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A J EW IS H AP PROAC H TO  S UF F ERI N G 
AND PER SE VERA NC E T HR OU GH  

TRAGEDY  

HOW SHOULD ONE RESPOND TO TRAGEDY? 

he Kübler-Ross model, commonly known as The Five Stages of Grief, is a theory first introduced 

by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross[1] in her book On Death and Dying, which was inspired by her work with 

terminally ill patients. Kubler-Ross was extremely disturbed by the lack of curriculum in medical 
school that addressed death and dying, so when she became an instructor at the University of Chicago 
medical school, she started a project about death. This evolved into a series of seminars, and those interviews, 
along with her previous research, led to her book. Her work revolutionized how the medical field took care of 
the terminally ill. Her five stages of grief have now become widely accepted. 

The stages, popularly known by the acronym DABDA, include:  

1. Denial — "I feel fine."; "This can't be happening, not to me." 

Denial is usually only a temporary defense for the individual. This feeling is generally replaced with 

heightened awareness of possessions and individuals that will be left behind after death. Denial can 

be conscious or unconscious refusal to accept facts, information, or the reality of the situation. Denial 

is a defense mechanism and some people can become locked in this stage. 

2. Anger — "Why me? It's not fair!"; "How can this happen to me?"; '"Who is to blame?" 

Once in the second stage, the individual recognizes that denial cannot continue. Because of anger, the 

person is very difficult to care for due to misplaced feelings of rage and envy. Anger can manifest 

itself in different ways. People can be angry with themselves, or with others, and especially those 

who are close to them. It is important to remain detached and nonjudgmental when dealing with a 

person experiencing anger from grief. 

3. Bargaining — "I'll do anything for a few more years."; "I will give my life savings if..." 

The third stage involves the hope that the individual can somehow postpone or delay death. Usually, 

the negotiation for an extended life is made with a higher power in exchange for a reformed lifestyle. 

Psychologically, the individual is saying, "I understand I will die, but if I could just do something to 

buy more time..." People facing less serious trauma can bargain or seek to negotiate a compromise. 

For example "Can we still be friends?.." when facing a break-up. Bargaining rarely provides a 

sustainable solution, especially if it's a matter of life or death. 

4. Depression — "I'm so sad, why bother with anything?"; "I'm going to die soon so what's the point?"; 

"I miss my loved one, why go on?" 

During the fourth stage, the dying person begins to understand the certainty of death. Because of 

this, the individual may become silent, refuse visitors and spend much of the time crying and 

grieving. This process allows the dying person to disconnect from things of love and affection. It is 
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not recommended to attempt to cheer up an individual who is in this stage. It is an important time 

for grieving that must be processed. Depression could be referred to as the dress rehearsal for the 

'aftermath'. It is a kind of acceptance with emotional attachment. It's natural to feel sadness, regret, 

fear, and uncertainty when going through this stage. Feeling those emotions shows that the person 

has begun to accept the situation. 

5. Acceptance — "It's going to be okay."; "I can't fight it, I may as well prepare for it." 

In this last stage, individuals begin to come to terms with their mortality, or that of a loved one, or 

other tragic event. This stage varies according to the person's situation. People dying can enter this 

stage a long time before the people they leave behind, who must pass through their own individual 

stages of dealing with the grief. 

 

ARE ANY OF THESE STAGES INNAPROPRIATE FOR A RELIGIOUS 

INDVIDUAL TO EXPRESS? 

DOES JUDAISM ALLOW FOR MANY DIFFERENT RESPONSES TO 

TRAGEDY? 

 

STAGES OF GREIF WITH IN JUDAISM 

OUT OF THE WHIRLWIND: ESSAYS ON MOURNING, SUFFERING, AND THE 
HUMAN CONDITION BY RABBI JOSEPH B. SOLOVEITCHIK 

There are two distinct phases in the process of mourning, and the Halakha (Jewish Law) has 
meticulously insisted upon their strict separation. The first phase begins with the death of 
the relative for whom one is obligated to mourn and ends with burial. The second 
commences with burial and lasts seven, or with regard to some aspects thirty days 
(respectively called shiva and shloshim). The first we call aninut, the second avelut. What is 
the halakhic and the experiential distinction between these two phases of mourning? 
 

TALMUD BRACHOS 17A 

 ,התפילין ומן התפלה ומן ,שמע מקריאת פטור - לפניו מוטל שמתו מי
 .בתורה האמורות מצות ומכל

One who has a deceased person in front of him is relieved of the Mitzva to say Shema, to pray, to put 
on tefillin and from all of the Mitzvot of the Torah. 
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AHRON’S REACTION  

ְקחּו ְבֵני  א יׁש ַמְחָתתוֹ -ַויִּ יהּוא אִּ ְתנּו , ַאֲהֹרן ָנָדב ַוֲאבִּ ַויִּ
ימּו ָעֶליהָ , ָבֵהן ֵאׁש ְפֵני ְיהָוה; ְקֹטֶרת, ַוָישִּ יבּו לִּ ֵאׁש , ַוַיְקרִּ

ָּוה--ָזָרה  .ֹאָתם, ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא צִּ

1 And Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, 

took each of them his censer, and put fire 

therein, and burnt incense, and offered strange 

fire before the LORD, which He had not 

commanded them. 

