
JEWISH VALUES amid a time of pandemic – mostly timeless; and most timely 
(this is just an initial exploration; more to follow!   via Adat Shalom, RFSD, for 20 March 2020) 

 
 

MUSSAR:  MIDDOT (attributes) to cultivate 
 

 “The Torah is greater than the priesthood and than royalty, seeing that royalty is 
acquired through 30 virtues, the priesthood twenty-four, while the Torah is 
acquired through 48 virtues.” [Pirkei Avot 6:6]      These 48 Jewish virtues or values 

(in Hebrew middot, the plural form of middah) serve as the basis for the study of a variety 
of Jewish texts. Perfect for students of all ages, middot can be studied individually, with a 
study partner, and by families. Whether engaging your family at the Shabbat dinner table 
or taking some time to study on a Shabbat afternoon, make middot part of your Jewish 
learning with these helpful study guides.                                   [Numerous such guides exist – 

see David Jaffe, Alan Morinis, Ira Stone, et al – this is from ReformJudaism.org, google “middot”] 

A Listening Ear- 

Middah Sh'miat Haozen 

A Minimum of Frivolity- 

Middah Miyut Sechok 

A Minimum of Pleasure- 

Middah Miyut Ta'anug 

A Minimum of Sleep- 

Middah Miyut Shaynah 

A Minimum of Small Talk- 

Middah Miyut Sichah 

A Perceptive Heart- 

Middah Sichlut HaLev 

Absorb Knowledge and Add To It- 

Middah Shomaya U'mosif 

Acceptance of Suffering- 

Middah Kabbalat HaYisurin 

An Understanding of the Heart- 

Middah Binat HaLev 

Asking and Answering- 

Middah Shoayl U'Mayshiv 

Beloved- 

Middah Ahuv 

Calmness in Study- 

Middah Yishuv BeMikra 

Cleaving to Friends- 

Middah Dibuk Chaverim 

Loving All Creatures- 

Middah Ohev et HaBriyot 

Loving God- 

Middah Ohev et HaMakom 

Loving Reproof or Rebuke- 

Middah Ohev et HaTochachot 

Loving Righteous Ways- 

Middah Ohev Et HaTzadakot 

Moderation in Business- 

Middah Miyut Sechorah 

Modesty [Humility]- 

Middah Anavah 

Not Being Arrogant with One's Learning- 

Middah Lo Maygis Libo B'Talmudo 

Not Delighting in Rendering Decisions- 

Middah Eino Samayach BeHora'ah 

Orderly Speech- 

Middah Arichat Sefatayim 

Quoting One's Sources- 

Middah Omer Davar BeShem Omro 

Refrain from Taking Personal Credit- 

Middah Eino Machazik Tova L'atzmo 

Set Others on the Path of Truth- 

Middah Ma'amido al HaEmet 

Setting Others on the Path of Peace- 

Middah Ma'amido al HaShalom 
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Concentrate on One's Studies- 

Middah Mityashev Libo BeTalmudo 

Contentment with One's Lot- 

Middah Samayach B'Chelko 

Distance Yourself From Honor- 

Middah Mitrachayk Min HaKavod 

Fear- 

Middah Ayma 

Good Heart- 

Middah Lev Tov 

Guarding One's Speech- 

Middah Seyag LiD'varav 

Happiness- 

Middah Simchah 

Judging Others Favorably- 

Middah Machrio L'Chaf Zechut 

Knowing One's Place- 

Middah Makir et Mekomo 

Limiting One's Involvement in Worldly Concerns- 

Middah Miyut Derech Eretz 

Love of Being Straightforward- 

Middah Ohev et HaMaysharim 

Sharp Discussion with Students- 

Middah Pipul HaTalmidim 

Sharpening the Wisdom of One's Teacher- 

Middah Machkim et Rabo 

Slowness to Anger [PATIENCE!]- 

Middah Erech Apayim 

Studying in Order to Perform Mitzvot- 

Middah Lomed al Manat La'asot 

Studying in Order to Teach- 

Middah Lomed al Manat Lelamed 

The Study of Torah- 

Middah Talmud 

To Attend to the Sages- 

Middah Shimush Chachamim 

To Determine Exactly what One Hears- 

Middah Mechavayn et Sh'muato 

To Learn by Repetition- 

Middah Mishnah 

To Share the Burden with One's Friend- 

Middah Nosay B'ol Im Chavayro 

Trust in the Sages- 

Middah Emunat Chachamim 

 
 

 

ONE TAKE:  Rav Shmuly Yanklowitz  JTA.org, 11 March 2020 
 

I’m not a doctor, but I am a rabbi. 
Here’s my spiritual prescription for the coronavirus. 

I am not a medical professional, an epidemiologist or an expert on pandemics. I leave 
the serious information in those important fields for the professionals who have the 
appropriate training to help us get through the coronavirus epidemic. 

Even though I do not possess medical knowledge, as a rabbi and social activist, I believe 
I can try to humbly prescribe ethical vaccines that can remedy jilted nerves and worried 
minds. My words are not meant to heal physically but to inspire spiritually. 

