
Asking for Help  Erev Rosh Hashanah Sermon

When I think of all-time best Swimmers in the world one name stands 

out…  Michael Phelps. He has 28 Olympic medals 23 of which are gold. He 

is a beast, in the water. While his swimming record is beyond impressive, I 

find his honesty inspirational. 

I applaud Michael Phelps about how candidly he has been open about 

his battle with depression. In 2017 Phelps was at an event in honor of 

National Children’s Mental Health Awareness Day, he gave a speech about 

his own difficult experience with mental health, emphasizing the importance 

of getting help as well as giving help to those in need.  

(USA Today reported back in May 5th) 

According to Phelps, at its worst, his depression left him feeling like he 

hit bottom. He said, “For me, getting to an all-time low where I didn’t want to 

be alive anymore, that’s scary as hell,” Phelps told the crowd. “Thinking 

about taking your own life, I remember sitting in my room for four or five 

days not wanting to be alive, not talking to anybody. That was a struggle for 

me." 

From his experience, he learned the importance of leaning on others. 

"The struggles that I have had weren't easy, and they weren't fun, but they 

were a part of my journey," he said. "For the longest time, I was really good 
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at compartmentalizing things and just pushing them deeper and deeper, so I 

never had to deal with them. That brought me to a point in my life where I 

found myself at an all-time low. It was then that I finally decided that I 

needed help and that I could not do this alone." 

Phelps did more than lean on others for help, he sought assistance he 

asked for support and comfort and now he wants to share his story, so others 

don’t have to live in fear or loneliness.  

 I never followed his sport or him on social media, but I was always in 

awe of what he could put his body through. I swim half a lap, leg cramp, out 

of breath, and need a break, Phelps, he could swim from sea to shining sea, 

without care in the world. Impressive. But now, knowing that he struggled 

like so many of us with depression, a silent disease and can share his story, 

that to me is more incredible than all his medals from swimming.  

 Who would have thought that a man who seemed to have it all, 

sponsorships, touring gigs, could eat 12,000 calories from McDonalds was 

internally suffering? It just goes to show not all pain, not all injuries, can be 

seen, that some, sadly suffer silently.  

 The challenge with these usually invisible struggles, is that they don’t 

show like a broken wrist, a fractured limb. Unfortunately, they remain buried 
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deep under what may be perceived by others as perfect skin, the beautiful 

white smile, and thus it makes it hard to get help. But not anymore.  Starting 

the first of Tishrei, tonight, we, your clergy, are here to listen, to support, to 

guide you to professionals who can help you. We want to know how you are 

really doing. 

The names of those on our communities Mi Sheberach list being read 

are only added to the list if you let us know that you or your loved one is ill.  

99.8% of the time, those names are for people who are going through 

physical pain, a difficult diagnosis or a long-term disease. Seldom and maybe 

only once in my career as Rabbi has anyone called and said: “Rabbi I, or my 

loved one am struggling with depression, I have postpartum, I am bi 

polar….” These requests for names to be added to the communal list of Mi 

Sheberach hardly occur.  

Why?  

There is a stigma about admitting to mental health challenges. There is 

even a stigma for asking for help in general.  

Judaism has a strong stance on Mental Health. Our tradition is 

concerned with the body, soul and mind. In fact the Mind and the Soul are 

deeply connected, “Maimonides wrote, "When one is overpowered by 
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imagination, prolonged meditation and avoidance of social contact, which he 

never exhibited before, or when one avoids pleasant experiences which were 

in him before, the physician should do nothing before she improves the soul 

by removing the extreme emotions." Before addressing a person's physical 

needs, as a society, as a Jewish community we should first attend to each 

other’s emotional and mental needs. Let’s put our mental needs on our daily 

check in and let’s respond openly and honestly with our closest friends about 

how we really are doing, especially with social distancing as our new normal.  

There was a message floating around on social media that Abby shared 

with me. It read: Toxic Positivity Sounds like: Good Vibes Only, Just need to 

hustle harder, the bad only makes you stronger, No excuses… those are great 

in theory but they don’t address the reality of how we are REALLY feeling. 

Don’t put fakeness out there when you are hurting.  

When either I or another friend asks you, “how are you really feeling” 

don’t be afraid to say, “I am not well,” or “I don’t feel like myself today.” 

You can even say, “My mind is cluttered, and I can’t seem to think straight.” 

It’s really quite remarkable how many of us are currently or have previously 

experienced difficult times. When we’re vulnerable enough to share these 

struggles, often times, it causes others to share their similar situation.  
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Our Mi Shebeirach (prayer for healing), consists of both a r’fuat 

hanefesh ur’fuat haguf, a healing of the soul and the body. Judaism 

acknowledges a distinction between mental and physical health, but our 

tradition treats them on an equal plane, recognizing that both a healthy body 

and a healthy mind are necessary for human beings to be complete. I believe 

we can’t be complete if we struggle alone. That is why, We. Must. Ask. For. 

