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Based on Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky, “Alternate Kevurah Methods” CJLS YD 362.1 2017a
Compiled by Rabbi Talia Kaplan

She’eilah (Question):
Contemporary Jews sometimes seek alternative mortuary methods in order to be more
ecologically sustainable and economical. Can Jews utilize alternative methods or is burial required?
What does Halakhic tradition demand for how Jews treat dead bodies?

A. Burying the Dead - Biblical? Rabbinic?

1. Genesis 3:19 ג:יטבראשית.1

By the sweat of your brow shall you get bread
to eat, until you return to the ground—For from
it you were taken, and to dust you shall return.

זֵעַת יךָבְּ יאֶל־הָאֲדָמָהשׁוּבְךָעַדלֶחֶםתּאֹכַלאַפֶּ כִּ
נָּה חְתָּמִמֶּ י־עָפָרלֻקָּ הכִּ שׁוּב׃וְאֶל־עָפָראַתָּ תָּ

2. Deuteronomy 21:22–23 כא:כב–כגדברים.2

(22) If any party is guilty of a capital offense
and is put to death, and you impale the body
on a stake, (23) you must not let the corpse
remain on the stake overnight, but must bury it
the same day. For an impaled body is an
affront to God: you shall not defile the land that
the Lord your God is giving you to possess.

ט־מָוֶתחֵטְאבְאִישׁוְכִי־יִהְיֶה)כב( פַּ וְתָלִיתָוְהומָּתמִשְׁ
י־קָבוֹרעַל־הָעֵץנִבְלָתוֹלאֹ־תָלִין)כג(עַל־עֵץ׃אתֹוֹ כִּ

רֶנּוּ קְבְּ יּוֹםתִּ י־קִלְלַתהַהוּאבַּ לוּיאֱלהִֹיםכִּ אוְלאֹתָּ תְטַמֵּ
ראֶת־אַדְמָתְךָ נחֲַלָה׃לְךָנֹתֵןאֱלהֶֹיךָה׳אֲשֶׁ

3. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 46b בעמודמודףסנהדריןבבלי,תלמוד.3

Rabbi Yoḥanan said in the name of Rabbi
Shimon bar Yoḥai: From where is it derived that
one who leaves his deceased [unburied]
overnight transgresses a prohibition? The verse
states, “But must bury it” (Deuteronomy 21:23)
From here [we learn] that one who leaves his
deceased overnight transgresses a prohibition.

מתואתלמליןמניןיוחיבןר"שמשוםיוחנןא"ר
)דבריםתקברנוקברכית"לבל"תעליושעובר
תעשהבלאשעוברמתואתלמליןמכאןכא:כג(
רמזיוחיבןר"שמשוםיוחנןרביאמרדאמריאיכא

מכאןתקברנוקברכית"למנייןהתורהמןלקבורה
התורה.מןלקבורהרמז
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There are those who say: Rabbi Yoḥanan said
in the name of Rabbi Shimon bar Yoḥai: From
where in the Torah is there a hint to burial? The
verse states, “But must bury it.” From here [we
learn] there is a hint to burial in the Torah.

4. Sefer ha-Mitzvot, Positive
Commandment 231

רלאעשהמצוותהמצוות,ספר.4

That is that [God] commanded us to bury
those killed by the court on the day that they
are killed. And that [God] saying, " But must
bury it the same day" (Deuteronomy 21:23).
And the language of the Sifrei (221:7): But must
bury it the same day” - that is a positive
commandment. And the law is the same for the
other dead - meaning to say, that we bury all
the dead of Israel on the day of their death.
And therefore a corpse that has no one to be
involved with its burial is called a corpse of
commandment [met mitzvah] - meaning a
corpse about which it is a commandment upon
everyone to bury it.

והואשנהרגו.ביוםדיןביתהרוגילקבורשצונוהיא
ולשוןההוא.ביוםתקברנוקבורכייתעלהאמרו
הדיןוהואעשהמצותתקברנוקבורכי)רכא:ז(ספרי
ישראלמתיכלשנקבורלומררוצהמתיםבשאר
בקבורתושיתעסקמילושאיןהמתולכןמותם.ביום
אדםכלעלשמצוההמתכלומרמצוהמתנקרא

לקברו.

5. Sefer ha-Mitzvot, Negative
Commandment 66

סותעשהלאמצוותהמצוות,ספר.5

That [God] prohibited us from leaving one
hung on a tree overnight; so that the “blessing”
[euphemism for “cursing”] of God not spread
as a result of this, due to one's reflection when
he sees it - since we only hang a blasphemer
and an idol worshiper.

