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Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 

9.22.17. RH2:  The Opioid Epidemic 

 

There is a powerful line in the U'Netaneh Tokef prayer that says, "The great shofar will be 

sounded and the still small voice will be heard."  All at once, we will hear a big loud sound - 

something to rouse us from the slumber of self-satisfaction, and in that moment, we will finally 

be able to hear and to focus on the tiny voice in the back of our heads.  What will it say to us 

when we are truly able to listen?  What problems have we been ignoring?  As individuals?  As a 

community?  What have we been too busy to hear? 

 

Yesterday I spoke about the tekiah as the sound of standing up and taking responsibility.  It is 

hard to ignore the shofar as it rings in our ears; it is harder still to heed its demand:  that we 

listen.  When we allow ourselves to pay full attention, the shofar shatters our complacency - the 

myths we believe, the small lies we tell, the denial we don't believe that we are in. 

 

Often times, my remarks on the second day of Rosh Hashanah include topics that we, as a 

community, ought to be talking about but aren't.  They are topics that have a stigma around them, 

even if they shouldn't, and they are topics about which the Jewish community in general has been 

too quiet for too long - they include domestic violence, mental illness, and addiction. 

   

This year, it is critical that we give ourselves time, space, and permission to talk about the opioid 

epidemic that has been ravaging our country over the last two decades and especially over the 

last few years.  We must allow the sound of the shofar to break through the myth that addiction 

doesn't affect us here in Westchester, that addiction doesn't affect the Jewish community, so that 

we can allow the still small voice to emerge - the one that is asking, however softly, however 

faintly, for help.  

 

It is no secret that opioid use and abuse has been rising dramatically in recent years. Open the 

newspaper or look online any day of the week, and you are bound to find articles about opioid 

addiction and overdoses.  An estimated 91 Americans die every single day from opioid 

overdoses, this is a 400% increase since 1999.  A 2015 National Survey on Drug Use and Health 

estimated that 3.8 million Americans use opioids for nonmedical reasons every month.    

This is a national epidemic and it's one that affects all of us.  Opioids include the illegal drug 

heroin, but this is not just about people shooting up in dark alleyways.  This epidemic is also 

about people who have prescriptions for Oxycontin or Vicodin, people who had back pain or 

dental surgery, took opioid painkillers and became addicted to them.  It is about people looking 

to numb their emotional pain and becoming addicted.  It is about people who get hooked for 

whatever reason and who cannot stop using no matter what the consequences, including using 

heroin, or even heroin laced with the synthetic fentanyl which is often cheaper and easier to get 

than prescription painkillers, and can be lethal.   

 

Sometimes it takes awhile to tune into the still small voice.  It takes time for the tekiah to wake 

us up and for us to realize that we are part of the everyone.  The opioid crisis in this country 

knows no bounds.  It cuts across every line - gender, class, age, religion, education, and where 

we live.   
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Consider Sheriff Robert Leahy of Clermont County, Ohio.  Sheriff Leahy had been in law 

enforcement for five years when his wife first became addicted to heroin.  Over the next fifteen 

years, Gretchen would be in and out of rehab facilities, struggling to get clean and then relapsing. 

Leahy wondered what his colleagues would think if they knew he was married to an addict, but 

that was the least of his concerns, while he was trying to get his wife the help she needed, and 

keep their young son safe. Believe it or not, Gretchen is a success story, because although she 

and Leahy are divorced, and although she rarely sees her now teenage son, she is alive.  Too 

many others have died from overdosing. 

 

Think it only happens in Ohio? On August 10, Stephen Witt of the Kings County Politics, wrote 

the following, "Sometimes even in the most caring, tight-knit and loving communities and 

families, individuals can fall through the cracks and succumb to drug addiction and accidental 

overdose death. 

 

Such was the case of Malky Klein, age 20, who came from an Orthodox Jewish family in 

Borough Park and who struggled for a number of years with the disease, before passing away in 

June  after ingesting street heroin in a batch that killed 10 people, including three from the 

orthodox Jewish community within a single weekend." 

