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Nechama
The journey is powerfully familiar to us, 

carefully choreographed to touch our hearts 
each year…

Three weeks of aveilut, mourning, lead 
to the mournful day of Tisha B’Av; and, 
then, seven weeks of nechama, consolation, 
follow…

And yet, upon consideration, isn’t this pre-
determined journey counterproductive?

What is the nature of the nechama, 
consolation, offered to us in the aftermath 
of our Tisha B’Av observance?

What comfort can be gained as we exit the 
saddest day of the year; only to confront an 
unchanged world?

And, if we are automatically “consoled” 
upon exiting Tisha B’Av; how effective was 
Tisha B’Av, itself? 

How deeply did we really mourn the 
destruction of the Temple if we can 
afterwards achieve “comfort” in a world still 
absent the full geulah?

Compounding our questions is an issue 
rising out of the Torah text, itself. The Torah’s 
repeated use of the term nachem does not seem 
to relate to the concept of consolation, at all.

To cite two examples:
In describing God’s reaction to the 

corruption of Noach’s generation, the 
Torah states: “Vayinachem HaShem ki asa 
et ha’adam ba’aretz, vayit’atzev el libo, “and 

God reconsidered having made man on 
earth, and He grieved to His heart.”

The use of the term vayinachem in this 
sentence is difficult to understand. God, at 
this point, is clearly troubled, not consoled, 
by his creation of man.

The verb is again found both in Moshe’s 
pleas for forgiveness following the Sin of 
the Golden Calf and in HaShem’s reaction 
to those pleas. 

Moshe beseeches: Shuv mai’charon 
apecha, v’hi’nachem al ha’ra’a l’amecha, 
“Turn from Your powerful anger and 
reconsider concerning the evil against Your 
people.” 

God reacts: Vayinachem HaShem al 
ha’ra’ah asher dibeir la’asot l’amo, “And God 
reconsidered concerning the evil that He 
declared He would do to His people.”

Once again, the application of the word 
nachem seems to have little to do with the 
concept of consolation.

What, then, is the true meaning of the term 
Nechama? And, what exactly are we meant 
to achieve during the Shiva D’Nechemta, the 
Seven Weeks of Consolation? 

Finally, on an even broader scale, what 
is the general nature of “consolation” in 
Jewish thought? According to our tradition, 
how can one find nechama in the aftermath 
of personal or national tragedy?

A beautiful resolution to our issues 
is suggested by an approach I heard 
many years ago in the name of Rabbi 
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Joseph Soloveitchik. In a striking step, 
the Rav maintains that consolation is not 
the antithesis of mourning. In fact, the 
opposite is true. Nechama is a fundamental 
component of aveilut, the Jewish process of 
mourning, itself. 

Consolation, this Rav explains, is not a 
passive state marked by the absence of 
sorrow. Instead, nechama is actively reached 
when an individual truly accepts, and is 
prepared to deal with, a new reality.

Each stage of Judaism’s guided mourning 
process is designed to move a mourner 
towards increased acceptance of a world 
dramatically transformed; a world in which 
the physical presence of a loved one has 
been replaced by cherished memories. 

The pain of loss remains. This truth is 
inescapable, and any attempt to deny it is 
destructive…
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What hopefully changes, however, is the 
mourner’s response to that pain. Slowly, the 
mourner becomes more capable of living in 
a world accompanied by loss; comforted by 
the realization that loved ones live on, not 
only in a spiritual world beyond our ken, but 
in the lives of those who keep their memory 
alive in this world, as well. 

Slowly, the goal of the entire mourning 
process, consolation, is achieved…

Armed with our new understanding of 
consolation, we can discern a consistent 
pattern in the Torah’s seemingly diverse 
application of the verb nachem. In each case 
cited above, and in other similar cases, the 
Torah uses the term to indicate responses to 
newly emerging realities. In Noach’s time, 
God confronts the developing actuality of 
civilization’s corruption; and prepares to 
respond forcefully to that reality, through 
the global flood and the creation of a “new 
world.” In the aftermath of the Golden Calf, 
Moshe beseeches HaShem to respond to 
the new facts created by the nation’s sin 
and repentance, through the creation of 
yet another new reality; Divine forgiveness. 
In return, HaShem heeds Moshe’s pleas, 
responding to the Nation’s teshuva with the 
innovation of such forgiveness.

And, based on this definition of Nechama, 
the mandate of the Shiva D’Nechemta, the 
“Seven [Weeks] of Consolation” becomes 
clearer, as well. Nachamu, Nachamu ami; 
amar Elokeichem, “the prophet Yeshayahu 
proclaims in the haftara launching this 

period. “Be consoled, be consoled, My 
people; says your God.” Far from simple 
words of reassurance, this declaration 
emerges as a powerful challenge. 

Achieve consolation, achieve consolation, 
My people, Yeshayahu declares, in God’s 
name. Find a way to respond to the new 
reality before you.

Like the mourner emerging from a 
period of personal aveilut, we emerge from 
Tisha B’Av, to confront a changed world. 
The Temple has been destroyed for us 
anew, and we must deal with that reality. 
Before us looms the dual task of living in 
a world without the Beit HaMikdash and, 
simultaneously, carving out a path towards 
its rebuilding. That path will only be shaped 
through the correction of the sins that led 
to the Temple’s destruction; through the 
perfection of our personal and national 
lives. This is the message of the Shiva 
D’Nechemta, as we travel from Tisha B’Av 
to the Yamim Noraim.

And, who knows… If this message is heard; 
if we succeed in responding properly to the 
yearly reality created for us by Tisha B’Av; 
if we achieve true consolation through the 
shaping of new, better life paths; perhaps next 
year’s Tisha B’Av will finally be transformed 
from a day immersed in sorrow into a day of 
celebration and joy. 
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