A Practical Guide to Trying to Help
General

“I am a person with a problem, not a problem with a person.”

· When you are with a person in crisis, it is important to think about how your words will affect them. 
· Pay attention to the person to whom you’re talking; the key to chesed is thinking about what the other person needs, not what you think they need.  
· Remember that there are things you cannot fix, and that it is ok to just tell people you care.
· Ask people what they need and tell them what you can offer.

· Allow the person to give to you in ways that they can; just because they are suffering does not mean they cannot give.

· Daven for the person and remember that Hashem rules the world.

Special Needs/Chronic Illness
What the mothers want you to know

· I may look fine, I may be fine, but sometimes it still hurts.
· Sometimes we just want to go on with our lives like everyone else.
· Sometimes we can't.
· What was helpful once may not be helpful another time – yesterday I appreciated your phone call – today I need quiet.
· We are not "amazing,” but neither are we "nebach". 

· Thank you for caring – we really appreciate it.

Don’ts:

· Please remember not to speak at or about a person with special needs or chronic illness as if they aren't there (third person invisible).
· Please don't ask off the top of your head questions about our medical, educational or therapeutic choices. Chances are we have davened long and hard, thought long and hard, and asked plenty of advice, but we may not have the desire to share the agonizing process of decision-making with you at this moment. 

· Please do not tell me wonder stories.

· Please do not tell me about the new medicine, therapy, or segula of the week unless a) you are very sure I am looking for that information, and b) the source of the information is extremely reliable and not anecdotal. If you hear of some information you know I am looking for, find out enough to hand me a name and phone number.

· Please don't tell me to "take care of myself" unless you are willing to help make that happen. (see below) 

Dos:

· People with chronic illness or special needs and their family members are multi-faceted human beings. Do include us in the every day conversations you might have with any friend or neighbor.
·  During particularly difficult times, think of a small way to pamper or spoil the Mommy/caretaker a bit.
· Remember that how to deal with any particular parent/caregiver depends on what the person's personality type was to begin with. 

· Listen empathically. That may mean controlling your urge to say "me too" when I say that I am fed up with fighting the kupa, spending the entire winter at the pediatricians office, or trying to find clothing that fits my child. You may have the same frustration with one or more of your typical healthy children. But my frustration is part of a larger picture, and although I know you are trying to make me feel normal, it can be belittling because the reason why I have to do this is so different from your reason.  Instead, you can validate me by saying, "I know how frustrating it is when I have to deal with something like that. I can only imagine how annoying/difficult/frustrating this must be for you." 

· Relate to a child with special needs or illness as a child, not as a diagnosis.
· When you want to say something nice about my child, say something about him as an individual.
· Believe me if I say "No, thank you" to an offer of help. Tell me that if I change my mind the offer still stands.
· Unless you sense that I want to talk, please keep it short and sweet. Most people dealing with medical crisis are in over their heads and are dealing with life minute by minute. Ask "how is he/are you doing" instead of "what are the doctors saying".  If accepting a meal from you means a long shmooze at the door it may not be worth my while.

· Before you speak, ask yourself if it is in response to your needs, or mine.
· Please make sure the help you have to offer is helpful to me in my situation right now. What would be helpful to you isn't necessarily helpful to me.
· Offer concrete practical help such as sending the person for a massage and arranging a babysitter, helping out with staying at the hospital, sending a meal, picking up groceries or dry cleaning, a Shabbos invitation, making phone calls, etc.  Try and tailor your offer to the person and family.
· Give positive attention to my other children.
Infertility
Please don’t give up hope 
Don’ts:
· Do not tell someone to “just relax and stop worrying” because their anxiety is making it not happen.  Not only is this common “wisdom” often an inaccurate analysis, but it could deter someone who actually really needs medical help from getting intervention.

· When a person is suffering from infertility (or other medical issues), thinking negative thoughts/positive thoughts is not necessarily going to make a difference  Telling a person to think positively puts even more pressure and frustration on someone who is struggling to feel differently than they really feel.

· The feeling that people around you are giving up hope before you are is devastating.  Don’t ask “what’s the next step” or even worse, suggest a next step yourself. This is a personal and sensitive process of gradual acceptance each step of the way.  Suggestions of the next step imply you have given up on the possibility that it would ever happen for us.  We need you to hope for us.
· Don’t tell me about someone else that got pregnant because of something special she did at the mikveh.  The last thing  a person stuggling with infertility needs is someone suggesting to her that she is not pregnant because she didn’t take a long enough bath.   Unless you are a spiritual mentor to that person or a real gadol being sought after for a bracha or guidance, you should never tell anyone things like that.

· Don’t complain about your pregnancy or your kids in front of someone who is spending their mornings at IVF clinics.

