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I’ve been thinking about Charlie Brown’s catchphrase: “good grief.” 

Apparently, it’s a euphemism for “good God,” an exclamation of surprise, alarm, 

or dismay. But at face value, “good grief” seems to mean something else: that grief 

is good. That may not be what the character Charlie Brown or Peanuts creator 

Charles M. Schulz meant, but on some level, they are right - grief can be good. 

Grieving is an important part of life. 

I’d like to think this morning about the complicated ways grief arise and 

how we can support ourselves and one another even amidst those complicated 

feelings. You may remember that I spoke about grief and the relationship between 

love and loss last year; this year I’d like to focus on how we might move through 

grief, embrace it even, with more understanding and with more tools to support one 

another through it. 

First, let’s define grief. Grief is “a normal but bewildering cluster of 

ordinary human emotions,” arising in response to a loss, intensified and 
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complicated by the relationship to the person or the thing lost.  Some emotions that 1

might come with grief include profound sadness, despair, anxiety, anger, fear, 

loneliness, guilt, shame, confusion, emptiness, and helplessness.   2

It’s important to note that grief is not only caused by the death of a loved 

one: many kinds of losses - loss of a friendship or a relationship, loss of a job, or 

any other loss, even “minor” losses - may give rise to grief. Even as I focus on 

grief in the face of death this morning, we should keep in mind that grief comes 

from many different kinds of losses and that we can apply the same tools to those 

other types of loss, as well.  

Each individual copes with grief differently. In a recent article, Rabbi Paula 

Mack Drill demonstrates just how stark a contrast we might find in the different 

ways people react to and cope with grief. Rabbi Drill tells the following story:  

“I paid a shiv’ah call to a community member whose 6-year-old child had 

died. As I sat next to him in a rare moment of quiet during that excruciating week, 

he told me that a visitor earlier in the day had told him that she also had lost a 

child. She told him that her life was never the same, but that he could look at her 

and know that life would go on. As he shared the story with me, I saw that he was 

incredibly angry and hurt. When I asked him to explain his response, he did not try 

1 Mitchell, Kenneth R., and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses, All Our Griefs, pp. 54-55. 
2 Mitchell, Kenneth R., and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses, All Our Griefs, pp. 54-55. 
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to contain his outrage. “How dare she tell me that my life will not be the same? 

And how dare she tell me that life will go on? What does she know about me and 

my loss? She barely knows me.”  3

“That same day,” writes Rabbi Drill, “I called my cousin, whose child had 

died earlier in the year after a long bout with cancer. When I asked my cousin how 

she was doing in this moment, she told me that she was feeling quite good. She had 

gone to the grocery store, no small feat in those difficult days, and had bumped 

into another mother from her children’s school. This parent said that she also had 

lost a child. According to my cousin, the mom told her that life was never the 

same, but here she was, still living, taking care of her family, and even finding 

moments of joy. My cousin told me that this short conversation had opened her 

heart to a feeling of hope she had not experienced in all the months since Sami had 

died. ‘Can you imagine that?’ she wondered aloud. ‘And this woman barely knows 

me.’”  4

In this story, two people in similar circumstances experienced similar 

condolences in completely opposite ways. Why? Because we are all different, and 

so we experience loss differently. There is no one-size-fits-all answer to the 

question of how we bring comfort to people who are grieving. 

3 https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/listen-deeply-to-the-grief-before-responding/ 
4 Ibid. 
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Even the Torah records different reactions to grief. In the Book of Numbers, 

immediately after Miriam’s death, the Israelites quarrel with her brothers, Moses 

and Aaron, over a lack of water.  On the surface, the Israelites seem to take little or 5

no time to grieve. But this lack of water is, according to rabbinic interpretation, 

connected to Miriam’s death. Some say there was a mystical well that had followed 

Miriam around throughout her life, that dried up when she died. Since the Torah 

says “the community was without water” immediately after relaying that Miriam’s 

death, rabbinic imagination explains that the community’s grief was actually 

manifesting as thirst, as the people conflated emotional comfort with water.  The 6

community was not apathetic, but rather, in denial. Their grief was expressed in the 

physical feeling of thirst, as the Israelites felt the loss of the water that had 

accompanied Miriam’s living presence. 

The Israelites then express anger toward Moses and Aaron, who respond in 

anger as well, striking a rock twice and declaring, “Listen, you rebels, shall we get 

water for you out of this rock?”.  In reaction to Moses and Aaron’s striking the 7

rock, God angrily decrees that neither of them will live to see the Promised Land.  8

5 Numbers Chapter 20 
6 “The Death of Miriam, the Death of Aaron, the Death of Moses, the Death of Me,” a Devar Torah on 
Parashat Hukkat (Numbers 19:1−22:1) by Rabbi Zoe Klein, 
https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/chukat/death-miriam-death-aaron-death-moses-death-me 
7 Numbers 20:10 
8 Numbers 20:12 
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One might conclude that the community’s resistance to properly mourning 

Miriam’s death leads to a chain of anger and pain extending all the way to God. In 

contrast, when Aaron dies at the end of the chapter, the community bewails him for 

thirty days. Perhaps the Israelites have learned another way to cope with loss. 

