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Comforting Perspectives

“Comfort, comfort My people, says your G-d (to the prophets). Speak to the heart of Yerushalayim and proclaim to her that her time (of exile) has been fulfilled” (Yeshaya 40:1-2, read as this week’s Haftorah).

With these words, the prophets were entreated by G-d to comfort His nation from the ravages of exile. What is the meaning behind the double usage of the word, comfort?


Additionally, many who have had the unfortunate experience of visiting a mourner will be familiar with the message of condolence formulated by our Sages, “May the Omnipresent comfort you together with the other mourners of Zion and Yerushalayim” (1). It seems as though our prayer for the bereaved wishes their comfort only after Moshiach (Messiah) comes and the Temple is finally rebuilt. What kind of consolation is it for the bereaved to be comforted only after an indefinite period of time?


To understand these difficulties, it is necessary to redefine the Hebrew word used in these two instances, nechamah. Although commonly translated as, comfort, it does not really mean that. As we shall see, solace is rather just a common result of the word’s proper definition (2).


The word, nechamah, is used many times in Scripture, but one very enlightening place is found at the end of Parshas Bereishis before the Great Deluge. After G-d “saw that the wickedness of Man was great upon the Earth...and G-d ‘vayenacheim’ having made Man” (3). The word ‘comfort’ in this context would be very difficult to comprehend because in this instance it was the opposite – G-d had been angered, not consoled.


More accurately, the word nechamah means to reconsider, or have a change of perspective (4). When G-d saw the evil being perpetrated by Man, He reconsidered having made Man and informed Noach of the impending flood. In other words, G-d transformed His attitude from the Attribute of Mercy to the Attribute of Justice to bring destruction upon the world.


In regards to our perspective of the oftentimes-bitter exile, the prophets were beseeched by G-d to reassure us of the necessity for exile and its misfortunes. By relating that message, the prophets attempted to transform the nation’s otherwise negative attitude toward exile to that of a positive one, based on the understanding that all G-d does is for the best. That would be an encouraging consolation and, at the same time, a powerful formula to endure the lengthy exile.


When we pray for the consolation of the mourners, too, we are praying, as difficult as it may seem at the time, that they come to a positive understanding of the circumstances and thereby be comforted. 

We implore G-d to assist the bereaved in ‘reconsidering’ their situation “together with the other mourners of Zion and Jerusalem.” By utilizing the formula for perseverance that the “mourners of Zion and Jerusalem” are already practicing, we hope that the recently bereaved will gather the strength to go on.

Based on this new understanding of nechamah, with some help from a different prophesy, we can explain the double-nechamah message that starts this week’s Haftorah. 

Elsewhere in the Book of Yeshaya, the prophet says, “And you will say on that day (after Moshiach comes), ‘Thank you, G-d, for being angry with me. Remove your anger (completely), now, and give me nechamah’” (5). After Moshiach will already have come, why will it still be necessary to comfort us?

This again proves that nechamah does not mean, to comfort, but rather to provide a change of perspective. The perspective about which the Jews will ask upon Moshiach’s arrival is the following: Why did the exile have to be so difficult? Why was it necessary to be uprooted from our homes so many times, to have so many pogroms, Intifadas and attacks? And why was it necessary to have a Holocaust?

The understanding promised in that verse is the second nechamah of G-d’s double-nechamah message (2). The first is the realization that everything G-d does is for our best. That is the formula to endure the exile. When it will finally be over, however, we will be privileged to understand something that we are presently not entitled to comprehend: Why there had to be so much pain and suffering.

The current Jewish month, Av, is also referred to as ‘Menacheim Av.’ May this month bring with it a change in our perspective toward exile, as a necessity in general, and, with the coming of Moshiach, the benefit of understanding the severity of the details therein as well!
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(1) See Artscroll Siddur, pg. 801. (2) Rabbi Mattisyahu Solomon, spiritual mentor of Beth Medrash Govoha, Lakewood, NJ. (3) Bereishis 6:5-6. (4) See Rashi, ibid. (5) Yeshaya 12:1.
Written by: Rabbi Shlomo Rosenberg

To receive this publication at your email address, email to: subscribe@denverkollel.org

For more information about the Kollel, please call 303-820-2855
