Over Their Dead Bodies:
On Praying at the Graves of the Righteous

Source Sheet by Joel Haber
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Niddah 6b

The Gemara answers: This can be answered in accordance with the testimony of Ulla, as Ulla said:
Haverim purify their wine and oil in the Galilee, i.e., they produce their wine and oil by the standards
of purity used for sacrificial food, in the hope that the Temple will be rebuilt in their lifetime. Here,

too, in the days of Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi there were those who kept the standards of purity observed
for sacrificial food.
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Sotah 34b

It is also stated with regard to the spies: “And they went up into the south, and he came to Hebron”
(Numbers 13:22). Why is the phrase “and he came” written in the singular form? The verse should
have said: And they came. Rava says: This teaches that Caleb separated himself from the counsel
of the other spies and went and prostrated himself on the graves of the forefathers in Hebron. He

said to them: My forefathers, pray for mercy for me so that I will be saved from the counsel of
the spies.
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Taanit 23b

And furthermore, the Gemara relates that Rabbi Mani, Rabbi Yona’s son, was persecuted by
members of the house of the Nasi. He prostrated himself upon his father’s grave and said to him:
Father, Father, these men are persecuting me. One day, those men were passing there, by the

grave, and the legs of their horses became stuck in the ground until they accepted upon themselves
not to persecute Rabbi Mani anymore.
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Sahih al-Bukhari, 435 (9th Century)
May Allah curse the Jews and the Christians, for they have taken the graves of their Prophets as
places of worship.
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Sha'ar HaGilgulim 37:2-3

I will write about the burial places of the righteous as my master told them to me. As we have said
before, he was able to see the souls of righteous people at any time and in any place, and even more so
at their burial site, for that is where their Nefesh stands. Even from a distance, he could see the Nefesh
of a righteous person standing on his burial place. This is how he came to know the burial place of
each righteous person. He spoke with them and from them learned many secrets of Torah. On many
occasions, I tested the information and did investigations. I found that everything was accurate and |
have many amazing stories to tell, but the book would never be completed.

(translated by R. Yitzchak Bar-Chaim)

Potential Problems

Doresh el HaMeitim - Inquiring of the Dead
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Deuteronomy 18:10-11

(10) Let no one be found among you who consigns his son or daughter to the fire, or who is an augur, a
soothsayer, a diviner, a sorcerer, (11) one who casts spells, or one who consults ghosts or familiar
spirits, or one who inquires of the dead.
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Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 179:13

Inquiring of the Dead means starving oneself and sleeping in a graveyard so that the unclean spirit will
come upon him. (translation my own)



https://www.sefaria.org/Sha'ar_HaGilgulim.37.2-3
https://www.sefaria.org/Sha'ar_HaGilgulim.37.2-3
https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.18.10-11
https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.18.10-11
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Yoreh_De'ah.179.13
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Yoreh_De'ah.179.13

IR YT 7Y LA

DR W7D AR 707 NP 7120 7200 000an DY HR0090 0 2" vy 521wn SNk T
NYAW1 10?00 RANW 72 7WITR 2Pn2 oWt Y9500 MR N2p YY nunwiw 2957 0NN
1712091 N DR AR 0 1R .0 DIPRAY RADR W TAY WK 21910 PR 00282 2°N570)
12 IN2°277 SNV XY T YT 1R QTR °12) 20w IR %A A7 172 Y nonwn

Bach, Yoreh Deah 217:58:1

Furthermore, I have seen a responsum from our teacher Rabbi Chaim Paltiel regarding those who are
accustomed to go to a cemetery, that it seems close to doresh el hameitim (inquiring of the

dead). When Calev prostrated at our forefathers' tombs he prayed there due to the holiness of the place
so that his prayers would be heard. But someone who disgraces the dead by prostrating on his grave to
honor him -- this is something we find only with women or those who don't understand these things --
I don't understand why they go there. (translation my own)
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Mishnah Berurah 581:28

