being 
deported, etc,etc,etc.   
 
You yourself don’t have to be the organizer—you can delegate others to do this work.  Call on all 
the members who might be clergy, chaplains, therapists, health care providers who are not on 
the front lines, life coaches, etc.  Then call on the nonprofessionals who might be moms, dads, 
singles, anyone for that matter who are otherwise compassionate human beings who have the 
willingness to share grief with others—have them all sign up.  This needs to be a community 
experience.  There are some basic techniques of being present that can be taught but for now, 
just know that the act of having eye contact with someone on a zoom call is profound and from 
time to time saying “uh huh, I hear you” is a great service.  You are not meant to fix them or even 
offer suggestions—just being present is all that is needed.  Just allowing our humanity to flow and 
imagine the pain this person is feeling is healing.  Just letting them know their feelings, whatever 
they are are totally valid and you get it is comforting.   Your job, if I can expand the use, is to be a 
shomer for the living.  Your job is to sit and listen and say very little.  Practice prayers and psalms 
in your head if appropriate for you while you listen to the tragedy another is feeling.  And feel 
from your heart by putting yourself in their position.   That is, allow your heart to open and break.  
Allow yourself to cry with them if you feel moved.   Allow your vulnerability to be present with 
their vulnerability.   And like performing the taharah, there is no “doing this right.”  We ask for 
forgiveness and do our best and that is perfect.  
 



But beyond the one on one, again is the community piece.   
   
Members can act as teams, having 1-2-3 caregivers on zoom meetings supporting the grieving 
person.  Or it can be organized like the shomrim where a team is available so that people are 
rotating to support someone who needs lots of support. Perhaps even through the night—that 
members take shifts and if the grieving person needs support there is a number they can call to 
reach someone at any time.   Or have the community at large (maybe through the Chesed 
committee) send texts of love and letters in the mail and messages on their phones for the next 
few weeks or months to let them know they are not alone and that we as a community are here 
to support each and every member in this profound time of need.  Imagine the effect this has not 
only on the grieving person, not only on the person giving the support, but also on the 
community at large that we are a solid community in the best sense of the word.   There are 
many possibilities to figure out the details but the very important message is to please get 
yourself a team so it doesn’t all fall on you and that we can care for our living with the same grace 
and reverence that we care for our dead.     
 
 
Then equally important is my second suggestion.  That is to get your own emotional needs met 
and not pretend that you have it all together.  This is the time in our history where hearts can be 
broken open, our shells can be penetrated and in the process our compassion can grow.  This is 
but one of the very powerful potential “benefits” that is emerging from this pandemic—that 
some of us are becoming kinder, more loving and more heart felt human beings, willing to feel 
our vulnerability and powerlessness which no one usually really wants to feel, particularly in such 
an individualist production oriented society.  Yet this is this moment.   We are seeing that for 
many, the result of being house bound is deeply affecting some people positively, grateful to be 
with their family more, having deeper conversations with friends, and otherwise shifting priorities 
from doing to being.   And how we get here is to allow our hearts to break a bit.  Or a lot.   For it is 
through our broken heart and not through our mind that healing happens.  It is from being able 
to surrender to our own frailties that we can feel our strength.  It is from our willingness to feel 
our own fragmentations that we can honor our wholeness.   
 
Pause again.   
 
For those of us who are interested, perhaps we can form our own Chevrah here within this zoom 
community through Kavod v’Nichum and/or and maybe more appropriate do the same thing with 
our Chevrah members with whom we already share taharot.  It’s risky but possible to take down 
our masks and talk about our feelings.  This is not meant as a therapy group but rather a support 
group so we have a place where we can share from our hearts.  
 
This is the time in our history where degrees and professionalism may not be as important as the 
humanity we share.   If we can’t have a place to share our own vulnerability, then we stand to be 
missing our moment to be both the givers that we clearly are, as well as the receivers we need to 
be.  And as our ancestors teach us over and over again it is important to find ways to do this 
together in each of our lives supporting each other to the best of our ability.  
  
Thank you, 
Nicky Silver 
nickysilver3@mac.com 