יתחדששלאכדיללוןעץעלתלוימעזובשהזהירנו
כשנראהבהתבוננותהשםברכתפרסוםמזה

ע"ז.ועובדמגדףזולתנתלהלאשאנחנו
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6. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of
Mourning 12:1 (12th century, Egypt)

יב:אאבלהלכותתורה,משנהרמב׳׳ם,.6

But if [the deceased] commanded that he
should not be buried, we do not listen to him.

האִםאֲבָל לּאֹצִוָּ בֵרשֶׁ לוֹ.שׁוֹמְעִיןאֵיןיִקָּ

7. Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 362:1 (16th
century, Spain/Israel)

שסב:אדעהיורהערוך,שולחן.7

One who places his dead in a coffin and did not
bury it in the earth, transgresses a [negative
command] because he keeps the dead
overnight [unburied]. If he placed him in a
coffin and buried it in the earth, he does not
transgress [a negative command] on his
account. Nevertheless, it is [more] appropriate
to bury him in the earth proper even [when he
is buried] outside the Land [of Israel].

מליןמשוםעוברבקרקעקברוולאבארוןמתוהנותן
עובראינובקרקעוקברובארוןנתנוואםהמתאת

אפילוממשבקרקעלקברויפהמקוםומכלעליו
בח"ל:

8. Babylonian Talmud, Mo’ed Katan
27a-b

א–בעמודיםכזדףקטןמועדבבלי,תלמוד.8

At first the wealthy would take [the deceased]
out on a couch, and the poor on a common
bier, and the poor were embarrassed. [The
Rabbis] instituted that everyone should be
taken out on a common bier, due to the honor
of the poor.

רִאשׁוֹנָה ירִיםמוֹצִיאִיןהָיוּבָּ שׁ,עֲשִׁ דַרְגֵּ יםבְּ וַעֲנִיִּ
כְלִיכָה, יםוְהָיוּבִּ ין.עֲנִיִּ ישִׁ יְּ הוּהִתְקִינוּמִתְבַּ יְּ הַכֹּלשֶׁ
כְלִיכָה,מוֹצִיאִין ניֵבִּ בוֹדָןמִפְּ לכְּ ים.שֶׁ עֲנִיִּ

9. Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 362:4 שסב:דדעהיורהערוך,שולחן.9

They do not place two coffins, one above the
other. If one placed [them in this position], they
may compel [the owner of the] one above that
it be removed. If between them [the coffins]
there are six handbreadths of earth, it is
permissible.

העליוןכופיןנתןואםזהעלזהארונותב'נותניןאין
מותר.טפחיםששהעפרביניהםישואםשיפנה
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B. Nivul ha-Met - Mistreating the Dead

10. Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 47a אעמודמזדףסנהדריןבבלי,תלמוד.10

Because of the honor of the living, they allow
the deceased to remain [unburied] overnight?!
Yes! For the Merciful One said, “You must not let
the corpse remain on the stake overnight”
(Deuteronomy 21:23). [This teaches that the
prohibition of leaving a corpse unburied
overnight applies to a case] that is similar to
one who is hanged, for there is disgrace in that,
but here [where the burial is delayed in order
to allow for greater respect], there is no
disgrace.

אמרכיאיןלמתליהמביתחישלכבודוומשום
העץעלנבלתותליןלאכג(כא,)דבריםרחמנא
דליתכיוןהכאאבלבזיוןביהדאיתדתלוידומיא
לא.בזיוןביה

11. Tosafot, Ḥullin 125b, s.v. להוציאההואיכול
במקומהולשורפה

יכולד׳׳הב,עמודקכהדףחוליןתוספות,.11
במקומהולשורפהלהוציאההוא

[The Talmud] refers to a complete corpse, who
is not normally burned and cut up into pieces.

שלםבמתא[עמודידףביצהבמסכת]התלמוד
ולנתחו.לשורפודרךדאין

12. Magen Avraham 311:3 (17th century,
Poland)

שיא:גאברהםמגן.12

There is no disgrace in the burning of the
corpse.

