
 

Not only is cremation controversial in 
Judaism, it pollutes the earth 

Cremation may have a lower consumer cost, but it extracts a steep ecological price 

By Rabbi Regina Sandler-PhillipsJanuary 9, 2023 

 
 
Re: “More and more Jews are choosing cremation. These rabbis aren’t happy 
about it” by Stewart Ain 

To the editor: 

As a rabbi, I have been facilitating Jewish dialogues on cremation for nearly 
two decades. Perhaps the saddest part of the recent Forward report involves key 
issues that are never mentioned — especially the Jewish stake in protecting the 
earth.  

Millennia of natural burials did not bring us to our current brink of 
environmental devastation. When we focus on ceremonies and scattering, urns 
and plaques, we ignore the ecological damage of the actual cremation process. 
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Nonrenewable fossil fuels are burned for millions of hours at four-digit 
temperatures, with emissions and air pollution weakly regulated between state 
and local authorities. Since fossil fuels are heavily subsidized, our lower 
consumer costs hide the steep environmental costs. The rise in industrial 
cremation escalates the energy consumption that drives climate change. 

It’s also important to understand that the majority of funeral homes do not 
actually conduct cremations, but rather transfer bodies to offsite crematoria. 
Like other incinerators, these crematoria are generally located in lower-
income neighborhoods. Awareness of longstanding community 
struggles against crematory air pollution — especially mercury emissions — 
should inform our end-of-life decisions. 

Our local actions have further global repercussions. Although the U.S. 
represents less than 5% of the world’s population, our overall resource 
consumption is responsible for more than 20% of global emissions. It’s 
becoming disturbingly clear that those least responsible for greenhouse gases 
(in Africa and elsewhere) are bearing the brunt of our energy excesses. Jews 
who care about climate change and environmental justice need to connect all 
of these dots and more.  

For too long, difficult conversations about death have been deflected by quick-
cheap-and-clean funeral mythologies. We can’t fix this with an occasional 
sermon from the pulpit. Jewish clergy and lay leaders can be of greater service 
throughout the year by organizing supportive dialogues, proactive educational 
programs, and natural burial fellowships in response to the deaths in our 
communities. 

End-of-life taboos are complicated, and we have all done the best we can with 
the information previously available to us. Now, for the sake of our planet and 
future generations, let’s start facing the more uncomfortable truths and stop 
colluding with climate disaster. 

— Rabbi Regina Sandler-Phillips 
Executive Director, WAYS OF PEACE Community Resources, Brooklyn 

 

https://www.wbfo.org/local/2021-05-07/state-bill-looks-to-move-amigone-crematory-out-of-residential-neighborhood
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/climate-change/energy-subsidies
https://www.nycremation.com/
https://calgreenzones.org/case-study-a-community-fight-against-a-crematorium-in-east-oakland-in-the-bay-area/
https://calgreenzones.org/case-study-a-community-fight-against-a-crematorium-in-east-oakland-in-the-bay-area/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/environment-and-energy/round-the-clock-cremations-stoke-mercury-fears-for-neighborhoods
https://apnews.com/article/science-africa-pollution-climate-and-environment-1c70df435acda74301ff2df96a86dd43
https://apnews.com/article/climate-change-impacts-africa-f3ce8833ec7620d4d7fbca014981bf63
https://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/articles/entry/grounding-ourselves
http://www.waysofpeace.org/seven-steps-sacred-fellowship

