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It’s clear that the mitzvah to comfort mourners is not only
that they bless him that “The Ominpresent should comfort
him” but rather to give him encouragement to be
comforted. Because with [the blessing] alone, a person is
not comforted and put at ease in his spirit which is the
core of the comforting that the Torah required. Ratheritis
as we saw with the friends of lyyov who came to him to
comfort him. That they spoke with him a lot, and similarly
Elihu, and the Holy Blessed One Himself, until lyyov’s spirit
was quieted.
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Teshuvot v’Hanhagot (R’ Moshe Shternbuch) 2:587
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Question: Consoling mourners by letter. | was unsure if one
can fulfill the mitzvah of comforting mourners with a letter.
| heard a reliable testimony that our Rabbi, the Brisker Rav
zt”l was certain that one could fulfill the mitzvah [in this
way] because comforting the mourners is not a law specific
to speech, because even if he came to console and didn’t
say a thing, since [the mourner] is comforted thereby he
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fulfills his obligation. The same rule applies to a letter, since
he is comforted thereby, he fulfills his obligation- that is
what | heard. In my humble opinion, it appears that there
are two aspects regarding the comforting of mourners. One,
the comforting of the mourners themselves, in the plain
sense, and further, it is a rectification and goodness for the
dead when they come to visit, as Maimonides explains that
[for] a dead person who has no mourners to be comforted
10 people come and sit in his place for 7 days and the
people gather...Therefore it seems that condolences by
letter are effective only to comfort the mourners, but the
second aspect which is a rectification for the dead is not
fulfilled with a letter. So, if he is unable to come to comfort
in person, he should send a letter at the very least in order
to comfort the mourners, but when he is able to come that
is a special rectification...only if it is impossible to come
may he send a letter, and [if] the letter arrives during the
shiva, there is some comforting of the mourners in that,
which holds a very great reward.
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Genesis 37:34-35
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Ya’akov tore his clothes and he girded himself with sackcloth
and he mourned his son for a long time. All of his sons and
daughters got up to comfort him and he refused to be
comforted and he said, “For | will go down to the
underworld with my son!” And his father cried over him.
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Jeremiah 31:14
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So God said: A voice is heard in Ramah. A wailing and bitter
crying. Rachelis crying over her children. She refuses to be
comforted about her children for they are no longer.
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Genesis 50:21
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But now, do not be afraid. | will sustain you and your
children. And he comforted them and spoke to their
hearts.
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lyyov 2:11, 42:7,10-11
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lyyov’s three friends heard about this evil that had befallen
him and they each came from their place: Eliphaz
HaTeimani, Bildad HaShuhi, and Zophar HaNa’amati and

they gathered together to nod with him and to comfort him.
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After God said these words to lyyov, God said to Eliphaz
HaTeimani, “l am incensed at you and your two friends for
you did not speak properly about Me like My servant
lyyov”...And God returned the loss of lyyov as he prayed for
his friend and God increased everything that lyyov had by
two. And all of his brothers and sisters and everyone who
knew him before entered and they ate bread in his house
and they nodded with him and they comforted him
regarding all of the evil that God brought upon him. And
they each gave him a measure of silver and a ring of gold.
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Talmud Bavli Moed Katan 28b
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R. Yohanan said: The comforters are not permitted to say
anything until the mourner initiates. As it says, Afterwards
lyyov opened his mouth and only subsequently Eliphaz
HaTeimani responded...
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Metzudat David Job 2:10, 13, 3:1
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Each man from his place: Each one came from his place
to the place of lyyov and when they were there they
gathered together to come to lyyov’s house, to nod their
heads like one who shares in the distress of the one he
loves. And also to comfort him with words of comfort.
And no one speaks: No one of them said anything to
him because they saw how great the pain was and they
didn’t have a strategy with which to comfort him.
Afterwards: when seven days had passed.
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Rambam, Laws of Mourners 13:3

