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Good morning and Shabbat shalom. Do you know me? Do I know you? Is my 

face, or are my family members’ faces familiar to you? We have been members of this 

synagogue for ten years, yet I am often greeted here with, “Have you been a member 

long? Or “I haven’t seen you in a long time.” All of the members of my family have 

been trying to be involved at the OJC in different ways since we joined. You will see 

some of us here whenever we come up for air. 

 

I struggled for a while in deciding whether I wanted to come out and tell the 

community with whom I and my family pray, and in the midst of whom we can easily 

blend unnoticed-- that more than one of us struggles with mental illness—that we fight 

for our health and breath on pretty much a daily basis. What made me decide to speak 

up was the day I finally felt empowered. And I wanted to pass that feeling on to 

someone else. I went from feeling bereft in the beginning stages, to ashamed (from 

self-blame) to angry- to educated- to empowered. Why am I standing bare in front of 

you today? Because I want you to know: If you are the sufferer--You are not alone; If 

you are the caretaker—you are key, and you are not alone; and if you are a community 

member or passerby in anyone’s life with mental illness—YOU CAN MAKE ALL THE 

DIFFERENCE by your language, your non-whispers, and your role modeling to others. 

 

I stand here for another reason. I’m thinking about our seniors. We need to 

recognize our seniors who often live alone and feel isolated as they deal with the loss 

of friends and family members, and other difficulties that come with aging. I’m also 

thinking about adolescents with psychological disorders, such as ANXIETY, BIPOLAR 

DISORDER, EATING DISORDERS, NEURODEVELOPMENTAL DISORDERS, 



DEPRESSIVE DISORDERS, BORDERLINE PERSONALITY DISORDERS, PTSD… 

the list goes on, and what I’m wondering is—where are the role models for our children 

who are surviving? Or thriving? Some are thriving. Some of the most creative people in 

history have had mental illness. I would bet that there are people in this very room, in 

our community who are living with mental illness and succeeding. Where are you? Our 

children need you. Our community needs to see you.  

 

One in Five Americans suffer from mental disorders. We are a family of five. How 

many people are in your family? What about when your family expands, such as 

through marriage and grandchildren? What about when you become a caretaker of a 

terminally ill loved one and are affected? I am standing here in front of you, with a 

microphone, to make sure you see and hear NO SHAME as I tell you that I have been 

fighting with mental illness for fifty years, and I have over twenty years experience 

being a caretaker of family members with mental disorders. I am being public about 

this because if we don’t speak loudly about what we are going through and what we 

need, and if we don’t investigate and educate ourselves, then prejudices, stigma, 

misunderstanding and ignorance about mental illness will deprive people afflicted with 

it, especially our adolescents, and keep them from seeking medical care and societal 

support.  

 

One of the hardest parts of being a family member in this situation is how 

isolating it becomes. Oftentimes, hospitalizations are required while diagnoses are 

made or medications adjusted, and you will not find us posting our visits and stays on 

Facebook. Neither will we see welcome home banners or meal trains when we return 

home to our battlefields. Why? BECAUSE WE ARE NOT ENCOURAGED TO SPEAK 

UP. And oftentimes, we are blamed for our disease, when in actuality, it is both our 

genes and environment that affect the development of our brains. Then there are the 



insidious reasons we haven’t always spoken up. Think about the way even cartoons 

have portrayed people with mental illness. Then we have events in the news, which 

would have us believe that mental illness is the cause of violence. The cause of 

violence is fear. The cause of violence is ignorance. The cause of violence is hatred. 

Mental illness does NOT make one violent. If any violence is felt by a mentally ill 

person, it’s usually against the self.  

 

The light at the end of the tunnel here is that mental illness is treatable. And the 4 

out of 5 people who do not have mental illness have SO MUCH POWER to bring light 

to the remaining 1 of 5--by not rushing to judgment, by encouraging the ONE to seek 

mental health care and applaud hospitalization. We have to be informed, 

understanding and kind. We can’t throw around words about people’s mental states. 

It’s hurtful, and causes more isolation and shame. And if you are the person with 

mental illness, know that there are things that you can do to get better. Make THAT 

your priority. Understand that you have a mental condition and see medical 

professionals. You can start with NAMI-National Alliance on Mental Illness, or the 

Mental Health Association in Valley Cottage. NAMI will be offering a program 

specifically for our community tomorrow at our synagogue. The topic is Hear Me, Help 

Me- In Our Voice. NAMI also offers support groups in the evenings and monthly groups 

in the daytime for parents. When I went to the Mental Health Alliance of Rockland the 

first time, I was met with such love and support, and I was astounded to learn that 

there are peer advocates for teens as well as family peer advocates. I was hesitant to 

sign up at first, I have to admit. I was worried about taking resources from others who 

may not have insurance coverage or a private therapist. But the people at MHA 

assured me that those resources are there for me. And they are there for you. If you 

are suffering from any form of mental illness, or are caring for someone with it, do not 

give up. Make sure to learn about your condition, and try to have the people close to 



you learn about your condition as well. You can do this by having them speak to your 

counselors, read books or have them join you at a support group. Distance yourself 

from people who are negative or unsupportive. Let people and let your community 

know what you need. We have a Chessed committee here at the OJC that offers 

people support, and OJC Supports You is our synagogue’s mental health initiative that 

offers mental health resources and a network for support. 

 

I used to sit in this sanctuary often feeling helpless and alone, and my goal is for 

no other congregant to feel that way in our community, our sanctuary. I wondered, as I 

wrote this, if this week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, could possibly have anything to say 

that would help my message today. I mean, it’s 2020, and we’re talking about mental 

illness. But I realized something…In this parsha, Jacob summons Joseph and his 

brothers to his deathbed to hear his final testament and receive his blessings. He also 

speaks of how they lived and the consequences of their actions in life.  

 

I think the message for us is to be very conscious about how we live, how we 

speak, how we treat others and ourselves. If you are the one of five who have mental 

illness, do you treat body and mind with kindness, care and respect? Do you get your 

sleep, take your meds and try to be social? If you do not have mental illness, how do 

you live your life? Do you use your words to encourage and facilitate love and growth 

and light around you?  

 

When I sit in the sanctuary these days, I feel a little lighter and more hopeful, and 

it’s not just the Prozac. It’s that I am not afraid for you to see me. It’s also that I feel 

God’s presence connecting to you while being part of a community that practices 

Tikkun Olam-a repairing of the world.  

I would like to offer the following blessing: 



 

May the One who blessed our ancestors bless all who live with mental illness, 

our care-givers, families, and friends. May we walk in the footsteps of Jacob, King 

Saul, Miriam, Hannah, and Naomi who struggled with dark moods, hopelessness, 

isolation, and terrors, but survived and led our people. Just as our father, Jacob, spent 

the night wrestling with an angel and prevailed, may all who live with mental illness be 

granted the endurance to wrestle with pain and prevail night upon night. Grace us with 

the faith to know that though, like Jacob, we may be wounded, shaped and renamed 

by this struggle, still we will live on to continue an ever unfolding, unpredictable path 

toward healing. May we not be alone on this path but accompanied by our families, 

friends, care-givers, ancestors, and the Divine presence. Surround us with loving-

kindness, grace and companionship and spread over us a sukkat shalom, a shelter of 

peace and wholeness. And let us say: Amen. 
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