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Rather than give a formal sermon this morning, I thought that we could do a little learning
together. Given that today is Shabbat Nachamu, I’d like to do some learning around the topic of

Nichum Aveilim.

There are lots of Jews around the world who have never heard of Sukkos or Shmittah, but it

seems just about everyone knows about paying a shivah call.

So what is it?
Where does it come from?
And what’s the goal?

While it all seems so intuitive, both the background and its application may surprise you.

There’s actually no explicit pasuk in the Torah that tells us to comfort the bereaved. It’s part of a

larger ethic.

And Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, says: What is the meaning of
that which is written: “After the Lord your God shall you walk, and
Him shall you fear, and His commandments shall you keep, and unto
His voice shall you hearken, and Him shall you serve, and unto Him
shall you cleave” (Deuteronomy 13:5)? But is it actually possible for
a person to follow the Divine Presence? But hasn’t it already been
stated: “For the Lord your God is a devouring fire, a jealous God”
(Deuteronomy 4:24), and one cannot approach fire.

He explains: Rather, the meaning is that one should follow the
attributes of the Holy One, Blessed be He. He provides several
examples. Just as He clothes the naked, as it is written: “And the Lord
God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skin, and clothed
them” (Genesis 3:21), so too, should you clothe the naked. Just as the
Holy One, Blessed be He, visits the sick, as it is written with regard to
God’s appearing to Abraham following his circumcision: “And the
Lord appeared unto him by the terebinths of Mamre” (Genesis

18:1), so too, should you visit the sick. Just as the Holy One, Blessed
be He, consoles mourners, as it is written: “And it came to pass after
the death of Abraham, that God blessed Isaac his son” (Genesis
25:11), so too, should you console mourners. Just as the Holy One,
Blessed be He, buried the dead, as it is written: “And he was buried in
the valley in the land of Moab” (Deuteronomy 34:6), so

too, should you bury the dead.

This is what we call in Latin imitatio Dei.

S0 5TV NODR Yoaa Tbn 1

SR LRI 2272 RAM 027 AR

D1 N2%N 09K 77 0K 12°N07
77290 IR 72777 DIRD 12 WOR
YR TI9R 1790 1K1 020 KoM
PN IR 727 KR IRIT 790
,0° Woahn X an " apn bw
D7RY 079K 7wy 120N

AR ,aW27°) MY MIN2 MWK
aP°2 7"2p0 ;DY wasa anx
IR 7T POR RN 120007 ,2°00
7""2P7 ;0090 P2 0K O ,XI0
MR OINR O 122007 ,0°72K anl
12 PRYY DR 279K 71201 OTaR
12p 7"2pn ;0°%2aK O ANk ax
AR ,X%2 MK 2P :2°N37,2°07
.0°N7n 2P ANX

1°3772 NOYM



Part of our job in this world is to imitate the ways of Hashem. And the gemara is telling us that

Hashem paid a shivah call; so we should do the same.
What’s the source?
After Abraham’s death, God blessed his

son Isaac, who then lived near Beer Lahai
Roi.
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But the Rambam seems to have a different idea:

It is a positive commandment of Rabbinic origin to visit the
sick, comfort mourners, to prepare for a funeral, prepare a
bride, accompany guests, attend to all the needs of a burial,
carry a corpse on one's shoulders, walk before the bier,
mourn, dig a grave, and bury the dead, and also to bring joy
to a bride and groom and help them in all their needs.
These are deeds of kindness that one carries out with his
person that have no limit.

Although all these mitzvot are of Rabbinic origin, they are
included in the Scriptural commandment, "Love your
neighbor as yourself." That charge implies that whatever
you would like other people to do for you, you should do
for your comrade in the Torah and mitzvot.
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Consoling mourners is subsumed under the larger rubric of loving one’s neighbor. But the

Rambam goes even further.
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So here the Rambam introduces us to a new concept. It’s possible, he says, to do a kind of

chessed even for people who are no longer in this world.

And Nichum aveilim is both! It would take precedence over bikkur cholim because there’s a dual
component to nichum aveilim — it benefits both the living and the dead.

But the Rambam’s not making this up.
There’s a very early precedent in the gemara.



Rav Yehuda said: In the case of a deceased person who has no 2-R TRV 2P 0T MW 6
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decedent appeared to Rav Yehuda in his dream and said to NMInw TNYT MIn Y R AN
him: Put your mind to rest, for you have put my mind to rest. SNYT DR

There’s two points I want to make here.
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First, on a technical level, the neshama of the person — the gemara says — is present for the whole
shivah.

And second, more conceptually: It can’t be that a person left this world without making a mark.
So we respond in kind. It can’t be that we would allow person to die without being noticed.
So if there’s no one to sit shivah, we sit shivah!

But that’s just the most extreme example. In a regular case where there are mourners, there’s still
a dimension of nichum aveilim that has nothing to do with the mourners. There’s always a duel
component. Nichum aveilim is for both the living and the deceased. Of course there’s a chesed
component to helping ease the burden of a person who’s in pain; but there’s a second element
which honors the person who’s gone independent of anyone sitting shivah.

Which might be one of the reasons we say 230X an1® 23p»1 in the plural.
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I would say in the vast majority of cases, we pay a shiva call to people we know. The mourners
are known to us. A friend or a neighbor loses a relative and we visit them.

But sometimes it was the decedent who was known to us and we don’t know the aveilim at all.
And we think to ourselves, “They don’t know me. It’s awkward. I’'m a complete stranger.”
That may be so, but there’s a dual purpose. Whether or not your visit brings comfort to the
mourners you don’t know — and it probably will — your very presence in the beis avel will bring
kavod to the person who’s passed away.

Every community has its strengths and weaknesses. It happens to be that our community takes
o°%ar o1 very seriously and I don’t take it for granted. But there’s always more that we can do.
So let me conclude with three very practical suggestions.



First: We shouldn’t think of shivah as being a mitzvah that devolves exclusively upon friends
and family. I can’t tell you how many times a member has helped make a minyan at a stranger’s
house and told me, “Wow — what a powerful experience that was.” Nor can I tell how you how
appreciative people are when they get visits from members of the community just because
they’re members of the community. Part of what it means to belong to a shul is that we step up
for one another. So here’s my challenge: Just one time this year — when you get a shiva email
from the shul about someone you don’t know who’s passed away — pay a shivah call. And you’ll
say, “You don’t know me. I’'m sorry to meet you under these circumstances, but I’'m a member
of The Jewish Center. When I saw that a fellow member of my shul was sitting shivah, I wanted
to come and offer my condolences.” I guarantee you won’t regret having spent those 20 minutes
doing a mitzvah no one was expected.

Second: And this is a continuation of the first point: Come to a shivah minyan. It’s a message I
share with both men and women. We all need to daven. Why not do it every so often in the
context of a shivah home where you’ll presence will be so additive.

And finally, I want to share with you a comment of the Nitei Gavriel.
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mourner one time... The great
Tzaddik of Ger used to pay shivah
visits daily....

Nichum Aveilim isn’t Tashlich. You go one time and you can check the box because you’ve
gone. Because in the end nichum aveilim isn’t about you — it’s about the mourners and the
person they’ve lost. If you want to perform the mitzvah of nichum aveilim in its highest form,
once isn’t enough. Real nichum aveilim means a kind of holistic approach that insures the
mourner feels cared for every day that he or she is sitting shivah.

In the merit of our performance of this special mitzvah — in the merit of our consoling mourners
in their time of need — may Hashem console us in ours.