כשנשרף.המתבזיוןהכאליכא

13. Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 363:2 שסג:בדעהיורהערוך,שולחן.13

They do not convey a corpse from a city
wherein there is a cemetery to another city,
unless it is from outside the Land into the Land
[of Israel]. Gloss: Or if they convey him to the
place of his ancestral sepulcher. And if he left
instructions to convey him from one place to

)אחרת(לעירקברותבהשישמעירמתמוליכיןאין
שמוליכיןאוהגה:לארץ.לארץמחוצהכןאםאלא
ואםבא"ז(משמע)כןאבותיוקברותלמקוםאותו
בביתולקברושצוהאולמקוםממקוםלהוליכוצוה
עליוסידליתןומותרלושומעיןהקברותבביתולא
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[another] place, or [if] he left instructions to
bury him at his home and not in the cemetery,
he is obeyed. It is permitted to place lime upon
him, in order to decompose the flesh rapidly,
and [then] to convey him to the place
[concerning] which he left instructions.

צוה.אשרלמקוםולהוליכומהרהבשרלעכלכדי

14. Responsa of the Rashba 1:369 (13th
century, Spain)

שסטסימןאחלקהרשב"אשו"ת.14

Whatever is done to accelerate the
decomposition of the flesh, for the purpose of
taking him to the place he had instructed, is
permitted. There is no disrespect in this.

לישאכדימהרהבשרולעכלשעושיןהאיכיכל
בזיון.משוםכאןשאיןמותרשצוהלמקוםאותו

15. Responsa of Radbaz 1:484 (16th
century, Spain/Israel)

תפדסימןאחלקרדב"זשו"ת.15

The principle is that anything done for the
honor or benefit of the dead is not to be
considered disgraceful…[However, for the
righteous,] nothing but time [should affect
decomposition.]

אולכבודולמתשעושיןדברדכלדמלתאכללא
זמן…בזולתבזיון…ליעודומשוםבואיןלתועלתו

C. Hana’ah - Benefit[ing] from the Dead

16. Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 349:1 שמט:אדעהיורהערוך,שולחן.16

A dead person, whether he is a Gentile or an
Israelite, his shrouds are forbidden [to be
employed] for profitable use, and [this is
applicable] only if one designated them for his
need and also placed them upon him; but mere
designation, even if one made them [the
shrouds] for his need after he died, they [the
shrouds] do not become forbidden [before
being placed upon the dead], for mere

אסוריםתכריכיוישראלביןכוכביםעובדביןמת
אבלעליוונתנםלצרכושהזמינםודוקאבהנאה
לאשמתלאחרלצרכועשאםאפילולבדבהזמנה
ולאעליונתנםאםוכןמלתאלאודהזמנהנאסרו

נאסרו.לאעדייןבתחילהלכךהזמינם
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designation is not a reality. Likewise, if one
placed them [the shrouds] upon him, but did
not designate them for such a purpose in the
beginning, they are still not considered
forbidden.

17. Shulḥan Arukh, Yoreh De’ah 368:1-2 שסח:א–בדעהיורהערוך,שולחן.17

(1) Burial grounds must not be treated
irreverently…Cattle are not permitted to graze
in them, nor is a water-channel conveyed
through them, nor should one walk through
them for the purpose [of using them] as a
shortcut…nor should one pluck grass from
them; and if one did pluck [grass] one had to
pluck it on account of the need of the
graveyard-space, he burns it on the spot. (2)
Trees that one plants on a cemetery — it is
permitted to harvest their fruit, since they are
not on the graves proper.

ראש…ואיןקלותבהןנוהגיןאיןהקברותבית)א(
ולאהמיםאמתבומוליכיןואיןבהמותבהםמרעין
ואםעשביםמהםילקטלקפנדריא…ולאבהםיטייל
שורפןהקברותביתלצורךללקטןשצריךליקט

מותרהקברותבביתשנוטעיןאילנות)ב(במקומן:
עצמם.הקברותעלשאינםמאחרפירותיהםללקט

D. Contemporary Sustainability Questions
● Land usage - As existing cemeteries run out of space, new ones must be opened. Finite

amount of land.
● Environmental damages of in-ground burial - Though Jewish caskets are often

biodegradable, and this method is much greener than many other types of burial, for those
who would like to further reduce the environmental impact of burial, consider woodchip,
cardboard or plant fiber coffins (all would degrade even faster), or avoid the use of a coffin
entirely.

● Cost of burial - Compared to in-ground burial, mausoleums are more expensive, and
cremation is less expensive. Questions of if this is a deciding factor and to what extent there
is communal financial support.