This morning’s Torah reading, from the Book of Leviticus, also opens right 

after a loss, as God speaks to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron.  But 9

God does not offer condolences. God gives instructions about the Yom Kippur 

rituals. In other words, God says to Moses and Aaron: back to work. On a surface 

level, this seems less than comforting, and more like avoidance. And yet perhaps 

this was what Moses and Aaron needed to hear at that point. Some people prefer 

not to process grief right away. They manage not by facing grief head on, but by 

processing it over time, through day to day life. Other people grieve by immersing 

themselves fully in our Jewish mourning practices. Perhaps that is why God gave 

ritual instructions for spiritual purification after the death of Aaron’s sons. 

These different reactions to deaths in the Torah remind us that people cope 

with grief in many different ways. Some need to “move on” as quickly as possible, 

turning with intensity of purpose to whatever task readily presents, getting back to 

school or the office. They respond as Aaron and Moses did to to the death of 

9 Leviticus Chapter 16 
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Aaron’s sons, needing to immediately address a set of needs rather than 

withdrawing into a kind of quite holding space. Others respond in anger, like the 

Israelites who, having lost Miriam, rail against Moses, their father figure, for his 

shortcomings. Some can find no outlet for their grief and, like Moses and Aaron in 

the face of Miriam’s death, they strike out against the rock, against their 

foundation, taking their anger out on others as they are unable to cope with the 

sadness and pain. 

All of these are valid responses to loss. Having compassion for the ways loss 

expresses itself can go a long way to helping us through our own grief and 

enabling us to provide greater support others in their grief. But given these 

complicated expressions of grief, what tools or strategies can we look to as 

individuals going through loss and as the community supporting those individuals? 

In the personal process of grieving, I have found inspiration in psychologist 

and meditation teacher Tara Brach’s teachings on fear. Tara Brach says that if we 

want to avoid being trapped and incapacitated by fear, we must find support and 

safety in three fundamental refuges. In Buddhism, these refuges are the Buddha, 

the dharma (or spiritual teachings and practices), and the sangha (the spiritual 

community).  Judaism has its own version of the three refuges, a classic triad in 10

10 Brach, Tara, Radical Acceptance: Embracing Your Life With the Heart of a Buddha, p. 174. 
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Jewish thought: God, Torah, and the People of Israel. These three things enable us 

to live with fear and with grief, which are natural parts of life. Let’s think about 

each of these three refuges: God, Torah, and the Jewish People. 

Whatever we feel about God - whether you have a robust relationship with 

God, or struggle with the idea of God, or don’t believe in God at all - there can be 

comfort in relying on this refuge during loss. There’s a reason that the Alcoholics 

Anonymous book, known as “The Big Book,” puts an emphasis on cultivating a 

relationship with a “Higher Power.” Many people need the support of a High 

Power, a sense of connection with Divinity. Whatever God may mean to us, God 

can be a refuge, manifest in many forms in nature and in our own hearts and souls. 

And it is important to use that relationship with the Divine, even when that 

relationship may be full of anger, confusion, doubt, or even disbelief. Whatever 

we’re feeling, this Higher Power, whoever and whatever it is, can provide a space, 

to displace our fears and anger or to provide comfort and solace. If someone we 

care for finds comfort in that idea of a Higher Power, we should certainly allow 

them to take refuge in that Power during their grieving process. 

As for Torah -  in this context of God, Torah, and Israel as comforts during 

loss - Torah refers to spiritual teachings and practices. Shiv’ah, the week of 

mourning after the death of a loved one, is an example of Torah - it is a spiritual 
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practice created to cope with grief. It creates a structure to support us as we mourn. 

Jewish mourning practices remind us that grief takes time, and that we must take it 

one step at a time. In the case of death, we must first plan the funeral, taking it 

just one day at a time. Then, after burial, we enter shiv’ah, taking it just one week 

at a time. Then comes sheloshim - the mourning period of thirty days. If we are 

mourning a parent, we move on to saying Kaddish for eleven months, and then, the 

rest of our lives, marking the yahrzeit, the annual remembrance of the death, once a 

year. These practices are rooted in the wisdom of Torah, which can be a source of 

support and comfort during grief. 

The refuges of God and Torah certainly have roles to play after a loss. The 

third refuge of the triad is the People of Israel, the Jewish People, or more 

specifically, a local Jewish community. And this is perhaps the most important 

refuge for us to think about today. At Or Atid, we are blessed with a wonderful 

community of comfort. People make sure to visit the homes of those in mourning 

during shiv’ah. Because we already do so well with this, I’d like to focus for a few 

moments on how we can grow even more in our ability to support and comfort 

individuals who are mourning the death of a loved one. 

