
Abridged Drashah for Behar-Bechukotai

Along with the OU, RCA, National Council of Young Israel, and other organizations, this Shabbos has been

dedicated to focus on mental health awareness. The past 15 months have exacerbated or introduced anxiety for

many people around the world. The country of Japan even appointed a “Minister of Loneliness” in February to

account for the increased number of cases. Pre-pandemic, some estimated that the feeling of loneliness was

even greater in the United States than it was there.

Mental illness can come in many forms. Some are caused by trauma, but others are simply the nature of an

individual’s genetic or biological makeup. Just as a person may have physical challenges that are innate and not

the product of one’s own behavior, so too mental illness can be the same way. This does not mean, however,

that the situation is helpless. There is much that an individual can do -and even more so, that a community can

do- to help individuals successfully cope with their symptoms and significantly improve their well-being.

In the midst of the tochechah, “great rebuke” which we read this week, Hashem threatens our expulsion from

the land of Israel: “And you, I will scatter you among the nations” (26:33). Rashi explains that “scatter” doesn’t

mean that the Jewish people will go from place to place. Instead, it means that individual Jews will be

scattered, separated from each other. In Rashi’s words, “when the people of a country are exiled into the same

place they see each other and are consoled. But Bnei Yisrael- they’ll be scattered like a winnow [scatters chaff]”.

Rav Menachem Mendel of Vorka explains that Par’oh’s response after Moshe’s first request to free Bnei Yisrael

was exactly this: “lo tosifun” (Shemot 5:7). Most translations say this means “You shall no longer” provide

straw for making bricks. In hebrew, however, the word has an aleph, which may indicate that it means “do not

gather”. Par’oh, when wanting to further punish the Jewish people, first ordered that they not be allowed to

comfort each other during their harsh labor. Rav Menachem mendel explains “through connecting… they

strengthen each other”

Oftentimes, a central element of anxiety, loneliness, and depression is the feeling that no one else supports you.

You feel that no one else can understand your pain, and no one else cares about it, or you. Our responsibility as

a community is not to all become therapists. But it is our job to make sure people know that we care for them

and that they should know their value as part of our community. If you know someone who struggles with these

symptoms, or you think someone could use a call- make the call.

Rashi explains that “strengthening” the downtrodden (25:35) refers to grabbing someone before they fall down.

We can’t wait until a person has already fallen into a chronic state of depression to realize that they need our

help. Keeping our eyes open and aware of others -including, and especially those who we don’t see- is how we

can make a difference. On the one hand, our support can comfort a person in their time of need and may help

prevent further distress. But even more than that, we can show that one's struggles are not situations that a

person should feel ashamed of. It’s not a “problem” to seek help for a natural condition. If you show someone

that you care, they’ll hopefully feel less lonely, and instead “your brother will live alongside you” (25:35).

Shabbat Shalom,

Rabbi Katz