ְפֵני ְיהָוה  ב לִּ ְפֵני , ַוָיֻמתּו; ַוֹתאַכל אֹוָתם, ַוֵתֵצא ֵאׁש מִּ לִּ
 .ְיהָוה

2 And there came forth fire from before the 

LORD, and devoured them, and they died 

before the LORD. 

ֶבר ְיהָוה ֵלאֹמר -הּוא ֲאֶׁשר, ַאֲהֹרן-ַוֹיאֶמר ֹמֶׁשה ֶאל  ג דִּ
ְקֹרַבי ֶאָקֵדׁש ֹדם; ֶאָכֵבד, ָהָעם-ְפֵני ָכל-ְוַעל, בִּ  .ןַאֲהרֹ , ַויִּ

3 Then Moses said unto Aaron: 'This is it that 

the LORD spoke, saying: Through them that 

are near Me I will be sanctified, and before all 

the people I will be glorified.' And Aaron was 

silent 

 

DOES RELIGION MAKE TRAGEDY EASIER? 

RAV SOLOVEITCHIK, HALAKHIC MAN 

 
  

The pangs of searching and groping, the tortures of 

spiritual crises and exhausting treks of the soul 

purify and sanctify man, cleanse his thoughts, and 

purge them of the husks of superficiality and the 

dross of vulgarity. Out of these torments there 

emerges a new understanding of the world, 

a powerful spiritual enthusiasm that shakes the very 

foundation of man's existence. He arises from the 

agonies, purged and refined, possessed of a pure 

heart and new spirit. "It is a time of agony unto 

Jacob, but out of it shall he be saved" (Jer. 30:7)... 
 

 



  

PERSEVERANCE THROUH TRAGEDY  

ב  ח כֶּ  ;ְוֵאלֶּה ַבּסּוִסים   , ֵאלֶּה ָברֶּ
 .ְיהָוה ֱאֹלֵהינּו ַנְזִכיר-ְבֵשם   , ַוֲאַנְחנּו

8 Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; 

but we will make mention of the name of the LORD our 

God. 

, ַוֲאַנְחנּו ַקְמנּו   ; ָכְרעּו ְוָנָפלּו, ֵהָמה  ט
 .ַוִנְתעוָֹדד

9 They are bowed down and fallen; but we are risen, and 

stand upright. 

RABBI PESACH KROHN 

hesky Shoenig of Oak Park Michigan a sweet beloved boy was diagnosed with 
leukemia.  His family was devastated.  One morning in shul someone approached 
Chesky’s father someone approached Chesky’s father and said don’t worry you’re son 

will be Ok.  Chesky father asked him and what makes you so sure.  He said it’s a pasuk we 
“ נזכיר' אלה ברכב ואלה בסוסים ואנחנו בשם ה ” we Jews live by a different set of rules.”   
 
Chesky’s father would constantly repeat these words to himself throughout the course of 
the illness.  However Chesky though putting up a miraculous fight eventually departed from 
this world due to the illness.  
 
During shiva, Elya Shoenig (Chesky’s father) remembered the verse in Tehilim.  Hadn’t the 
pasuk assure that his son would be OK?  What happened to the encouragement it had given 
him?  One day however it struck him.  Dovid HaMelech was not describing battles during 
the war but rather an appraisal after the war.  When a nation loses an armed conflict it 
second guesses itself “If we only had done this I we only employed a different tactic that is 
the meaning of  אלה ברכב.  But Jews don’t look back.  They understand that if a battle was 
lost it was because Hashem intended it to be so נזכיר' ואנחנו בשם ה .  Now thought Mr. Shoenig 
the next verse in the chapter fits perfectly המה קרעו ונפלו-because of their frustration and 
false perception that things could have been different  ואנחנו קמנו ונתעודד  because we Jews 
understand that this is the way it was meant to be and without faith in Hashem’s mercy we 
have the strength to continue to live. 

C 

 

For the path that eventually leads to the "green pastures" and to the "still waters" is not the 

royal road, but a narrow, twisting footway that threads its course along the steep mountain 

slope, as the terrible abyss yawns at the traveler's feet. Many see "the Lord passing bye; and a 

great and strong wind rending mountains and shattering rocks...and after the wind an 

earthquake...and after the earthquake a fire," but only a few prove worthy of hearing the "still 

small voice" (Kings 19:11-12). 

 