Though each person’s experience and expression of grief is different, as 

we’ve discussed, there are some guidelines that we can keep in mind when we seek 
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to support people who are grieving. It’s worth spending some time thinking about 

these because, in spite of the inevitability of loss in our human experience, we 

seem to talk very little about how to support people in loss. Supporting people 

during these most difficult times does not always come naturally. And on this day 

of communal and personal reflection, it is appropriate to dedicate ourselves to 

becoming even stronger in our ability to comfort each other in the face of grief. 

Rabbi Mack Drill, who wrote the story about the two mourners who reacted 

very differently to the same words, notes that what not to do is relatively 

straightforward. We should not moralize. We should not offer theological 

platitudes that may not resonate with the mourner. We should not share our own 

sorrows unless we are convinced it would be helpful and comforting. We should 

not tell people what they need to do. We should visit the homes of mourners, but 

we shouldn’t stay too long. We shouldn’t jump into the middle of conversations 

and claim to be an expert on grief.  

What we should do is much more nuanced and depends on the context and 

the individual mourner. As we try to offer comfort as an act of lovingkindness, we 

must depend upon empathy, humility, and deep listening. Perhaps Jewish tradition 

has it right when it teaches us to enter a shiv’ah house and be quiet, instructing us 
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to wait for the mourner to speak first and follow their lead. We must listen before 

we speak. 

And if we say the wrong thing, or if we are unable to show up when we are 

needed, we must apologize, try to forgive ourselves, and try again, committing to 

doing better next time. In moments like this, we must have compassion for 

ourselves and, as I said last night, we must know that we are all just trying our best. 

That’s all we can do, and it’s what we must do. Even if we say the wrong thing, 

showing up is better than being absent when community member needs us. It can 

be hard, but we must not give up, because grief is a part of life and relationship. 

Long after shi’vah, after the unveiling, after years go by, grief continues. And 

through it all, we must continue to be present for the people in our lives.  

In supporting each other, we’ll have to stretch our comfort zones. As 

scholars on grief have noted, “American society tends to enforce an invisible limit 

to the expression of any intense emotional experience.”  We feel uncomfortable 11

around crying. We may be tempted to tell someone who is expressing 

overwhelming grief some time after a loss that it’s time to move on. But that 

advice may not be welcome or appropriate.  Simply listening to our friends is 

frequently the best way to be supportive. 

11 Mitchell, Kenneth R., and Herbert Anderson, All Our Losses, All Our Griefs, p. 125 
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When we ourselves experience grief, we might impose limits on ourselves, 

because we’ve learned that it’s “better” to internalize the pain, rather than to lose 

control and to allow ourselves to be vulnerable. This will likely lead to more pain. 

When we grieve, we must allow ourselves to express our feelings, and when we are 

supporting someone else in their grief, we must do our best to be present with 

whatever feelings they need to express. We must become refuges for each other 

and for ourselves. 

Grief affects us whether we admit it or not. We must feel it to heal it, and 

eventually we will learn to live with it. If we engage with the pain of a loss 

intentionally, the process of mourning and remembering eventually enables us to 

return to full, satisfying lives, even as the feelings continue to ebb and flow. 

Grieving can be avoided, but sooner or later, it will express itself in other ways, 

potentially hurting others and ourselves. Or it will cause us to live emotionally 

closed-off lives. 

The process of grieving allows us to learn to live in a new reality. In this 

new reality, we speak in the past tense about someone who has died, or about a 

relationship that has ended, or whatever it is that we might be mourning. We 

recognize the loss, and we turn to remembering. We gain emotional release by 

building memories. This is why it can be important for mourners to share 
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memories: remembering helps us move through grief, helping us to recognize our 

losses, while also identifying the meaning of the relationship that remains a part of 

us, even after our loved ones have died. When we remember, we can know that 

even as the pain of the past is still with us here and now, there is also a future in 

which we can continue to live with these memories. In this way, grief is good for 

us.  

This is what Yizkor is. It’s a moment when we can live with grief through 

remembrance, as we take refuge in the Divine, in our Torah, and in our 

community. Yizkor literally means “remember.” Remembering can be painful, for a 

variety of reasons: because we miss the person we’re remembering, or because we 

are angry at the person we’re remembering, or because the relationship was too 

hurtful to remember fully. But it is through remembering that we live with grief. 

Standing together in community, we can support and comfort each other as we 

remember. 

May we find comfort in the Divine, in Torah, and in community. And may 

we support and comfort each other with humility and compassion. Kein Yehi 

Ratzon - may this be the Divine will and may it be our will, and we say: Amen. 


