
March 11, 2020/15 Adar 5780  
 
Dear Friends,  
 
This is a time of great uncertainty and fear. It is also a time of communal celebration, such as 
the Purim festivities we enjoyed earlier this week, and looking ahead to the joy of Passover, less 
than a month from now. To be a Jew is to be connected to community both in the present 
moment and through the generations. Without connectedness, without community, one cannot 
live a Jewish life. Traditions such as requiring a minyan (10 adult Jews) to recite prayers such 
as the Barechu and the Kaddish, as well as to chant from the Torah, have been handed down 
through hundreds of generations, and are as deeply embedded in the Jewish people as the 
words of our sacred texts themselves.  
 
Another of our most deeply-held Jewish values is the sanctity of human life. As the ancient text 
of the Mishna (Sanhedrin 4) interprets a verse from the book of Genesis, after Cain kills his 
brother Abel: “‘The bloods of your brother cry out” (Gen. 4:10). It doesn’t say, “The blood of your 
brother”, but rather “The bloods of your brother” meaning his blood and the blood of his 
descendants...to teach that if any man has caused a single life to perish...he is deemed...as if 
he had caused a whole world to perish; and anyone who saves a single soul...he is deemed...as 
if he had saved a whole world.”  
 
We find ourselves now at a time when the most urgent calls of our tradition - to be in community 
and to do everything within our power to protect and preserve human life - are at odds. The 
spread of Covid-19/Coronavirus requires us to practice “social distancing” - refraining from 
gathering together so that we can “flatten the curve” of this pandemic. By taking this imperative 
seriously, we can help save lives. And yet, because the positive impact of social distancing can 
only be seen over time, and on a communal level, we cannot directly see that we are saving 
lives; we also know that this disease will impact some of us less than others. Therefore, it can 
feel like an overreaction and/or particularly difficult to implement “social distancing” because 
being together in community is a profound human need, particularly in times of crisis and 
anxiety.  
 
Our tradition knows this. We need each other.  
 
On Shabbat mornings, just before we recite the Shema, declaring the oneness of God, it is 
traditional to gather the fringes of the prayer shawl (tallit or tallis) together into one hand. Some 
interpreters understand this as symbolic of the interconnectedness of the Jewish people, from 
the “four corners of the earth.” As I often say at services, this physical act in preparation for the 
recitation of the Shema also symbolizes the interconnectedness of all of humanity, reflected in 
the oneness of the divine.  
 
A pandemic spreading throughout the world reminds us in the most physical and frightening way 
of how interconnected we are. When we can skip across an ocean in a matter of hours via air 
travel, and so much of human activity is global, there is no such thing as a true border. There is 
no such thing as a wall that can keep pathogens from traveling internationally. A pathogen is a 
great equalizer - we are all human beings with human bodies which are susceptible to the same 
infections, no matter our nationality, race, or socioeconomic status. (Of course, the incredible 
disparity in wealth and access to medical care in our nation does change the impact of disease  

https://www.statnews.com/2020/03/11/flattening-curve-coronavirus/?fbclid=IwAR1LvNGSP_xFkatrTy9VMy9IumZ3M640dks8ASq5wAJDPj0YrKtUDuk_ZCQof


on any given person or community, though if our healthcare system and hospitals are 
overwhelmed, every one of us will be affected negatively).  
 
The climate crisis has been unfolding for decades, calling us to remember that the actions we 
take in our small corner of the earth have real impact on the entire planet, but the sense of 
urgency, for many of us, isn’t palpable enough to make radical changes in our behavior 
consistently. The earth has sent us urgent messages with unprecedented weather patterns and 
wildfires, but for those who are far away from the particular hurricane, snowstorm, flood, or fire, 
it remains something that we can keep at bay and go about our lives. Perhaps we give tzedakah 
to help a community that is impacted, but if our own lives are not directly changed, we don’t feel 
the impact and the fear in our very bones.  
 
Now we are living through a crisis that we do feel on a visceral level, and we should. As 
Coronavirus spreads, every one of us can and likely will be impacted. Current statistics suggest 
that up to 70% (cite below) of the world population will eventually become infected. Many people 
who are not in the “most vulnerable” categories - seniors and those with underlying medical 
conditions- are not feeling the anxiety deeply enough to take drastic and immediate preemptive 
action to prevent the spread of this virus. We know that children are, thank God, for the most 
part spared the most horrific effects of this disease. However, children are certainly able to carry 
the disease, show no symptoms or only mild cold symptoms, and pass it on to those in their 
families and communities who are vulnerable to serious illness and death from Covid-19.  
 
This moment calls us to look well beyond our own wellbeing and that of our families and our 
“immediate orbit,” and to take drastic and even unprecedented actions in order to preserve the 
wellbeing of dozens, hundreds, thousands, and ultimately millions of people we don’t know 
(coronavirus spreads exponentially - just one person’s infection can lead to many others). Now 
is the time to live the truth that our tradition tells us again and again: We must love the stranger, 
too, as ourselves. Ourselves, our neighbors (the ones who are “like us”) and those who are 
different and far away from us whether physically, culturally, socioeconomically, or in any other 
way: we are all equal in the face of a deadly virus. Now is the moment when it is our 
responsibility - it is upon us - aleynu- to live our most deeply-held values as Jews and members 
of a sacred community. Though it is extremely challenging, disruptive, inconvenient, and 
unsettling, now is the time to implement the command to love each other. Each and every other. 
By helping each other to stay well.  
 
