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[This article, originally written for rabbis, was adapted for anyone who needs to comfort a close friend or relative. –Ed.] 
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One's first encounter with a mourner usually comes upon hearing the news of the death. The mourner may not have yet completely absorbed the finality of what happened. In that first encounter with the newly bereaved, one needs to connect both empathically and concretely. "When?" "How?" and "Where did it happen?" are appropriate questions. They are concrete and they simply seek information, but they allow the mourner to verbally relay a story that often feels surrealistic, even when the death was expected. 

Other informational questions are also important to explore at this time. "Where were you when it happened?" "How did you find out?" "Do the other family members know?" "Have any arrangements for a burial been made?" This begins to connect one to the experience of the mourner. The mourner may not come to grips with the reality of the loss for a while, but this concrete stage is an important beginning. 

This is also the time to let the mourner know that everything that can be done to give the deceased a respectful, honorable funeral is being done. At a time of total helplessness in being able to bring the deceased back to life, it is comforting for the person to know that an honorable funeral is being arranged. The mourner might even find that helping with the funeral arrangements is a great source of comfort... 

Following the funeral, one needs to assess the mourner's desire for solitude upon returning from the cemetery and the immediate days following, and respect his preference. Solitude gives the mourner space to think and get past many perceived obstacles to the problem of continuing life after experiencing the ugliness of death and its shocking finality. 

It is similarly important to respect the mourner's wish for silence. This is the reason why consolers traditionally need to wait for the mourner to speak first, thereby allowing him or her to set the agenda for their shiva call. Many mourners express their clear wish for everyone to "stay away." This should be honored. Silence gives mourners the space to reflect, feel what they need to feel, and collect themselves. Sometimes silence speaks volumes. Just being with the mourner sans speaking banalities and trivialities is exactly the support the mourner needs. 

There is a counseling approach called active listening. Communication comes in all forms, including speech, emotional response, and body language. For example, it is important to maintain good eye contact. It conveys to the mourner that you are not uncomfortable dealing with death and listening to the mourner's unvarnished feelings. Empathy can often be conveyed with a calm presence, eye contact, attentiveness, and a display of genuine interest. These are very effective in establishing a connection with the mourner and are also central components for consoling the bereaved. 

Reflecting back is a way of letting the mourner know that you understand correctly what has been said and that you are listening with interest. The mourner may tend to contradict or even repeat himself because he is in the process of working through difficult emotions. When you reflect back, you make it permissible for the mourner to revisit and clarify his thoughts and feelings once again. It is a way of showing respect for the process of grieving and consoling. Paraphrasing a mourner's most important comments lends them importance while checking them for accuracy. 

Some emotions exhibited while grieving can be overwhelming and frightening to both the mourner and the listener. When a rabbi is able to "mirror feelings" and reflect back a sense that the emotions are significant, he makes it safe for the mourner to express all that he is feeling. A mourner might say, "I don't know what to do," and you might reply, "It sounds like you are feeling a bit lost right now." 

It is important to ask questions rather than to toss out stock answers. Mourners do not want to hear theological insights, justifications, apologetics, comparative war stories, or even your personal approach on how to make peace with tragedy. Empathy and understanding are what is called for - active listening and mirrored feelings, not long discourses on why bad things happen to good people. 

There are also things that shouldn't be said, because they show insensitivity and a lack of empathy. Don't say, for example: "It could've been worse," "You need to get on with your life," "You'll have other children," "Don't take it so hard," or "Other people have lost their beloved." Remember, too, that the word "beloved" may not be appropriate. The deceased may not have in fact been loved. 

Handle memories deftly. Screened memories, those that are not remembered accurately but as the individual wants or needs them to be, are common for mourners. These memories may not be objectively accurate, but they are often comforting to the person who is telling them. We unconsciously choose what we can handle and avoid that which is too threatening, primarily because it hurts too much. Sometimes good memories become paramount to the exclusion of other memories that might threaten how the mourner wants to remember the deceased. It is not necessary to correct those memories. Again, we are there just to listen. 

There are several other important considerations to be mindful of when consoling the bereaved. Narrative, for example, is the quintessential agenda of all consolation strategies. This means that mourners should be encouraged to speak of their loss. Perhaps the most helpful words of consolation are: "Tell me what she was like." The mourner's repeating of this narrative, sometimes with a new twist or emphasis (depending on the listeners and the person's own new insights) brings him closer to closure. By the end of a successful shiva, the mourner has packaged a cogent story, with a beginning and an end and a logical progression of events to store in his mind for safekeeping. Slowly it dawns on him that he now understands what happened and that he can place it in its proper proportion. He is, of course, still bereaved. 

Encourage the retelling of stories ― about the deceased, about his death, about his final days ― and the feelings that accompanied these events. The more one tells the story, the more one is able to make the death more real. Telling the story with all its pain is a partner to the healing process. 
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