Dos and Don’ts for Visitors to Make a Compassionate and Proper Condolence Call

by Maurice Lamm
 
· Allow mourners to begin the conversation and set the tone at all times. This is a religious must. Be especially sensitive in situations such as suicide, young deaths, or guilt-ridden grief. 
· Do not to try to fix the problems and fears of the grief-stricken. Recognize that we cannot solve the mourners’ problems no matter how well equipped we are and how hard we try. 
· Be an open listener. Allow mourners an opportunity to express all of their feelings in a safe, non-combative, non-threatening, and nonjudgmental atmosphere so they can break through their loneliness and share their pain and loss for a short time. The grief-stricken need friends to validate their grief, not to interpret or manipulate their feelings. 
· Listen attentively, not casually. We should demonstrate concern for mourners’ well-being. We should wear a mien of seriousness, not sadness, on our faces. 
· Sometimes silence is best. We are better advised to say nothing at all than to be endlessly talkative. 
· Our conversation should be not only distracting but therapeutic as well. The small talk of mourners should trigger our interest, even though it may not be of world-shaking significance. 
· Speak of the departed. This may appear hurtful at first, but in fact it helps mourners unburden themselves. We should feel free to recall events in the deceased’s life, the departed one’s opinions on important matters, and the quality of the deceased’s relationships. Whether or not the deceased was an important personality, every individual has redeeming features and has done good things. We should seek these features in our memory and speak them aloud. 
· Use humor wisely. Sometimes joking and raucous stories bring relief to comforters, but these things are entirely inappropriate for mourners. Conversely, light-hearted, even humorous, anecdotes of the deceased person, spoken respectfully, are quite in place. In fact, it is altogether proper to provide for some moments of appropriate levity to relieve the thick, emotion-laden atmosphere—but only if we feel at ease and if we able to  deliver such anecdotes with sensitivity. 
· Do not dwell on our own mourning experiences. This may appear to belittle the grief of the newly bereaved. Consolation is not about how we suffered or how we experienced grief. Mourners are at the center of concern; everything else should be peripheral. 
· Remind mourners, whenever possible, that their feelings are normal. Let them know that the seemingly “crazy” symptoms of grief are universal and that the vast majority of people have successfully dealt with loss in the past. 
· Encourage mourners’ independence and offer positive feedback on their successful coping or small victories in the progress of their bereavement. Believe in their ability to recover and grieve successfully. Giving people courage makes them courageous. Phillips Brooks once said: “There is in every man something greater than he had begun to dream of. Men are nobler than they think themselves.”2 
· Do not offer gratuitous psychological advice. Even the most talented and capable comforters must be wary of falling into this trap. 
· Remember that there is no religious preference for visiting a house of mourning—whether by day or by night. For non-relatives, visits may be delayed until the second day after interment. However, if for some reason this delay cannot be arranged, visits may be made even on the very first day. Formally and traditionally, consoling the bereaved begins at the cemetery when mourners leave the grave and pass through parallel rows of friends and relatives as they exit. 
· We do not customarily pay condolence calls on the Sabbath or holidays. These are days when traditional Jews do not mourn publicly, since mourning would conflict with the joyous spirit of the celebration for the whole Jewish community. However, mourners may receive shiva visitation and condolences on certain special days: chol ha’mo’ed (the weekdays of major holidays), Rosh Hodesh (the start of a new Jewish month), Purim, and Hanukkah. Psychologically, of course, grief often reaches crucial and anguishing proportions during holidays. Mourners tend, at these times—as on birthdays and anniversaries, to feel abandoned and alone, truly bereft. So it is well to visit mourners just before and as soon as possible at the end of such a traditionally mandated break in the mourning. 
· Visiting after Shiva. If we were unable to visit during Shiva, tradition says that we can continue to express condolences at any time during the subsequent twelve months upon meeting those bereaved of parents and during the next thirty days for those bereaved of other relatives. 
· When mourners return to work. Sometimes mourners need to conduct business during Shiva. Sometimes it is even religiously permissible to do so. In such cases, condolence calls may still be made to mourners. 
· When making condolence calls, offer no words of greeting—neither of welcome nor of farewell. Mourners should not respond verbally to greetings during the first three days. Traditionally, mourners nod or convey their acknowledgment of the presence of comforters in some other way, such as by repeating a visitor’s name. 
· It is not up to us as comforters to remind mourners of their religious duties. For instance, we should not urge a mourner to sit on the shiva stool (it is not even religiously required that the mourner always be seated), since our innocent remark may imply to the mourner that he or she is acting improperly. 

 
As consolers we should be sensitive to the feelings of the mourners and be especially alert to any signal that we should leave! There is a time for all things and surely there is a time for leaving the house of the bereaved. We should never stay too long, mistakenly believing that our presence brings an unusual degree of relief or mistakenly measuring the value of our compassion by the length of our visit. Upon leaving, we traditionally recite the following phrase in Hebrew or in English or both: “Ha’makom yenachem etkhem betokh she’ar avelei Tziyon vi’Yerushalayim” (May God comfort you among the other mourners of Zion and Jerusalem).3
 
We should expect some unusual behavior during a shiva call, behavior motivated by Jewish tradition itself. Mourners traditionally do not rise to greet any guest, no matter what guest’s stature. Mourners—preferably but not necessarily—sit, even as comforters are about to leave. Nevertheless, especially during prolonged visits, mourners need not sit all the time, but may stand and walk as they desire. At mealtime, in the company of guests, mourners may sit at the head of the table but on a lower stool.
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