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Rosh Hashanah – Day 2 – 2022 
Let’s Be Careful Out There 

Cantor Penny Kessler 
United Jewish Center, Danbury, CT  

 
Let me first speak to all of you who are observing in the UJC Zoom meeting room. I love 
you; we love you; and if you can’t be here in person because of an illness or you’re 
traveling, we all understand and love and respect that you are choosing to be with us in 
spirit and cyberspace. Everyone else, honestly, it’s time to come home. The blessing of 
zoom was that we could all be together when COVID said we couldn’t. The curse is that 
it has become too easy to avoid getting dressed and coming in person. It’s time to come 
home.  
 
That said, it’s important to tell you that I started writing this at a particularly vulnerable 
family crisis moment a few weeks ago. We were all feeling frightened, sad, and 
overwhelmed. While Baruch HaShem, the crisis has passed, I still think I have a valid 
message as we enter new year 5783. 
 
Thanks to Woody Allen, people think Jews have the market on neuroses. Professor 
Portnoy, who taught Philosophy 101 at Brooklyn College, introduced himself this way: 
“My name means ‘tailor’ in Russian. At least it did until Philip Roth got his hands on it. 
Now it means I’m neurotic.”  
 
The reality is that Jews are not more neurotic than other ethnicities. Well, sort of. A 
1992 NIMH study showed that while there was the overall lifetime rate of psychiatric 
disorder among Jews did not differ from the rate among non-Jews, compared with 
Catholics and Protestants, Jews had significantly higher rates of depression but lower 
rates of alcohol abuse. Jews were more likely than Catholics or Protestants to seek 
treatment with mental health specialists and general practitioners. 1 Good to know.  
 
Joking aside, according to the World Health Organization, “Plenty of us became more 
anxious; but for some COVID-19 has sparked or amplified much more serious mental 
health problems. A great number of people have reported psychological distress and 
symptoms of depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress. And there have been 
worrying signs of more widespread suicidal thoughts and behaviors, including among 
health care workers.” 2 
 

 
1 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1492249/  
2 https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-mental-health-cannot-be-
made-light-of  
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Thanks to the COVID shut down and the unintended consequences of social isolation, 
what might have been minor blips of sadness or overwhelm have become the reality 
that many people are struggling simply to go from one day to the next. We’re trying to 
find a glimmer of meaning and hope in what seems like constant chaos. Don’t take my 
word for it; look at the spike in people seeking mental health therapy and the 
concurrent overwhelm of therapists unable to keep up with the pace of new patients. 
 
You all know that I’m fond of going all JFK “ask not …” on you, urging you to bring 
yourselves to the community. But today I want you to think about what each of us is 
doing for ourselves. I’m not talking about selfishness; no – I’m talking about self-care, 
honoring our needs, taking time to ensure our own mental, physical, and spiritual 
health.  
 
A lot of us were raised to believe that self-care was a hippy dippy new age kind of thing. 
We were told that taking care of ourselves was selfish, that others’ priorities came first, 
that if we were feeling down or blue, we were feeling sorry for ourselves and to get off 
the “pity potty” and leave the “pity party.” 
 
Yes, of course, there are times that we must put others’ needs before ours. Parents and 
teachers do it all the time. The health care workers, first responders, and essential 
workers who we praised during the COVID shutdown did it, sometimes at risk to their 
own lives. And there is nothing wrong in taking care of someone else.  
 
But not at the risk to our own physical, spiritual, and emotional well-being.  
 
What I wish we could tell everyone who made fun of us for seeking help is that the 
reality – especially these days – is that without taking care of ourselves, we lose 
ourselves. And then we wonder why at the end of the day we are exhausted with very 
few accomplishments to show for it.  
 
Friends, it is very Jewish to take care of ourselves. 
 
At the beginning of COVID, when the UJC building closed, even though the UJC itself 
remained wide open in our many zoom meeting rooms, we repeatedly stressed this: the 
most essential Jewish value and mitzvah is Pikuach nefesh, saving a life. It comes before 
every other mitzvah, even observing Shabbat.  
 
