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Learning Self-Compassion 

When it was time to begin writing this sermon, the very last thing I 

wanted to talk about was Covid.  I remember saying out loud, “I am beyond 

done with Covid.”  And if I may add, it was quite convincing.  But as the 

weeks rolled on through the summer, I became less convinced, and I 

began to worry more.  I’m sure you and I worried about the same things: 

the Delta variant, unvaccinated children, immunocompromised loved ones, 

and then the ultimate blow: the dreaded breakthrough cases. 

And since Yom Kippur calls upon us to be fully honest and 

transparent with ourselves, I’ll admit, I’ve never even come close to being 

done with Covid.  Living with my own asthma, two unvaccinated children, 

and the responsibility of caring for your children, whom I love like my own, I 

found myself pre-occupied with research studies, protocols, and 

recommendations.     

http://rabbijaffe.blogspot.com/2021/09/yom-kippur-morning-sermon-57822021-post.html
http://rabbijaffe.blogspot.com/2021/09/yom-kippur-morning-sermon-57822021-post.html
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If I needed a break, I’d take a quick scroll through social media which 

presented a happier, calmer version of reality. But those pictures didn’t tell 

the whole story. If we had a camera rolling all summer, we would have 

seen images of worry, angst, anxiety, and fear too.  The kind of moments 

we keep private and tucked away; the ones we only share with those 

closest to us. Yet, we have all struggled during the last 18 months and 

most of us continue to do so.   

During the pandemic, the rate of adults with symptoms of anxiety or 

depressive disorders quadrupled.1   According to recent polling, over half of 

young Americans express regular moments of feeling down, depressed or 

hopeless.”2  The American Camp Association reported higher levels of 

fragility and volatility among campers this summer and longer periods of 

homesickness than in the past and among older children. 3   Jewish 

summer camps reported increases in “…eating disorders and anxiety that 

can manifest as sleep disorders, panic attacks or self-harm.”4  The mental 

health crisis in our community is real and touches everyone.  

                                                           
1 https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-
substance-use/ 
2 https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/10/51percent-of-young-americans-say-they-feel-down-depressed-or-hopeless.html 
3 https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/expanded-mental-health-staff-worked-to-help-campers-struggling-after-lonely-

year/ 
4 https://ejewishphilanthropy.com/lessons-from-camps/ 
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Tonight, we recite one of the quintessential sections of High Holiday 

liturgy, Unetanah Tokef.  This poem, with its disturbing imagery, describes 

how God renders judgement upon us on Rosh Hashanah and seals our 

fate on Yom Kippur.  But at its core, the prayer reminds us that God already 

knows the totality of who we are, even if we struggle to understand 

ourselves.  Nothing is hidden from God. Therefore, it’s pointless to try to 

conceal any part of ourselves: our pain, our anguish, our depression, and 

our sadness.   

Unetanah Tokef acknowledges that each of us faces challenges.  

They’re an inevitable part of life. And God never becomes impatient with us 

as we strive to confront these challenges in an effort to become a better 

version of ourselves.   In fact, every year, we are given an opportunity to 

look at ourselves anew.  Unetanah Tokef reveals that God is merciful and 

understanding. God shows us compassion, and we need to learn how to do 

the same for ourselves.   And Dr. Kristin Neff is the person to teach us how 

to practice self-compassion in three steps. She’s a leader and pioneer in 

the field.  

The first is for us to acknowledge that we are suffering or in pain. 

Tonight, and tomorrow, we have a rare opportunity: sacred time and space 

to ask ourselves difficult questions.  How are we really doing?  How are we 
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feeling?  What has the past year and a half been like for us?  Each of us 

has felt pain.  It is a part of life.  And the sooner we become aware of our 

pain, the sooner we can choose how to work with it and relate to it. 

