
 

 

Jewish & Green Cemetery Management for the 21st Century  

Presented by Kavod v’Nichum’s Gamliel Institute 

Sessions on Wednesday evenings, September 14 & 21; October 12, 19, 26; November 2, 9, 16, 23, 30; December 7 & 14 
Twelve 90-minute sessions at 8:00pm EDT, 5:00pm PDT (note daylight saving time ends Sunday November 6) 
Instructors: Holly Blue Hawkins and David Zinner 
 
Click here to register 
 

Thousands of Jewish cemeteries across North America are managed by dedicated volunteers with little or no formal training and 

limited—if any—access to resources. These cemeteries vary in size from a few graves in a small compound, to thousands of graves 

within hundreds of acres. Even in the US, some are centuries old. Some are Jewish sections in larger, non-sectarian cemeteries, their 

management struggling to adhere to Jewish standards. In other cases, innovative cemeterians are eager to incorporate strategies to 

convert to “greener” practices and are searching for the knowledge, tools and practices to develop appropriate and well-organized 

innovation strategies.  

As a generation of dedicated volunteers ages out, so too are many of the long-standing, record keeping techniques, which were often 

done using paper and pencil, file cabinets filled with handwritten, one-of-a-kind documents. Innovations in 21st Century cemetery 

management look very different, both in the field and in the office: from grave preparation techniques and plots per acre ratios , 

landscaping based on native vegetation, and integrated pest management protocols; to fully searchable, integrated records 

management systems, mapping tools and site location using GIIS and GPS technology. 

But, Jewish cemeteries are already “green,” aren’t they? Our tradition calls for no embalming, and until recently offered no place for 

cremation. We bury in simple wooden caskets with no metal fasteners or handles; and sometimes only bury in tachrichim (burial 

garments) with no casket at all. Why should we try to make our cemeteries greener? Compared to conventional burial practices,  we’re 

doing things right. 

https://www.eventsquid.com/event.cfm?id=15329


 

 

In an understandable effort to blend in and evolve with the larger North American society, many of our Jewish cemeteries have 

adopted non-traditional approaches and methods that have the opposite effect from “greening” as the word has come to be used. 

Making Jewish cemeteries “greener” makes a statement that our tradition challenges us in every way possible, to care for the Earth to 

the best of our knowledge and ability. By our actions in a cemetery, we can demonstrate our explicit calling to good stewardship of 

HaShem’s resources.  

To be clear: when we say “green,” it’s not about lush, rolling lawns.  In these drought-stricken times the conventional color-coded 

vernacular of “green” versus “brown” is out-dated. In places where water conservation has become a survival imperative, where 

brown has become the new “green,” it’s time to re-evaluate our word choices in favor of less euphemistic terminology. This, too, is 

part of our conversation. 

Our course examines different types of Jewish burial practices extending from the ancient 2-phase cave burial and gathering of bones, 

to urban mounding and layering of graves when horizontal expansion was not an option, to modern day Israeli “parking garage” style 

and subterranean burials. We explore the newest candidate for Jewish burial, Natural Organic Reduction (human composting). And 

wrestle with one of the basic burial questions: Is Jewish burial “in earth” or “in The Earth”? 

How do we make a cemetery Jewish? Not only with our ceremonial actions, but also with our decisions in committee meetings, 

explicit bylaws, rules and regulations, in cemetery maintenance, how we define who is Jewish (venturing beyond “was your mother 

Jewish?”), and even what is allowed for plot identification, especially in a “green” cemetery. 

Gamliel Institute’s innovative course, Jewish & Green Cemetery Management For The 21st Century, provides an overview of essential 

knowledge and an intense dive into the skills needed to create, evolve, manage and maintain a Jewish “green” cemetery. We dig  into 

the guiding principles that are the foundation of Jewish burial practices by studying underlying texts and halachic statements. 

This course is designed for Jewish cemetery managers, trustees, congregational educators, funerary professionals serving the Jewish 

community, and anyone interested in the environmental impact of traditional Jewish burial practices contextualized for the times in 

which we live. 

 