 

Opioid addiction is real.  It is widespread.  It is literally a life and death situation, and if we, as a 

community, don't start talking about it, it will get worse.  I fear that as a Jewish community, we 

are still living with the myth that Jews don't get addicted to drugs.  I fear that as a community in 

Westchester County, we are still living with the myth that drugs don't affect the well-educated 

and the well-off.   

 

According to the Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality - as part of the Blind Brook 

Community Coalition Parent's Guide, prescription painkillers are the most abused drugs among 

12 and 13 year-olds.  These drugs are easily accessible from family and friend's medicine 

cabinets.  The terms "pharming" and "pharm party," as in pharmaceutical party, refer to 

swapping or sharing prescription drugs.  Opioids are commonly abused prescription drugs.  

Research suggests that abuse of these prescription painkillers may open the door to heroin use, 

and nearly half of young people who inject heroin abused prescription pain pills first. 

 

I want you to think about what's in your medicine cabinet.  I will say it again, this epidemic 

affects us all.  No one is immune, and it is past time that we talk about it.  

 

It is time to let the shofar's tekiah shatter these myths - they aren't true.  People are dying and we 

are not paying attention.  Why?  Because we don't believe it could happen here?  Because we are 

too embarrassed to admit that we or someone we know is struggling?  Because there is too much 

stigma around drug addiction to ask for help?  It is time to end the silence.  And it is time to end 

the shame.  While we are not going to solve this crisis today, we can begin the conversation and 

we can begin to create a safe space to talk about struggle and addiction in our community.   

 

According to the Blind Brook Coalition, the organization that works to educate the Rye Brook 

students and community about the harmful effects of underage use of alcohol, marijuana and 

drugs, and the importance of making good decisions, "Underage substance use is a serious 
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concern in Rye Brook.  A 2015 survey of Blind Brook High School students indicated that 68% 

of Blind Brook's 11th and 12th graders reported binge drinking.  This is a higher rate than their 

peers in the rest of Westchester County or in New York State.  The same survey showed that the 

past 30-day marijuana use jumped from 8% for 10th graders to 23% for 11th graders."  The 

report continues, "Clearly underage substance use is an ongoing problem in the Rye Brook 

community." 

 

Opioids are rarely the first drug that people use and abuse.  68% percent of Rye Brook 11th and 

12th graders binge drink.  68% percent of Rye Brook 11th and 12th graders engage in substance 

abuse.  Think about that. 

 

Last week, I spoke with B'racha - a woman who works at a substance abuse rehabilitation center 

in Brooklyn called Journeys of Hope. It is the only Jewish facility I could find within a two hour 

drive from here. It has been open only since August, even though their services have been 

needed for much longer. "Denial is a symptom of the disease across the board" was one of the 

first things B'racha said to me. She also told me that she along with the others at Journeys, are 

working hard to reduce the stigma of addiction. 

 

Stigmas are powerful deterrents to getting help. The word 'rehab' is looked down upon. Asking 

for help is seen as a weakness. Admitting that you - or someone in your family - has a problem is 

'airing dirty laundry'. We cannot allow this to be so any longer.  People are dying because they 

are embarrassed to seek help.  Our tradition teaches that saving one life is like saving an entire 

universe.  Let's begin saving lives by removing the shame from addiction.   Let's begin saving 

lives by allowing our community to be one where people can ask for help. 

 

The myth that Jews are not vulnerable to this epidemic is a dangerous belief. And while we in 

New York are struggling with denial, the Jewish community in Los Angeles is facing the same 

challenge.  

 

Harriet Rossetto,  is the co-founder of Beit T’Shuvah, a West Los Angeles addiction treatment 

center with an almost entirely Jewish clientele, and she confronts the stigma of opioid addiction 

on a regular basis. 

 

“Jews are not exempt,” Rossetto said in an interview with The Jewish Journal of Greater Los 

Angeles. “It’s part of our denial system that we often feel exempt from these kinds of social 

problems.” 

 

Rusty is a 29-year-old Beit T’Shuvah alumnus and employee who asked that his real name not be 

used.  He grew up in a Calabasas community where neighbors competed to display signs of their 

affluence - it's where the Kardashians are from. He attended a Reform synagogue, where he was 

confirmed, and felt he was a role model for younger kids in the congregation. 

