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10.8.19. Kol Nidrei. Mental Illness 
Rabbi Jaymee Alpert 
 

According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, in the United States: 

• 1 in 5 adults experience mental illness each year, and LGBTQ adults 
are more than twice as likely as heterosexual adults to experience a 
mental illness 

• 1 in 25 adults experience serious mental illness each year 
• 1 in 6  youth ages 6-17 experience a mental health disorder each year 
• Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death among people ages 10-34 and  

the 10th leading cause of death overall 
• The suicide rate in this country has increased by 31% since 2001 

 

Do you remember where you were when you heard that Robin Williams had died?  How 

about Anthony Bourdain?  Or Kate Spade?  Do you remember when we found out how 

they died?  Do you remember the news reports, the articles, the pundits, the tributes?  The 

many, many questions.  The noise?  There was so much noise. 

 

Kol Nidrei night is a time for quiet.  The melodies are haunting and hushed.  The liturgy 

directs us inward to our thoughts as we contemplate last year’s deeds.  The synagogue 

tends not to be filled with the usual chatter, and we are not rushing home or out for a 

meal after services, so we settle in differently.  We slow down; there is no hurry.  Our 

thoughts, which are usually over-stimulated while we multi-task making dinner, talking 

with our family or friends, and checking in on work or social media – finally get to settle. 

It is a night of peaceful quiet – for some, but not for everyone. 

 

https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/cbhsq-reports/NSDUHNationalFindingsReport2018/NSDUHNationalFindingsReport2018.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/NSDUH-SexualOrientation-2015/NSDUH-SexualOrientation-2015/NSDUH-SexualOrientation-2015.htm
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/cbhsq-reports/NSDUHNationalFindingsReport2018/NSDUHNationalFindingsReport2018.pdf
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2724377?guestAccessKey=f689aa19-31f1-481d-878a-6bf83844536a
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.shtml
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/suicide.shtml
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We don’t talk about mental illness much, and certainly not publicly.  Maybe because we 

are uncomfortable.  Maybe we’re a bit embarrassed, or even ashamed.  Maybe we want to 

but we don’t know how.  Maybe we don’t know what to say. 

 

The statistics I read a moment ago are staggering in and of themselves – 1 in 5 - 20% of 

adults and almost as many children and teens experience mental illness, but the impact is 

felt much more broadly – family members, friends, colleagues, peers – we are all touched 

somehow, and I fear that because we don’t talk about it, we don’t know what resources 

are available.  We don’t know what to do.  Mental illness has long been called an 

invisible disease because we don’t necessarily see it.  And because there is still a stigma 

attached, people who have a mental illness often go to great lengths to keep it quiet – to 

keep it invisible.  It is time, it is past time for that to change.   

 

On Rosh HaShanah, I spoke about standing panim-el-panim – face-to-face with one 

another.  I spoke about sitting under the table with each other in order to meet people 

where they are at.  I spoke about Congregation Beth David as family, and how we must 

be able to count on each other for support.  In many ways, my remarks tonight are a 

continuation of my Rosh HaShanah themes – we deepen our relationship with and love 

for one another when we are able to see each other fully.  This is hard to do, and it is even 

more challenging and I would argue more important, when mental illness is involved.  

But we don’t discuss it – or at least not enough, not yet.   
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In the Jewish community, it is acceptable to talk about one’s therapist, but much less 

acceptable to openly say we have depression or an anxiety disorder, or thoughts of 

suicide.  If we are sincere in wanting to be an open and welcoming community, then we 

need to begin talking about the things that Jewish communities tend not to acknowledge.  

The things that for too long, we have kept invisible.   

 

If we truly want to be open and welcoming, we need to talk about the things we don’t 

understand, we need to talk about the things we are afraid of, we need to talk about 

mental illness, because there are people in this community - there are people in this 

sanctuary, right now, who are suffering, who have felt marginalized, who have felt 

ashamed. There are families who suffer silently because they do not feel comfortable 

sharing that one of theirs is sick.   

