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Bad things can happen. If we had not understood this reality before now, we 

certainly have learned about it these past six months. We have also seen that 

people respond to setbacks and challenges in very different ways, with some 

responses being more productive than others. 

 Throughout their desert wanderings, as described in the Bible, the Children of 

Israel are catastrophizers. Every time they hit an obstacle, they immediately 

despair. In this week’s Torah portion, Moses reminds the Israelites of this 

tendency when he retells the story of sending spies out to scout the land of 

Canaan. When the spies return and tell of the challenges ahead, the people jump 

to the worst conceivable conclusion. “We will never get to the Promised Land!” 

they cry. “We will die in this desert. It would have been better if we had never left 

Egypt.” 

The dictionary explains catastrophizing as imagining the worst possible outcome 

of an action or event or as thinking about a situation or event as being a 

catastrophe or having a potentially catastrophic outcome. The dictionary gives as 

an example: “It's easy to have one bad night of sleep and catastrophize that you'll 

never sleep well again.” Counselors deal with this tendency when their clients use 

a lot of “always” and “never” in their speech. Such emphatic generalizations do 

not make for good thinking or for happiness. 



Years ago, when my oldest daughter was just a toddler, we drove from Brooklyn 

to Connecticut for my husband’s former advisor’s retirement party. On the way 

home, we got caught in an enormous traffic jam. We sat and we sat, without 

making any progress. Finally, in my frustration, I said, “We’ll never get home.” My 

daughter immediately burst into tears; she took my words literally and despaired 

of ever seeing her room again. 

Though we may use “never” and “always” for emphasis, these absolutes are 

rarely true, but using such language can shape our thoughts and expectations in 

negative ways. 

But what about the prophets? Were they catastrophizers as well? They also took 

a very negative tone. For the last two weeks, we have been reading Haftarot from 

Jeremiah that are sharply critical of the Israelites, and this week the Haftarah 

from the prophet Isaiah is also harsh and includes visions of destruction. The 

prophet fears that only suffering, not education, will bring the people to 

consciousness of their errors. 

Though both the children of Israel and the ancient prophets tend to dwell on the 

negative, they speak in very different ways. When the prophets speak about 

doom and destruction, their words are not just a “woe is me” response to a 

difficult situation, but rather are an attempt to motivate the people to wake up to 

the potential consequences of their actions. 

The prophets are not predicting what will happen; in fact, if they are successful, 

what they warn about will never come to be. That’s what happens with the Bible’s 



one very successful prophet, Jonah. He announces that in 40 days, Nineveh will be 

destroyed. The people respond. They repent and change their ways, and seeing 

their changed behavior, God changes the decree. Change is the purpose of all the 

dire prophetic warnings, but such warnings are not always heeded. As we know 

from history, the warnings of Isaiah and Jeremiah do not change Israelite society; 

in fact, Jeremiah is himself imprisoned. Only after the people experience the siege 

of Jerusalem by the Assyrians and the destruction of the city and Temple by the 

Babylonians do they appreciate the prophets’ words. 

After having suffered so much from the COVID virus, the cities of the Northeast 

have been doing better. But in the past few days, the rate of increase in Baltimore 

has begun to grow again, and a warning has gone out that people should double-

down on their masking and social distancing. Will Baltimore citizens respond to 

the serious threat of the virus’s resurgence as the people of Ninevah responded 

to a serious threat, or will they be like the ancient Israelites, who hear the 

prophecies of Isaiah and Jeremiah but do nothing and then suffer the 

consequences? 

That is a question we can pose to our entire community, not only with regard to 

the coronavirus, but also in terms of global climate change and economic 

inequality. How many warnings will it take for us to band together and make 

changes? 

As Tisha B’av approaches next week, it is a time for us to contemplate the 

warnings we receive and our need to act to prevent disaster. This is meant to be a 



Shabbat of vision, Shabbat Chazon. May we find the vision needed for our own 

day. 