· Don’t try to explain why Gd is doing this to the person (again, unless you are a spiritual mentor or gadol who is tuned in at a different  level) - “I believe you have to go through this because…” Don’t say things like Gam zu latovah  (this is for the best.) if there is failed cycle or G-d forbid pregnancy loss. Even if it’s potentially true it’s the very last thing someone wants to hear.
· Try not to give unsolicited advice from articles you read or find on the internet. Trust that the person to whom you are speaking has done the research, gone to the doctors and asked the experts. 
Do’s:

· Give the person space if she doesn’t want to talk about it. 

· Always come from a place of hopefulness and optimism.  “When I was most down and believing it would never happen for me, it always helped me to hear someone else’s unrelenting positivity and optimism that it would happen for me.  Even when I was bitter.  No one really ever knows, but I needed other people’s optimism tremendously to anchor me”. 

· Pray for them to have a baby. “My husband and I always got strength from learning how hard others were praying for us.  When we could least do it for ourselves, it meant the world.”

· Empathize – don’t sympathize.  “I always knew who felt bad for me versus bad with me.  It made a difference in who I felt safe with when I felt so fragile and alone.”

· Listen when she/they wants to talk but not because you want to hear. 

· Understand that women suffering with infertility (or singlehood or any other crisis) can be very fragile and just managing to keep it together. You may feel you are walking on eggshells sometimes. That may not be a reflection of what you said but understand that the person may be in so much pain and vulnerability that she may just be keeping her head above water.  

· If you are pregnant and you are a good friend or sister/in law, understand that the person is not jumping for joy for you because she is in so much pain; it’s not personal.  It can  be painful to find the joy sometimes for others even though you love them and want the best for them..  If you are really hurt, don’t confront in a moment of anger.

· Do tell your friend who suffers infertility when you are pregnant.  It is actually more painful for her not to be told. 

· Call to wish them a good Yom Tov.

· Do give the person a lot of space not to speak about her infertility. Often what works best for her is to speak only to very close family and friends. While it might make you feel better to hear what is going on and be in the inner circle, it may not be what is best for her. So don’t get hurt if she doesn’t want to discuss it. After all, it is about doing what is best for her, not what makes you feel better.

Singledom

I am a person who is single.  I am not “a single.”

Don’ts:

· Ask single people at meals, in front of others if they are single.

· Frown when if you learn that single people have other single siblings.

· Ask "why are you so picky?"/”why do you think you’re single?”

· Treat single people like they are children or half-people.

· Talk about babies in front of single people. This often happens when the single adult is interacting with  married couples.

· Say "im yirtza Hashem by you."  It is bad grammar, and it is trite and annoying. (You can daven for them at the moment you see them – but keep it between you and Hashem.  He runs the world, and His IS listening to your prayer)
· People should NOT jump to problem solve when a single person tells them they are single. Just listen and be supportive

· Push a single person to go to singles’ events or do things that are uncomfortable for them. Hashem has many messengers, and we need to trust that He knows this person’s address. 
· Don’t ask a single person “How’s dating?”  It does not matter how close you think you are to that person.  It’s like asking, how’s your marriage?  How’s your financial situation? 

· Don’t offer unsolicited advice.

Do’s:

· Call to wish them a good Yom Tov.
· If you have an idea, check it out first, and then present it to the single person; always follow through with the person if you have mentioned a suggestion.

· Invite them – don’t wait for them to call you.

· Talk about life in general (not life as a single person). 
· Listen, empathize.
· Believe in them. They will get married!

· Daven for them.

· Make phone calls – take it upon yourself to ask one person a week if he knows anyone. Most people meet their future spouses through networking, and maybe Hashem will make you the messenger for a simcha!
· Include them as valuable members of the community. Ask them to help out –single people have a lot to offer, and everyone likes to contribute.  
Illness/Death/Bereavement
Give the gift of presence
Don’ts:

· Start any sentence with “at least” or “you should”.  Try it to yourself and see why…

· Don’t point out the positive side to what is happening – only the people in the situation can see it – and they may not be able to now.  It’s presumptuous of you to try.

· Don’t give mussar or tell the person that this is an opportunity for growth. – it is not your place to tell the person that they should use this to strengthen their emunah, they should be aware that G-d runs the world, etc.  All this is true.  But it is NOT helpful to someone who is in the midst of intense pain.  If they say “how could a good G-d do this. “ or “Why”, it is not your place to answer them.  Just listen and acknowledge that these are real questions that have been asked by our scholars for millennia. 
· Ignore the person or ignore what they’re going through.

· Minimize the situation.

· Tell a person how they should feel.  Any way this person feels is legitimate.  Any statement such as “you should try and be happy” or “you must feel terrible” should be avoided at all costs.  

· Expect an immediate acknowledgement or thank you.  Be content in knowing that if you’ve helped, that’s amazing.  