 

On this Kol Nidrei night, on this most holy night of the year, let us begin to change.  Let 

us start the conversation that will allow so many people in our community who have felt 

invisible to feel seen – panim-el-panim, face-to-face.   

 

Let’s start a conversation that will allow everyone to feel like they have a home here – 

whether they are personally affected, whether they have a family member or friend with 

mental illness, or they simply want to be part of a congregation that brings the people on 

the margins into the heart and soul of the community.   
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We are still struggling to understand mental illness - what brings it on, why it affects 

some but not others.  It is partly genetics, partly the way someone’s brain is wired.  

Sometimes there are changes in certain neurotransmitters that cause mental illness.  

While it can strike anyone at anytime, certain diseases tend to begin at different stages in 

life.  Depression often begins in people between the ages of 20 and 40, and women are 

more at risk than men.  The average age for the onset of bipolar disorder is during the 

early 20s, while dementia tends to affect people 65 years and older, although there are 

now many cases of early onset Alzheimer’s.  

Here are a few more facts – a little closer to home: 

• Twenty percent of Americans face a diagnosable mental health disorder at some 

point in their lives. However, in Silicon Valley, the rates are higher.  According to 

Kyra Geschke, one in four adults in our area suffer from a mental illness issue. 

25%! 

• 14-17% of high school students have had serious thoughts of committing suicide, 

and 11% of high school juniors have reported binge drinking in the past 30 days 

in Silicon Valley. 

• Jewish people are affected by mental health disorders at approximately the same 

rate as non-Jewish people, although there have been some studies that show the 

rate of depression to be higher among Jews. 

Matt Chartok in an article entitled, “Why is Silicon Valley so Damned Sad (and 

Suicidal)” writes, “According to the World Health Organization (WHO), one in four 

people suffer from mental health issue, with progressive urban centers — like Silicon 

http://www.who.int/whr/2001/media_centre/press_release/en/
http://www.who.int/whr/2001/media_centre/press_release/en/
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Valley and San Francisco, (etc.) — often showing higher rates of manic depression, 

bipolar, and other like-minded illnesses than others. And I, without the slightest bit of 

hesitation, would say that figure doesn’t even scratch the surface in Silicon Valley. (Far 

too many of those suffering feel ashamed to come forward for help, scared to reveal their 

achilles heel, choosing to stay in the proverbial shadows to corrode in silence.)” 

Chartok’s point is an important one - the stigma associated with mental-health issues 

prevents too many people, including members of the Jewish community from accessing 

care.  Only 43% of the adults with mental illness received treatment last year.  Just over 

50% of children and teens received treatment.  Employers are far less likely to offer a job 

to someone who discloses they have mental illness on their application.  There is still 

shame and it prevents people from asking for and receiving the help they need.  This is 

beginning to change – there are synagogues and organizations in the Bay Area where 

people can turn for help, but there is still so much more that needs to be done.  For some 

reason, the stigma seems especially hard to shake in the Jewish community.  

Rabbi Gerald Skolnik, a former faculty member of JTS and the rabbi of Forest Hills 

Jewish Center in New York writes, “A synagogue is more often a place to be avoided 

when you’re feeling broken, when you’re feeling in disrepair, when your family isn’t 

what you would like it to be and you don’t represent some paradigm of perfection. You 

walk in and people ask how your kids are, how many children do they have, where are 

they at school, where are they working, and all of these kinds of probing questions. And 

if you can’t give the answers that represent the very model of a successful thriving 

family, people tend to come across as judgmental, even when they don’t mean to…  
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People don’t walk into services wearing a sign saying, ‘I’m really struggling’ or ‘my 

child is really struggling.’  They’re not necessarily comfortable walking into synagogue 

and trying to find the solace that might come from shedding a tear or opening their hearts 

to other people and saying ‘Love me as I am. Love my children as they are, embrace 

them and let them know that they’re part of a loving community.’  It’s not that we don’t 

want to; it’s that we don’t know how to.” 