a:a' 7.ax nna ,p”ann

The mourner sits at the head, and the comforters may
only sit on the ground as it says they sat with him on
the earth. And they are not permitted to say a word
until the mourner opens his mouth as it says and no one
said a word to him. And it’s written afterwards lyyov
opened his mouth and cursed his birth and then and
Eliphaz responded. And once the mourner has nodded
his head, the comforters may not stay there any longer
so as not to trouble him too much.
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Talmud Bavli Berakhot 6b
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R. Zeira said: The reward for the lecture is for the
running, the reward for the Torah conference is for
the squishiness...Rav Papa said: The reward for the
house of mourning is for the silence.
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Arukh Hashulhan Yoreh Deah 376:1
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They say there further (Moed Katan 27b, in the name of R.
Yohanan—DW) that once the mourner nods his head, it is
not permitted to sit with him. And nodding his head is as
is understood, that it appears that he is dismissing the
comforters and wants them to leave and therefore it is
inappropriate for them to continue sitting there. For it’s
not polite to say explicitly that they should go, so the sign
was that he would nod his head. And the Rambam wrote
the reason: that they shouldn’t overly inconvenience
him...For us this sign is not well-known and therefore the
comforters need to be sensitive to the mourner when he
wants them to leave him and they should depart...
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Talmud Bavli Sotah 14a
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And R. Hama beRabbi Hanina further said: What is the
meaning of the verse’s writing walk after HaShem your
God (Deuteronomy 13:5)? Is it possible for a human to walk
after the Divine Presence? Didn’tit already say for HaShem
your God is a burning fire (Deuteronomy 4:24)?! Rather,
follow in God’s ways. Just as the Holy Blessed One clothes
the naked, as it is written, HaShem, God, made for leather
tunics for Adam and his wife and He clothed them
(Genesis 3:21), so too you should clothe the naked. The
Holy Blessed One visited the sick, as it is written, God
appeared to [Avraham] in Eilonei Mamre (Genesis 18:1), so
too you should visit the sick. The Holy Blessed One
comforted mourners, as it is written, after the death of
Avraham, God blessed his son Yitzhak (Genesis 25:11), so
too you should comfort mourners. The Holy Blessed One
buried the dead, as it is written, He buried [Moshe] in a
ravine (Deuteronomy 34:6), so too you should bury the
dead.
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Rambam Laws of Mourners 14:1
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It is a positive Rabbinic mitzvah to visit the sick, comfort
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the mourners, bring out the dead, welcome the bride,
accompany guests, to engage in all elements of the burial,
to be a pallbearer, to walk in the funeral procession, to
eulogize, to dig, to bury and similarly to gladden the
groom and bride, and to support all of their needs. And
these are acts of kindness that one does with their body,
and there is no prescribed amount.
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Shulhan Arukh Yoreh Deah 335
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We do not visit people with intestinal illness or people who
have an eye infection or people who have headaches. And
similarly anyone who is generally overcome and speaking
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is hard for them we do not visit face to face. Rather we D'7RIYI |IX'NN N ['0101 K7X 1119

enter into an external space and we ask and inquire about 1197 Y2171 T2O7 "> OX 12 'wNITI
them, if they need someone to clean the floors or the like I'7V D'YURANI NYX ['YNIYI 1D RXI1DI
and we listen to their pain and pray on their behalf. :0'n

Paying a Shiva Visit

There is a fundamental misalignment between what the halakhah expects—successfully
comforting the mourner—and what we are capable of achieving
Itis very difficult to say the right thing and very easy to say the wrong thing
Everyone experiences grief differently so it’s hard to craft a unified approach
Not everyone has a strong or positive relationship with the person they are sitting shiva
for/sometimes we don’t get to sit shiva for the people closest to us
Even though it’s hard, you still have to go!
Don’t come at a time that is convenient for you, come at a time that is convenient for the
mourner! Not at meal times, not late at night or very early in the morning. If the mourner has
provided a specific calendar for when they’re available, only come during that time and do
not come later than a half hour before the end of any visiting window.
Take your cues for conversation from the mourner. If possible, wait for them to speak first.
Some awkward silence is ok. You’re there to be present and to listen, not to speak.
If you must ask questions, try to ask neutral questions:

o Do you have any strong memories of person X that are coming to you now?

o Canyou tell me something about person X that | might not know?

o Were there any interesting people from your past who came to the funeral or the

shiva?

o Didyou learn anything new about person X that you didn’t know before?
Try not to make declarative statements about the deceased that are not based on your
personal experience.

o Don’tsay:|can tell that he was a great father.

o Do say: When we were children, your father was very kind to me.

o Don’tsay: Your mother was such a kind woman.

o Do say: | appreciated that your mother ran the shul clothing drive.
Unlessitis clear that the mourner finds solace in this, do not ask probing questions about the
circumstances of the death.
Unless it is clear that the mourner will find solace in this, do not trot out theological
platitudes. (Do you know that their loved one is in a better place?)
Try to be helpful in specific, bodily ways

o Show up to the minyan as many times as you can

o Canyou pick up their kids at school? Are they out of milk? etc.
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o Better to offer a specific service than to offer general “help”
o Better to ask around the mourner about their needs rather than troubling the mourner
themselves
e You can say comforting things and be there for them after the shiva. If you can’t pay a shiva
call during shiva, you may be able to find a way to do so after.
e Ifyou can goin person, go.
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