For a cemetery is the resting place of tzadikim (righteous people), and prayers are better accepted
there. But don't aim your intentions towards the dead, but rather request of the Holy One, May He be
Blessed, to have mercy on you in the merit of the tzadikim in the earth there. And encircle the
cemetery, and give tzedakah (charity) before you make your pleas. And do not go to a grave twice in a
single day. (translation my own)

Praying Inside a Cemetery

N 17/ n12"2

921 30 AW ORI RIIPY I 77N 1907 WRI2 P00 NNAPN N°22 2R T RY RINM
MWW QT WAL AL 2w

Berakhot 18a

Wasn’t it taught explicitly in a baraita: One may not walk in a cemetery with phylacteries on his
head and a Torah scroll in his arm and read from it? If one does so he commits a transgression due
to the verse: “He who mocks the poor blasphemes his Creator” (Proverbs 17:5).

Judaism Stresses Life, Not Death
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Genesis 2:19-20

(19) And the LORD God formed out of the earth all the wild beasts and all the birds of the sky, and
brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called each living
creature, that would be its name. (20) And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the birds of the
sky and to all the wild beasts; but for Adam no fitting helper was found.
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Leviticus 18:5
(5) You shall keep My laws and My rules, by the pursuit of which man shall live: I am the LORD.
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Isaiah 38:18-19

(18) For it is not Sheol that praises You, Not [the Land of] Death that extols You; Nor do they who
descend into the Pit Hope for Your grace. (19) The living, only the living Can give thanks to You As I
do this day; Fathers relate to children Your acts of grace:

Halakhic Man, R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, p. 31

Judaism has a negative attitude toward death: a corpse defiles; a grave defiles; a person who has
been defiled by a corpse is defiled for seven days and is forbidden to eat any sacred offerings or
enter the Temple; a Nazirite who has been defiled by a corpse cancels his previous count and
must carry out the shaving of his head for defilement and bring an offering; the priests of God are
forbidden to defile themselves with the dead....

Authentic Judaism as reflected in halakhic thought sees in death a terrifying contradiction to the
whole of religious life. Death negates the entire magnificent experience of halakhic man....

Praying Through Intermediaries
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Siddur Ashkenaz, Weekday, Shacharit, Post Service, Thirteen Principles of Jewish Faith 5

I believe with perfect faith that solely the Creator His name be blessed is fit to be prayed to, and it is
unfit to pray to any other being.
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Deuteronomy 34:6

(6) He buried him in the valley in the land of Moab, near Beth-peor; and no one knows his burial place
to this day.
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Ralbag Beur HaMilot on Torah, Deuteronomy 34:6

...so that his place of burial should not be known to anyone. And Hashem did this since if his burial
place were known, perhaps someone in future generations might err and turn him into a
god. (translation my own)
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Jerusalem Talmud Berakhot 63a

But the Holy One Blessed Be He is not like that. If a person is in need, he should not cry out to [the
angels] Michael and Gabriel. He should cry out to Me and [ will answer him immediately. (translation
my own)
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Chullin 7b

Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi wept and said: If during their lifetimes it is so that the righteous are great,
after their death it is all the more so true.

Should We Visit Cemeteries At All?
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Mishneh Torah, Mourning 4:4

(4) One should not visit the graves. (translation my own)
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Iggeret HaGra 9
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Refrain also from going to the cemetery (especially women), as it leads to all kinds of sorrow and sin.

Halakhic Man, R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, p. 36

The Gaon of Vilna, R. Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, his son, R. Hayyim, his grandson, R. Moses, R.
Elijah Pruzna [Feinstein] never visited cemeteries and never prostrated themselves upon the
graves of their ancestors. The memory of death would have distracted them from their intensive
efforts to study the Torah.

Potential for Inappropriate Worship
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Sanhedrin 47b

It was related that people would take dirt from the grave of Rav as a cure for a one-day fever. A
number of people came and told Shmuel about this practice, thinking that perhaps the dirt should be
forbidden, as one may not derive benefit from a corpse. Shmuel said to them: They are acting
properly, as the dirt in the grave is natural ground, and natural ground does not become
forbidden in any situation.