This stigma that prevents members of our community and the Jewish community in 

general needs to end. And frankly, it should never have been there. After all, one could 

make the case that many of our greatest role models and Biblical characters suffered from 

mental illness: 

One could diagnose 

• Sarah, Hannah, and Jonah with depression 

• Noah and Isaac with PTSD 

• Esau with ADHD 

• King Saul with bipolar disorder 

Saul’s narrative provides us with an opportunity to delve deeply into how the Bible 

addresses mental illness.  We read in the First Book of Samuel, chapter 16 (14-23), “Now 

the spirit of Adonai had departed from Saul, and a ruach ra’ah - an evil spirit, from 

Adonai began to terrify him.”  Is it anxiety?  Is it depression?  Is it a symptom of bipolar 

disorder? 
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The text continues, “Saul’s courtiers said to him, ‘An evil spirit of God is terrifying you.  

Let our lord give the order and the courtiers in attendance will look for someone who is 

skilled at playing the lyre; whenever God’s ruach ra’ah comes over you, he will play it 

and you will feel better.’  They found David who was a skilled musician to play for Saul 

and soothe him. Whenever the ruach ra’ah of God came upon Saul, David would take 

the lyre and play it; Saul would find relief and feel better, and the evil spirit – the ruach 

ra’ah, would leave him.”  The music doesn’t cure Saul any more than antidepressants and 

therapy cure someone today.  But the music, like the medication and talking with a 

professional, allow for some relief from the symptoms, a way to cope with what is 

happening, and the possibility of recovery. 

The biblical text seems to indicate that God has given Saul his condition.  The ruach 

ra’ah – the evil spirit, is from God.  God is causing this to happen to Saul.   

Do we believe today, that God somehow afflicts people with mental illness?  I can’t 

answer that question for everyone, because it is deeply personal, but, what I can say, what 

I believe beyond a doubt, is that mental illness is not some sort of divine punishment.  

Neither is physical illness.   

The question many of ask is “why me?”  But maybe, as my friend and colleague Rabbi 

Ilana Garber suggests, the question ought to be “why not me?”  If one in four people in 

our area experience mental illness, then:  why not me?  

Perhaps the Bible and early commentaries, more than passing judgment or offering 

solutions when speaking about the ruach ra’ah, were observers of a phenomenon.  A 
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midrash teaches, “When a person has a ruach ra’ah then all their words and thoughts 

come from it.”  And a mishnah teaches that “a person who extinguishes a Shabbat candle 

because of ruach ra’ah cannot be held responsible for breaking Shabbat.” 

These sages noticed that when the ruach ra’ah – the evil spirit or what we might call 

depression or a manic episode, took hold of someone, that person’s behavior and 

thoughts were so bound up in the ruach ra’ah that they could not separate themselves 

from it.  When someone is clinically depressed, all of their thoughts and words stem from 

that depression – which is why it was depression and not suicide that ultimately claimed 

Robin William’s life.  And Anthony Bourdain’s.  And Kate Spade’s. 

The Talmud and medieval commentaries treat mental illness like physical illness.  

Halachah is to be violated to save a life – and this is true for both the mental and the 

physical. Furthermore, the rabbis affirm the validity of saying the Gomel prayer – the 

prayer for recovery from illness for both the mental and the physical.  And in the 

Mishebeirach blessing, we pray for refuat ha-nefesh u’refuat ha-guf – healing of both 

soul and body.  

In the contemporary book, “Caring for the Soul, R’fuat HaNefesh,” Rabbi Kennard 

Lipman, writes about one of his congregants who made a profound observation when she 

returned to congregational life after a bout of severe depression, saying, “I never 

understood, nor could I say, the traditional form of the second blessing of the Amidah, 

‘mechayei ha-meitim - who gives life to the dead,’ until I recovered from severe 

depression.” 
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I imagine that that is how someone who suffers from mental illness feels – that they are 

taken over by an alternate reality, and they cannot separate themselves from the ruach 

ra’ah.  You cannot to tell someone with depression to just be happy.  It doesn’t work that 

way.  It’s not that the person is in a funk for a few days and that the sadness will pass.  

