Holding Both

There are moments in the Jewish calendar that seem almost impossible. Just two
days ago, on Tisha B’Av, the most observant among us sat in darkness listening to
the aching words of Megillat Eicha and chanting songs of lament. We allowed
ourselves to enter the grief of our people—to remember the destruction of the
Temples, the pain of exile, and the countless moments throughout Jewish history

when our hearts have been broken.

And now... almost before we have had time to catch our breath... the calendar

turns.
This is Shabbat Nachamu.

We gather once again to welcome Shabbat. We hear Isaiah proclaim, “Nachamu,

nachamu Ami—Comfort, comfort My people.”
At first, it almost feels too soon.

Why does Judaism do this? Why would our tradition place the deepest day of
communal mourning immediately alongside the first of the seven Haftarot of
consolation? Why not allow grief its own season? Why not give us a little more time

before inviting us to hear words of comfort?

Perhaps because Judaism understands something we are forever tempted to forget.
Healing is not the opposite of grief, and comfort is not the absence of sorrow. The
Jewish calendar is not trying to rush us past Tisha B’Av. Instead, it is teaching us

how to carry Tisha B’Av.



That rhythm appears again and again throughout our tradition. We break a glass
beneath the chuppah at the height of a wedding celebration. Jacob leaves the banks
of the Jabbok River both wounded and blessed. Moses becomes our greatest leader
yet never enters the Promised Land. Again and again, Judaism resists reducing life
to simple categories. Joy and sorrow, hope and grief, blessing and brokenness are
not realities from which we must choose. They are realities we are called to hold

together.

Perhaps that is one of Judaism’s deepest spiritual teachings. Our hearts are not
meant to become smaller in the face of life, narrowing themselves around either joy
or sorrow. They are meant to become larger. Large enough to rejoice without
forgetting what has been lost. Large enough to grieve without losing sight of what is
still possible. We do not honor our losses by remaining trapped within them, nor do
we honor our blessings by pretending loss does not exist. We become more fully

human when our hearts are spacious enough to hold them both.

Tomorrow morning, during our Torah Study, we will explore more deeply the Book of
Eicha - Lamentations — allowing the text to speak for itself and show us its
remarkable movement from isolation to finding a voice, from single voice to hope,
and finally to a community speaking, grieving, and praying together. We will see

through our study that healing begins when grief is no longer carried alone.

Now, in this week’s Haftarah, Isaiah takes us one step further. He does not say,
“Forget and move on.” He does not pretend that the wounds have somehow

disappeared. Instead, he says simply: “Nachamu.”

The Hebrew is richer than our English translation suggests. The root oni (nacham)

certainly means “to comfort,” but throughout the Bible it also carries the sense of



being deeply moved, of turning toward someone in compassion, of allowing one’s

heart to be changed by another’s suffering, especially as it pertains to God.

Perhaps that is why Isaiah begins here. Before Jerusalem is rebuilt, before exile has
ended, before anything in the world has visibly changed, God turns toward a grieving

people and says, “Hineini—1am here.”

Comfort, then, is not simply a feeling. It is a relationship.

Comfort does not erase grief. It makes it possible to continue carrying what cannot
simply be put down. It is not the absence of suffering; rather, it is the assurance that
suffering will not be borne alone. It is the presence of God and of community. Itis

the promise that even in our deepest pain, we are not abandoned.

This is the reason Isaiah repeats the word: “Nachamu, nachamu.” Healing is rarely
accomplished in a single conversation, a single prayer, or even a single Shabbat.
Grief returns, and comfort must return with it. Again and again throughout our lives,

we are called both to receive comfort and to become comfort for someone else.

If that is God’s first response to human suffering, perhaps itis meant to become
ours as well. If God responds to brokenness by turning toward it, then those who
seek to walk in God’s ways are surely called to do the same. Comfort is not our
ability to fix what is broken. Comfort is something that begins the moment we refuse

to turn away.

And that is precisely the deeper gift of Shabbat Nachamu. It does not ask us to leave
Tisha B’Av behind. It asks us to carry it differently. To remember honestly without
becoming imprisoned by memory. To hope courageously without denying reality,

and to become people whose hearts are large enough to hold both.



This is the work of rebuilding the Temple—not all at once, and not only in Jerusalem,
but more importantly within us. Every act of compassion becomes another stone.
Every time we sit beside someone in their grief rather than trying to explain it away,
another piece of foundation is laid. Every time we choose to turn toward another
person with compassion rather than away in discomfort or fear, we participate in

rebuilding what once seemed beyond repair.

And that is the wisdom of the Jewish calendar. It does not ask us to choose between
lament and consolation. It teaches us how to live faithfully with both. May we be
blessed with the opportunity to practice doing so with grace and compassion for

many years to come.

Shabbat Shalom....