Are They Even Accurate?
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Genesis 35:16-19

(16) They set out from Bethel; but when they were still some distance short of Ephrath, Rachel was in
childbirth, and she had hard labor. (17) When her labor was at its hardest, the midwife said to her,
“Have no fear, for it is another boy for you.” (18) But as she breathed her last—for she was dying—she
named him Ben-oni; but his father called him Benjamin. (19) Thus Rachel died. She was buried on the
road to Ephrath—now Bethlehem.
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Jeremiah 31:15

(15) Thus said the LORD: A cry is heard in Ramah— Wailing, bitter weeping— Rachel weeping for
her children. She refuses to be comforted For her children, who are gone.
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Matthew 2:16-18

...[Herod] gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who were two years old
and under... Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled: "A voice is heard in
Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children..."
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Ramban on Genesis 48:7:1

And buried her there... That is to say, as her son was being born she died and was buried there for
their good. Because she didn't die on the road, but in Ramah, which is a city in the area of Binyamin,
and there she was buried. (translation my own)
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Ramban on Genesis 35:16:1

Kivrat Aretz ... This I wrote originally, but now that I have merited to come to Jerusalem, praise be to
the great and wonderful God, I saw with my eyes that there is only a small distance (not even a mil)
between Rachel's Tomb and Bethlehem... and I saw that there is no burial in Ramah, nor near it. And
the Ramah in [the territory of] Benjamin is far from it... Therefore, I say that the sentence that writes
"A voice is heard in Ramah" (Jeremiah 31:14) is written as a parable saying that Rachel cried out with
a loud voice and bitter suffering, until her voice was heard far away in Ramah, that is on the top of the
mountain of her son Benjamin, which is not there. (translation my own)
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I Kings 2:10

So David slept with his fathers, and he was buried in the City of David.

So What Can We Do?
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Bach, Yoreh Deah 217:58:1
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And they should give charity in the amount that they would have spent on the journey, and afterwards
he should also give the amount that he estimates as [the value of] the time and trouble involved in the

journey, and this will save him. (translation my own)
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Taanit 16a

The Gemara further asks: And why do they go out to the cemetery on a fast day? Again, Rabbi Levi
bar Hama and Rabbi Hanina disagree with regard to this matter. One said this is as though to say:
We are like the dead before You. And one said that one goes out to the cemetery in order that the
deceased will request mercy on our behalf.
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Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 559:10

(10) We are accustomed not to slaughter animals, or prepare for any needs of a meal, until after chatzot.
[Note {from the Rem"a} -- and we go to visit graves directly after synagogue {Beit Yosef in the name

of Tosafot}]
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Mishnah Berurah 559:41
To Graves -- of Israel, to request mercy for ourselves. And if there are no Jewish graves, go even to
non-Jewish graves, to say, "We are to be considered [worthless] like dead people." (translation my

own)
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Mishneh Torah, Mourning 14:25

And they establish a yeshiva on his [a king's] grave for seven days. As it is written (II Chronicles
32:33) "And they honored him in his death." This means they established a yeshiva on his grave. And
for a Nasi [head of the Sanhedrin] we do not remove his yeshiva for thirty days.
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Bava Kamma 16b

The Gemara, above, cited a verse concerning King Hezekiah’s burial. The Gemara cites the
continuation of that verse: “And they afforded him honor in his death” (II Chronicles 32:33). This
teaches that they established a yeshiva at his grave to study Torah there.... Rabbi Nehemya

said ...The honor that was done for Hezekiah was that they laid a Torah scroll upon his bier and
they said: This one, i.e., Hezekiah, fulfilled that which is written in this, i.c., the Torah scroll. The
Gemara asks: But nowadays as well, we do this for any great Torah scholar that dies, so what is
unique about what was done to honor Hezekiah? The Gemara answers: Nowadays, we take a Torah
scroll out but we do not lay it on the bier of the deceased.

R R/ 299w mbRns 710
707 17 17 277027 2OPOTED MWD PRIV PR IR PRONA 12 YR 120

Jerusalem Talmud Shekalim 11a

Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says, "We do not make grave markers for zzadikim [righteous people].
Their words are their memorial."
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