Depression is a disease, and the sufferer needs treatment.  The person needs help, and our 

compassion and understanding that some things are beyond our control.  

People with mental illness need the support of their families, friends, and communities.  I 

fear that too often we shy away from people with illness – whether mental or physical.  

We don’t know what to do, we don’t know what to say, we get nervous and figure it’s 

better to do nothing rather than put our foot in our mouth.  But it isn’t better.  It would be 

more helpful for the person to know we are here for them even when we don’t know what 

to say or how to act.  

Something else we ought to remember – many people who endure mental illness live full 

lives.  My childhood friend Risa Sugarman speaks and writes openly about her own 

experience – how she lives with depression and anxiety, how she has been hospitalized 5 

times for intense help, and how she has undergone electoconvulsive therapy, all while 

raising her daughter, loving her husband, and showing up for work.  She has appeared on 

“Dr. Oz” and was featured in “Women’s Health Magazine.”  She is doing what she can to 

break the silence and invisibility around mental illness.  She is speaking out in order to 

remove the stigma that is too often and too deeply still associated with it.   

One of her articles for kveller.com is entitled, “I’m Finally Realizing I’m Not My 

Depression.”  And we need to realize that too – we must see each other in our multiplicity 
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and complexity – we are not defined solely by mental illness, physical illness, or any one 

thing.  We need to engage people where they are and let them know our community is 

diverse and that there is room for people with mental health disorders.  Our doors are 

open, our tent is wide – this must be a place where people can seek comfort and 

community. 

We, at Congregation Beth David, must learn how to offer our support, how to offer our 

patience and compassion to those who suffer.  We must create a safe space where people 

can talk openly about mental illness and not feel shame or embarrassment.  This is our 

responsibility as a loving Jewish community. 

On your seats you will find a resource sheet for living with mental illness – it is by no 

means comprehensive.  There are several websites listed where you can to turn for 

information and help.  It is a beginning. 

 

On this sacred Kol Nidrei night, let us begin to change.  Let us open our doors and our 

hearts a bit wider.  Let this sanctuary be a comfortable place for all who wish to be 

embraced by loving community.  Let us see each other panim-el-panim, face-to-face, and 

in so doing, let us make visible what has been invisible for far too long.   

On this holy Kol Nidrei night, let us join together in singing Misheberach as we pray for 

refuat ha-nefesh and refuat ha-guf – healing for body, mind, and soul. 

 

Misheberach 
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Resources for Living with Mental Illness 
 
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), Santa Clara: 
namisantaclara.org 
National Institute of Mental Health: 
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml 
Bay Area Jewish Healing Center:  https://jewishhealingcenter.org/here-
for-you/mental-illness-outreach/ 

Caring for the Soul: R'fuat Ha Nefesh: A Mental Health Resource and 
Study Guide; edited by Richard P. Address 

 
If you are experiencing a MENTAL HEALTH EMERGENCY or are in an 
immediate danger to self or others, CALL 9-1-1 and ASK for a  
CIT officer (Crisis Intervention Team) 
 
Mobile Crisis Response Team, 1-800-704-0900, Press 2 
Santa Clara County Suicide & Crisis Hotline, 1-855-278-4204 
National Suicide Prevention Helpline, 1-800-273-8255 
Crisis Text Line, Text 741741 
 
 
 

Mi Shebeirach – Debbie Friedman 
Mi shebeirach avoteinu 

M'kor hab'racha l'imoteinu 
May the source of strength, 

Who blessed the ones before us, 
Help us find the courage to make our lives a blessing, 

and let us say, Amen. 
 

Mi shebeirach imoteinu 
M'kor habrachah l'avoteinu 

Bless those in need of healing with r'fuah sh'leimah, 
The renewal of body, the renewal of spirit, 

And let us say, Amen. 
 
 

 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml
https://jewishhealingcenter.org/here-for-you/mental-illness-outreach/
https://jewishhealingcenter.org/here-for-you/mental-illness-outreach/
http://www.urjbooksandmusic.com/search.php?mode=search&page=1