Do’s:

· Tell them, “I’m thinking of you.”
· Judaism has a great line for mourning, “May you be comforted among the mourners of Zion. “  Say it, and mean it.
· Be comfortable in silence; allow the person to have your supportive presence without requiring them to talk.

· Leave a message/note/email that tells the person you’re thinking of them and explicitly tells them you don’t expect them to call back. “One of the most thoughtful things someone once did for me was to leave me a voicemail letting me know she was thinking of me and telling me not to worry about calling back.  I had so many messages that I couldn’t return – it was so nice to be told I didn’t need to worry about returning this one.” 
· If you know someone’s going through something but don’t know what, offer support and explicitly tell them they don’t need to talk about it.
· Let the person talk – ask questions, gently (e.g., how you holding up) but be open to being told, overly or subtly,  that they don’t want to talk about it

· Be a distraction if your friend asks for one.  “While in the middle of a horrible day with my mom in the hospital, I just called a friend and said, can you please talk about nothing?  She didn’t blink an eye and called another friend, and they just talked about nothing and they didn’t pester me about what was going on with my mom.  Listening to real life allowed me to zone out for a short time”
· Make specific offers of help – and follow through.  Don’t  say, “call if you need anything”.  Do say, “I made soup, can I bring you some today around 4:00?”  “I’m going to the grocery store, do you need anything?  Maybe I could pick you up some fruit and veggies or a meal.”  Even just offer to come take them out for coffee or to be with them.  For students, you can make Shabbos-in plans; you do all the work.  

· Send things – food, notes, etc.  Receiving a blanket can be like a hug for someone who is sick or sad. 
· Give the person permission to be sad – often someone suffering will actually try to apologize for being a bummer or down – let them know that they are going through is something hard and that it’s ok to be sad and that you can handle it.
· Recognize when someone is being evasive and doesn’t want to talk.  Follow their lead.
· Even after the immediate aftermath, check in on the person.  After shiva/shloshim, the rest of the world moves on, but the mourner is still in pain.  Periodically dropping a line or a call is a really nice thing to do.  Put a reminder in your calendar to say check in weekly or monthly as appropriate to your relationship.
· Be situationally aware.  Even someone suffering terrible grief or pain has to go out in the world and be normal.  Often their control is pretty fragile – don’t pull them back into that place when they need to be normal.  “I never wanted to talk about my mom at work when I went back.  And I couldn’t stand to talk in social situations, etc about ‘how I was doing’.  So I would answer with ‘Well, it is what it is.  So how are you doing?’” Recognize when someone is using this technique, and respect it.  If you want to express sympathy, send a note or an email that the person can deal with when they can handle it.

· Ask the person about the person they’ve lost/who’s unwell – then let them talk about it.  Don’t be judgmental.  If they say something bad/hard about the person, just let them do it.  Just because someone’s sick or dead doesn’t mean they were perfect.  But don’t you volunteer any negative information.
· Recognize your own limitations and your role in the person’s life.

· Realize that someone who’s suffering often needs to talk about what she is going through; give her the gift of your presence and listen to her talk if she needs to.
If you are the person we’ve been talking about today…

· Take care of yourself – sleep, eat, find things that distract and comfort you as needed.

· Give yourself a break and lower your expectations.  As Rebbitzin Tavin once said – sometimes G-d just wants you to hang on.  That’s enough.

· Know that it’s ok to be sad, to be suffering, to think that this just STINKS.  It is appropriate to what you’re going through.  It is not a lack of faith to acknowledge that something is hard.  Conversely, don’t beat yourself up if you find yourself laughing or enjoying something.

· Be around people that make you feel safe and relaxed. Try not to feel guilty about blowing things off the nonessentials.

· Speaking of which, do the best you can to identify the essentials – everything else is negotiable and can be dealt with later.
· Learn your own deflection phrase for when people want to offer sympathy you don’t want/want to talk when you don’t want to/ask questions you do not want to answer.  You DO NOT have to talk to people or give them details.  Some ideas on deflection phrases:
· It is what it is.

· I’m hanging in there.
· Baruch Hashem.

· Thanks for asking - nu, B'Ezrat Hashem.

· With your hands out, nod your head back and forth, and say something between a squeak and an "eh,” and then smile/half-laugh-with or without a Nu

· Sigh, b'seder, you know....

· If someone offers concrete help that you would like, take them up on it!  If someone gives you a genuine offer of “Can I do X,” think of the annoying things you just can’t deal with (e.g., the car’s oil needs to be changed, you need groceries, you need bread from the special store, etc) and give it over.  She will be THRILLED to be able to actually do anything to help.   You will not be a burden.

· Know that well-intentioned, good people are going to say incredibly insensitive and stupid things.  If you can, see the humor in their absolute *wrongness*.  If you can’t, well, try to let it go – and definitely tell me – I keep a list…  (