Which brings us to Dr. Neff’s second step: self-kindness.  Now, most 

of us are good at being kind and empathetic to others.  When loved ones 

are going through a hard time, we know how to be present for them.  But 

most of us aren’t so great at being kind and compassionate to ourselves.  If 

we can receive and accept what we are feeling without judgement, then we 

become ready to embrace the pain we are feeling.  Dr. Christiane Wolf, an 

expert on chronic pain, suggests trying to get ourselves to the place of 

responding to our own pain with statements like “This really hurts” or “This 

is a moment of struggle.”5 

I’ll be the first to admit, I am the worst at accepting my own emotional 

struggles.  I was really depressed the first few weeks of the summer.  I had 

made it through a year and a half of remote learning with my two young 

children: a miracle unto itself.  While I was mindful of how difficult the 

pandemic had been on me, I couldn’t accept my own pain.  I thought that I 

needed to quash my feelings, to try and get myself “back to normal,” 

                                                           
5 https://podcasts.apple.com/ie/podcast/how-to-outsmart-your-pain-christiane-

wolf/id1087147821?i=1000530015533 

https://podcasts.apple.com/ie/podcast/how-to-outsmart-your-pain-christiane-wolf/id1087147821?i=1000530015533
https://podcasts.apple.com/ie/podcast/how-to-outsmart-your-pain-christiane-wolf/id1087147821?i=1000530015533
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whatever that meant.  The moment I demonstrated just an ounce of 

kindness to myself, everything changed.  When I removed unrealistic 

expectations of how I thought I was supposed to feel, I felt free.   

The third and final step is to practice shared compassion.  This 

means that once we have accepted our own pain or struggle, it’s important 

for us to connect with others, who are in a similar place.  When we share 

our stories with others, we help to normalize the grief we are all feeling. 

Every week our clergy team makes yahrzeit calls to those in our 

community who are remembering loved ones.  Tuesdays are the day that I 

make my calls.  Over the years, I grew accustomed to frequently reaching 

voicemails and answering machines.  I’d leave a message. Sometimes 

people would call me back. Most often, not.  

But about two months into the pandemic something changed.  

Instead of being sent to voicemails, people began eagerly answering the 

phone. I had conversations lasting 30 minutes or longer.  The more I 

shared about my own difficulties or those happening in our community, the 

more others shared.   

I realize that clergy are in a very special position--granted access into 

the most intimate moments in others’ lives.  This is a sacred part of our 
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role.  Hearing about what you were facing, normalized my own experiences 

and created sacred space for both of us.  We talked about the challenging 

and lonely moments of the pandemic, but also celebrated the much-

anticipated arrival of vaccines and other joyous moments along the way.  

Although these calls were intended to support you, you all lifted me up in 

the process.   

Something else happened this summer too.  For the first time on my 

weekly calls, I sensed renewed optimism and hope.   People shared stories 

about their long-awaited vacations and their children’s wonderful summers 

at camp.  They told me about joyful moments spent with extended family 

and the excitement of meeting new babies born during the pandemic.   

Although we face another year of living in a Covid-centric world, we 

are in a better place than we were last year on Yom Kippur.  Most of us are 

vaccinated, and a third booster is on its way.  It looks like in the coming 

months, children over five will have access to vaccines.  Even my own 

children are back in school. Despite the uncertainty of the future, there are 

so many things for which to be grateful. 

We made it. Let’s pause to acknowledge our gratitude: How grateful 

we are for having survived all that we’ve been through.  
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I’d like to recite Birkat haGomel, a public, communal declaration of 

gratitude.  We recite it when we have survived a life-threatening or life 

altering ordeal. While it is traditionally a call and response prayer, today, 

let’s recite the whole blessing together.     

If you are able, please rise and repeat after me: Baruch Atah Adonai, 

Eloheinu Melech HaOlam Sheg’malanu Kol Tov.  This means, “we lift our 

hearts and give thanks to the Holy One, who has bestowed goodness upon 

us.” And I offer the response, “Mi sheg'malchem kol tov, hu yigmolchem 

kol tov selah,” meaning May the One who is endlessly compassionate and 

has bestowed so much goodness upon us, continue to bestow blessings 

upon us forever.  

Kayn Y’hi Ratzon.  May this be God’s will. 