I’m sure you’ve heard this: “Should the cabin lose pressure, oxygen masks will drop from 
the overhead area. Please place the mask over your own mouth and nose before 
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assisting others.” Especially if we’re traveling with children, it seems counterintuitive. 
But the reality is that if you run out of oxygen, you’ll be of no use to anyone else.  
 
Or, as Rabbi Hillel put it in Tractate Pirkei Avot: If I am not for me, who will be for me? 
And when I am for myself alone, what am I? And if not now, then when? 
 
Being for yourself, taking care of yourself, even thousands of years ago, took 
precedence over taking care of others.  
 
In the 12th Century, the great physician and scholar Maimonides, said that, “A person 
should aim to maintain physical health and vigor, in order that their soul may be upright, 
in a condition to know God. For it is impossible for one to understand sciences and 
meditate upon them when one is hungry or sick, or when any of his limbs is 
aching…because his purpose in all that he does will be to satisfy his needs so as to have 
a sound body with which to serve God.”  
 
If we believe – as I do – that we are each created in the image of God, then it is our right 
and privilege to take care of ourselves, miracles of creation. It is our right and privilege 
to take the time to breathe, to focus on our needs, and – to the best of our ability – take 
care of ourselves, never forgetting that once we do put on that oxygen mask, we then 
have the responsibility to take care of others.  
 
There is a love midrash about self-care: 
 
Hillel the Elder, who, at the time that he was departing from his students, would walk 
with them. They said to him, "Rabbi, where are you walking to?" He said to them, "To 
fulfill a commandment!" They said to him, "And what commandment is this?" He said to 
them, "To bathe in the bathhouse." They said to him: "But is this really a 
commandment?" He said to them: "Yes. Just like regarding the statues of kings, that are 
set up in the theaters and the circuses, the one who is appointed over them bathes 
them and scrubs them, and they give him sustenance, and furthermore, he attains 
status with the leaders of the kingdom; I, who was created in the [Divine] Image and 
Form, as it is written, "For in the Image of God, God made the human (Genesis 9:6)," 
even more so!  
 
Isn’t it amazing that something as simple as taking a bath should be an act of both self-
love and appreciation for the Holy One of Blessing!  
 
And finally, by taking care of ourselves, we learn to become our best selves. We learn 
what we need to do to be the people that God intended us to be.  
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Martin Buber tells the story of the great Hasidic Rabbi Zusya (Rabbi Zusya of Hanipol). 
On his deathbed he began to cry uncontrollably, and his students and disciples tried 
hard to comfort him. They asked him, “Rabbi, why do you weep? You are almost as wise 
as Moses, you are almost as hospitable as Abraham, and surely heaven will judge you 
favorably.” 
 
“Zusya answered them: “It is true. When I get to heaven, I won’t worry so much if God 
asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you not more like Abraham?’ or ‘Zusya, why were you not 
more like Moses?’  I know I would be able to answer these questions.  After all, I was not 
given the righteousness of Abraham or the faith of Moses but I tried to be both 
hospitable and thoughtful.  But what will I say when God asks me, ‘Zusya, why were you 
not more like Zusya?’” 
 
“Be more like Zusya.” All Zusya wanted to do was be the person that God intended him 
to be.  
 
I was raised to believe that giving 100% wasn’t good enough. Heck, even getting 98 on 
an exam wasn’t good enough. Then I learned a phrase that I want to pass on to you: 
Being good enough IS good enough.  
 
In the new year 5783, let’s take the time to be more like our own versions of Zusya. 
Take the time to proverbially bathe. Be for yourself.  
 
Woody Allen aside, we aren’t neurotic. We are Jews, searching to be the best we can be.  
 
In the 1980’s there was a TV show called Hill Street Blues. The beginning of each episode 
took place during the shift roll call. Sgt. Phil Esterhaus would finish his roll call every 
week with wise advice: “Let’s be careful out there.” 
 
Let’s be careful out there. Let’s be good to ourselves so we can be good to each other.  
 
Kein y’hi ratzon. 
 
 
 