 

After his father died in 2008, a friend offered him OxyContin and Fentanyl to help numb his 

psychological and emotional pain. He soon became addicted. And when he couldn’t get those 

drugs, he moved to heroin. 
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Rusty completed college and earned a master’s degree while battling his addiction. As long as he 

was able to keep up appearances, he said, he didn’t see his substance abuse as a problem. 

“It’s not like I was strung out in the gutter,” he said. “I had it all together on the outside, and then 

having this massive secret created this split where the only way I could survive was to dissociate 

entirely because I had to present a certain way to everyone else.” 

 

Rusty said his desire to save face kept him from seeking treatment. 

 

We need to lift the shame, the stigma, the embarrassment from addiction.  Again, people are 

dying because they are too ashamed to seek help.  Even people in our own community.  So what 

can we do?  What can we, as a community, do?  What must we do in order to start saving lives? 

We need to start talking.  Talk about the opioid crisis with your children, with your friends, with 

your loved ones.  Talk about your concerns, your fears.  If you are struggling, reach out for help.  

Know that the KTI community is here for you.  Know that I am here for you.  

On your seats, you will a resource sheet.  It is by no means exhaustive, but on it you will find:   

information websites, help lines, and treatment centers.  Please take it home with you - educate 

yourself.  Reach out for help if you need it, and encourage others to reach out for help if they 

need it.  

 

Both the Rye Brook and Port Chester police departments will take your medication and dispose 

of it safely, no questions asked.  Please get opioids out of your house before they end up at a 

pharm party.  

 

Know that the synagogue can play an important role in recovery.  Our KTI family offers a place  

to encounter spirituality, to be part of something larger than yourself, and to experience 

connection - all important aspects of recovering from addiction, and avoiding becoming addicted 

from the outset. 

 

I can't say this enough:  we must make our community a place where people can turn to for help.  

Judaism cares about saving lives, and shame must not get in the way.  Addiction is a disease and 

needs to be treated as such. Community won't cure addiction but it can be a powerful force for 

healing.  And so can prayer. 

 

After the holiday, please contact me if you are interested in helping to create a special healing 

service for those affected by addiction.  

 

It is time we shatter the myth that the opioid epidemic in our nation won't harm us.  U'Netaneh 

Tokef says, "The great shofar will be sounded and the still small voice will be heard."  We must 

heed the sound of the shofar - its persistent blast begging us to wake up from our denial.  And 

once we do, we will make room for the still small voice - the one that asks for help so softly we 

can barely hear it. 

 

During this season of awe, we recite Psalm 27 twice a day as part of our liturgy.  These words 

take on additional meaning when we say them, when we pray them against the backdrop of the 

opioid crisis.  You will find it on your resource sheet.  Please pray with me.  
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Adonai, hear my voice when I cry out  

Take pity on me and answer me. 

Do not turn away Your servant in anger 

You have been my help. 

Never leave me, never desert me 

Adonai will care for me still. 

Psalm 27:7, 9-10 (Psalm for this season) 

 

Ana Adonai, Please God, in this New Year, give us the patience, grace, and wisdom to help those 

who need our help, and give us the courage and strength to reach out for help when we need it.  

Let us heed the sound of the great shofar so that at last we will be able to hear the still small 

voice buried deep inside.   

 

Adonai, hear my voice when I cry out  

Take pity on me and answer me. 

Do not turn away Your servant in anger 

You have been my help. 

Never leave me, never desert me 

Adonai will care for me still. 

Psalm 27:7, 9-10 (Psalm for this season) 

   

Places to Get Help 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/what-science-says-to-do-if-your-loved-one-has-an-opioid-

addiction/ 

Substance Abuse & Mental Health Services Administration: www.samhsa.gov 

Crisis Prevention and Referral Program:  914-925-5959 

Addiction Recovery Center at Greenwich Hospital:  203-863-4673 

Connecticut Region of Narcotics Anonymous (with meetings in Stamford):  

http://ctna.org/index.cfm 

Journeys of Hope - a Jewish treatment center in Brooklyn:  http://journeyofhopes.org/ 

Blind Brook Community Coalition:  www.BlindBrookCoalition.org 