Help, and be there to support one another.  

To remove the stigma of mental health, let’s discuss it, address it and 

support those who have it. If you have teens tell them that it’s ok if they are 

lonely for their friends, for school, for normal outdoor activities. Remind 

them that they can come to you. If you have aging parents, set up a weekly 

schedule so your siblings and children reach out, so that they don’t feel alone 

or forgotten.  

Now more than ever, we need to reach out and check in on one another.   

According to 2014 Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality 

“Mental disorders are among the most common causes of disability. Mental 

illness is among the highest of all diseases.” 

Sadly, the 2014 study reflects pre COVID Times, when people could 

socially interact and engage from beyond the screen. With COVID – 19 we 
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are faced with a huge spike of mental illness. During June 24–30, 2020, The 

CDC reported that adults saw considerably elevated adverse mental health 

conditions associated with COVID-19. Younger adults, racial/ethnic 

minorities, and essential workers reported having experienced 

disproportionately worse mental health outcomes, increased substance use, 

and elevated suicidal ideation. 

These are difficult times and I hope we can find comfort in friends, 

family and our shared faith.  

D’ah-ga  b’lev  eish  yash-chana  v’dvar  tov  yismechana          

ר ֣טֹוב יְַׂשְּמֶחּֽנָה׃.   ּנָה ְוָדָב֖ יׁש יְַׁשֶח֑           ְּדָאָג֣ה ְבֶלב־ִא֣

If there is anxiety in a man’s mind let him quash it and turn it into joy 

with a GOOD WORD. (Proverbs 12:25) 

Here in Proverbs it instructs us to find a good word. “A word,” could 

mean two things, either the word of God, or the word of a friend. And if it’s 

the later, than look no further than your clergy. We are in this profession to 

listen, to hear you and support you. While not a therapist or Psychiatrist, we 

care and as of lately have been referring a lot of people to the professionals 

whose life work has been to help those in silent pain.  
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(Berakhot 5b:10-13) The Gemara address the issue of suffering and 

affliction: Rabbi Yoḥanan’s student, Rabbi Ḥiyya bar Abba, fell ill. Rabbi 

Yoḥanan entered to visit him, and said to him: Is your suffering dear to you? 

Do you desire to be ill and afflicted? Rabbi Ḥiyya said to him: I welcome 

neither this suffering nor its reward, as one who welcomes this suffering with 

love is rewarded. Rabbi Yoḥanan said to him: Give me your hand. Rabbi 

Ḥiyya bar Abba gave him his hand, and Rabbi Yoḥanan stood him up and 

restored him to health… 

Don’t feel you have to be alone if you are silently suffering, reach out 

to us. We are here, our hands are ready to hold yours even virtually.  

Our challenge is we may not see your need, mental illness doesn’t show 

visible signs. People with mental health conditions sit among us, are our 

friends and we may never know. But now is the time to share. Now is the 

time to tell your loved ones that you are in need of help, or that you are doing 

ok right now, but have struggled before.  

Here are Temple Judea, whether you broke your wrist, had cataract 

surgery, an emergency operation, or are suffering with depression, your 

clergy want to know so we can pray, care for and check in on you. We won’t 

know to check in on you if you don’t let us know How you are really doing.  
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Help comes in many different forms. You can call on your clergy, you 

can call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline:1-800-273-8255 (TALK) or 

visit JCSFL . org for behavioral health services. (This number and web 

address will be available in the chat as well.)  https://jcsfl.org/services/

behavioral-health/  You can reach out to your family, or friends to talk. You 

can ask us for referrals to therapists for you, your child, teen or maybe even a 

parent. Please be in touch if you need help reaching out to someone.  

A father watched his son try to lift a heavy stone. He failed with each 

attempt. After some time, his father came by and asked, “Are you using all 

your strength?” “Yes!” the boy cried. His father looked at him and said, “No, 

you are not, I am here waiting, and you haven’t asked for my help.” 

We all come across ‘rocks’ in life that won’t budge. A helping hand 

goes a long way. All we have to do is ask. Unfortunately, this simple request 

is often as hard as moving the rock. 

Phelps whose life is always under a watchful eye had the courage to ask 

for help, so can you. Please reach out to one of your clergy if you need help, 

need to talk or feeling uneasy. Don’t go at it alone, seek help and know we 

will be with you every step of the way.  Mental health is an important part of 

feeling complete and whole and 5781 should be the year that we spend time 
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to look inward to improve how we really are doing.  I pray that we can make 

5781 a year of conversation, a year of openness and a year of connection. 

Shana tovah.  
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