E. Alkaline Hydrolysis

18. Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky, “Alternative Kevurah Methods” CJLS YD 362.1 2017a
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Hydrolysis literally means “decomposition in water,” and is marketed as “green” “flameless” or
“water cremation.” Those may sound like slick slogans but they are not misleading. Cremation
and alkaline hydrolysis [AH] have the same basic idea: dissolving the body in an external
medium. Instead of intense heat, AH uses a solution of 95 percent water and 5 percent alkali,
either sodium hydroxide or potassium hydroxide. The body is submerged in the solution and –
depending on how high the temperature and pressure – the body’s soft tissue dissolves within
three to 12 hours, washing into an inert, sterile solution, which can be discharged safely into
municipal sewer systems. AH leaves a residue of decollegenated and disarticulated bones…

F. Promession and Composting

19. Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky, “Alternative Kevurah Methods” CJLS YD 362.1 2017a

In-ground burial can be thought of as anaerobic decomposition, where microbes consume the
body without oxygen. This process takes a relatively long time, one to two years, and emits
unpleasant smells. Home or garden composting, by contrast, is aerobic: digesting microbes use
oxygen, produce no odors, and work much quicker. It took only six weeks for a human body to
become entirely soil, when laid among cow manure and wood chips at the University of
Tennessee’s forensics lab in 1998. But, as home composters know, one must turn the pile to keep
it aerated; lab workers had to rake and break up the corpse every week during the
decomposition…A Swedish biologist and environmental activist, Susanne Wiigh-Masak, has spent
20 years advocating such a process, which she named “promession,” to indicate a sense of
“promise.” Her plan would freeze bodies in liquid nitrogen, making them extremely brittle; then
subject them to vigorous ultrasonic waves, breaking them into small pieces; then freeze-drying
those pieces, eliminating the 70% percent of our bodies that is water, producing an ashy
substance, like cremains. Finally, these particles would be buried in very shallow graves, exposing
them to oxygen without need for regular aeration. Wiigh-Masak prefers this method to cremation
because it requires less energy, and, instead of producing inert ash, it yields biotic matter that
can nurture new life. In less than 12 months, “promains” would become entirely soil. Wiigh-Masak
favors planting trees and shrubs above the small graves, nourishing them by the human remains
below. A technically simpler, socially ambitious approach has been initiated in Oregon in the
“Urban Death Project.” This proposal, also far from actual construction, seeks to compost human
bodies in a three-story pile of carbon- and nitrogen-rich organic material, like wood chips and
alfalfa, aerated automatically by the structure itself. The bodies would be laid at the top of the
pile, and decompose as they sink down. At the bottom of the structure, families could return after
about two months to collect compost containing the residue of their loved ones. Farms and city
governments could also make use of the compost, according to the UDP website…In-ground
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burial can be thought of as anaerobic decomposition, where microbes consume the body without
oxygen. This process takes a relatively long time, one to two years, and emits unpleasant smells.
Home or garden composting, by contrast, is aerobic: digesting microbes use oxygen, produce no
odors, and work much quicker…

G. Piskei Din (Halakhic Conclusions)

20. Rabbi Jeremy Kalmanofsky, “Alternative Kevurah Methods” CJLS YD 362.1 2017a

1. In-ground burial is the optimal form of Jewish funeral, most likely a biblical
commandment. When performed according to Jewish tradition, it is admirably
environmental.

2. Where possible, Conservative / Masorti rabbis should advocate for even more
environmentally and economically sustainable burials, including multiple-depth burials,
and burials without concrete grave liners.

3. Jewish law requires no coffin at all. When caskets are used, plain wood is the most
appropriate, also for keeping expenses at a manageable level for all. Even simpler, lighter
and more rapidly biodegradable materials, like plant fiber or cardboard are also
desirable.

4. The prohibition against המתהלנת [leaving the body unburied] prevents the public
disgrace that would inevitably follow from a body’s public putrefaction. We affirm
previous CJLS rulings discouraging cremation and mausoleum burial but do not consider
these המתהלנת .

5. Like cremation, newly developed and proposed alternative methods such as alkaline
hydrolysis or promession do not fulfill the ancient Jewish custom and possible positive
commandment of in-ground burial. Also, many Jews will consider these untraditional
methods as dishonoring and desecrating the deceased person’s body. Rabbis should
discourage these technologies as departures from tradition.

6. Nevertheless, there exist Halakhic theories that would permit these untraditional methods.
If families choose to dispose of a loved one’s remains through cremation, AH or
promession, they must take every step to give those remains an honorable burial. All
residual ash and organic material should be buried in a Jewish cemetery, in graves
dedicated to each individual, not scattered, with full liturgy and mourning rites. In the case
of AH, the process yields disarticulated bones, which should not be crushed, but which
should be buried, in a modern version of the ancient rite of “bone gathering.”

7. When mortuary methods produce soil or compost, it is forbidden to make economic,
social or agricultural use of this compost
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