Just about two weeks ago, we came together in community for Shabbat Morning B’Yachad 
(B’Yachad means “Together” and our Shabbat mornings of learning, praying, schmoozing and 
eating together have been a highlight for our community for nearly two years). The Torah 
portion we studied that day, Terumah, recounts the instructions for constructing the Mishkan, 
the portable dwelling place for God that the Israelites will carry with them through their 
wilderness journey. We explored the idea of holiness being found in community, in relationships. 
Our connections to each other, each with our own unique gifts to share, are ultimately what 
create a place for holiness, for God, to dwell. The very first thing our ancestors were 
commanded to do after being freed from slavery was to construct the Mishkan. We can 
understand this to mean that the very first sacred obligation (mitzvah) of this newly-liberated 
people was rooted in the values of the sanctity of human life, and of gathering together.  
 
Though Judaism must be lived in community and in relationship, in this moment, it is a sacred 
obligation not to gather together, to uphold the greatest mitzvah of all, pikuach nefesh. This is 
the Jewish legal understanding that preserving human life overrides any other sacred obligation.  



If we take seriously the urgent recommendations that we avoid gathering together, we are 
taking a powerful action to save human lives. It is so hard to see that, because on a day-to-day 
basis it will mostly feel like a deep loss not to come together and we will not see the immediate 
impact of our sacred action. The greatest success of social distancing will only be known in 
retrospect, when we can (God willing) then say: “Well, Coronavirus didn’t end up being a big 
deal and overwhelming our health systems and killing or seriously injuring nearly as many as we 
thought.”  
 
As the story of Esther, which we just recounted on Purim, reminds us: Whether we like it or not, 
sometimes we are called to take unprecedented and unexpected action to save lives. A well-
known verse from the megillah (the scroll) of Esther recounts that Mordecai says to Esther, 
when she is scared to speak up, reveal her Jewish identity, and thereby save the Jewish 
people: “Perhaps it is for just such a time as this that you were created.”  
 
This is uncharted territory, and it feels easier to go about our lives relatively normally and hope 
that the scourge goes away and doesn’t come too close to us. However, we already know that it 
is not if, but when, the disease will directly impact us or those we know and love, and that it is 
up to us right now to take every action we possibly can that can lead to the preservation of 
human life and the alleviation of suffering.  
 
The measures that the TOS community will be taking are explained below, and I have provided 
a list of resources to provide important information as we navigate this challenging time.  
 
I am privileged to be able to lead our community in facing this challenge, and to help us draw 
upon the ancient wisdom of Jewish tradition as a source of wisdom, strength, comfort, and 
connection. We are so fortunate to live in a time of unprecedented possibilities of virtual 
connection, and the clergy and staff of TOS are working hard to create opportunities for our 
community to participate in services and educational offerings over Skype, Zoom, or other 
platforms. Please stay tuned for further details. We are also thinking creatively about additional 
opportunities enforced “social distancing” might actually create for further connection! Stay 
tuned for details on a weekday Torah study class and other ideas. We also welcome your input, 
and we want to hear from you what would be helpful during this strange time. Let’s work 
together to make a time of “social distancing” actually a time of deeper and more inclusive 
engagement for all of our community.  
 
With blessings for briyut (health), refuah (healing), and chizuk (strength). May we move through 
this time finding resources within and between and beyond us that we may not have known 
before, and may we be stronger and more compassionate for this experience.  
 
Rabbi Berkman  
 
 
 
Selected Resources about how to mitigate the spread of the pandemic:  
 
The Harvard Gazette: “Worry about 4 weeks from now,’ epidemiologist warns 

https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2020/03/public-urged-to-ramp-up-social-distancing-increase-coronavirus-tests/?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%2520Gazette%252020200312%2520%281%29&fbclid=IwAR3TIHcYuvVh9wodqWurH2xZHlC_Eov_-g1N6JmI5hNTS8sahCD2nCh7sfM


Juliette Kayyem, President Obama’s Assistant Secretary for Intergovernmental Affairs at the 
Department of Homeland Security, where she played a pivotal role in major operations 
including handling of the H1N1 pandemic.  
 
Additional Resources for Jewish Learning - Virtually!  
 
Additional Jewish resources for supporting ourselves and our families:  
 

https://twitter.com/juliettekayyem/status/1238052724777902081?fbclid=IwAR2HyjUrCIA9wPzBc4s0eRmvKwlalX0TkAbDSFgI8O0121mULAFbC6KTIME
https://twitter.com/juliettekayyem/status/1238052724777902081?fbclid=IwAR2HyjUrCIA9wPzBc4s0eRmvKwlalX0TkAbDSFgI8O0121mULAFbC6KTIME
https://twitter.com/juliettekayyem/status/1238052724777902081?fbclid=IwAR2HyjUrCIA9wPzBc4s0eRmvKwlalX0TkAbDSFgI8O0121mULAFbC6KTIME
https://www.projectzug.org/?fbclid=IwAR05gUadW6bDcR5VIbcke3jNP-QkRLY1r9jz3UL6eZFnZXNeDf-8FfhASOw
https://nefesh.org/workshops/CORONAVIRUSFREEWEB/login?utm_source=nefesh+members&utm_campaign=67fd2c8c18-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_13_04_06_COPY_02&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_221cf1c739-67fd2c8c18-103931243