At this challenging time, it seems appropriate that those in the positions to (re)build 
confidence should do so. In that spirit, I am sharing thoughts on how we might be able 
to spiritually cope with the uncertain reality that has rapidly spread throughout the 
world. The coronavirus is not only a disease of the body, but also presents an existential 
crisis that has put governments, businesses and, most important, communities and 
individuals on edge. 
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I pray that we can get through it all. People are scared — and rightly so. We are truly 
living in an era of plague; we are largely unprepared. Communities throughout the 
world have been caught off-guard by the virus’ potent potential for wanton havoc and 
daily disruption. 

But hope can’t be lost. At this moment, we want to protect ourselves and our families; 
this is human nature. From a Jewish perspective, from a social justice perspective, from 
a human perspective, we cannot descend into pointed tribalism at a time when we must 
come together as a collective of mind and soul. The coronavirus is a huge burden placed 
on humanity, but one that can be handled through shared action, compassion and a 
desire to see this disease contained before more lives are needlessly lost. 

As I reflected inward about how the coronavirus is affecting the world, I thought about 
soul remedies that could help guide us — in the Jewish community and beyond — 
through this arduous ordeal and into a brighter tomorrow. Here’s my six-part 
prescription for getting through this crisis with our souls intact. 

1. There is no value in placing blame. 

We are already seeing our worst impulses play out in this crisis. Because the present 
strain of coronavirus originated in China, some are blaming “the Chinese” or even all 
Asians for the outbreak, which is absurd and hateful. And then there are community 
leaders such as an ultra-Orthodox rabbi who bizarrely blamed the LGBTQ community 
for spreading the disease. These are the wrong reactions: Whatever we do, we cannot 
fall into the trap of blame. Blame harms more than it helps; it is myopic and never leads 
to practical solutions. Of course, we must hold reckless public officials accountable if 
they neglect public welfare, but this is different from directing baseless blame at large 
populations. Rather than join the blaming team, we should join the helping team. 

There are times where we cannot help as much as we’d like, but we can still do as much 
as we can from a distance. We must simply adjust our mindset to think about how we 
can all effectively work together with the help of experts to deal with the task at hand. 

2. Be afraid. 

Yes, this must sound like unusual advice in a time of pandemic. But we must be 
skeptical of those in office who say “Everything is fine. Stop panicking and live your 
life!” It is a natural human emotion to be afraid of the unknown and the uncertain. We 
live in times where every day’s events constitute a reminder that we cannot control the 
world as much as we might want. Politically, culturally and spiritually, the world is 
experiencing levels of disequilibrium that are difficult to endure. It would seem then 
that, rationally, we should live in fear of what tomorrow may bring. Rather than 
denying that human impulse to have fear in the face of serious risks, we can channel 
that fear productively. 

Hold the fear. Hold your love ones close. But don’t be held motionless — physically, 
emotionally or spiritually — by this disease. Feel it but own it, refine it, control it. Use it. 
We need to react boldly to situations such as the one that challenges us right now and 
with the clarity of mind that tells us that fear should inspire us to be courageous; 
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troubling times calls for passionate and resolute leadership. Our fear can inspire us to 
hold one another even closer and with deeper resolve. 

3. Wipe out evil. 

In the Jewish tradition, the nation of Amalek is synonymous with the worst evil 
imaginable. The Amalekites saw the most vulnerable among the Israelites and instead 
of helping them, pursued and killed them, targeting in particular the weakest among 
the weak. The Torah records the deeds of the Amalekites and their actions, juxtaposing 
the meekness of the Jewish people with the pure cruelty of the nation of Amalek. We 
are commanded to vanquish Amalek and eliminate its memory from this world. The 
coronavirus — the disease itself! — is Amalek-like since it appears to have the most 
serious consequences for some of the most vulnerable among us, the elderly and the 
immunocompromised. By protecting and supporting the most vulnerable people 
around the world, we have the ability to live up to the commandment to wipe out 
Amalek once more. 

As tensions among communities may run high, we must learn again the lessons of 
interdependence: The coronavirus demonstrates the profound ignorance of the belief 
that we keep ourselves “safe” by building walls to separate us from our neighbors and 
by locking up immigrants at the border. In a world as interconnected as ours, we keep 
ourselves safe by respecting the truths revealed by science, by cooperating and working 
together within and among nations, by caring for the most vulnerable among us, and by 
creating a society that keeps as many of us as possible healthy and financially secure. In 
a world so focused on “us vs. them,” the coronavirus reminds us that in a profound 
sense, there is only us. 

The only sane path forward is more compassion, more justice, and more humility about 
the degree to which we need each other. 

4. Embrace a sabbatical. 

One of Judaism’s great gifts to the world is the idea of the Sabbath, the sacred break 
from the labors of the week. But the Sabbath is more than lounging around with 
nothing to do. It’s about renewal and the need to nourish the soul through extra time to 
study. One of the side effects of the coronavirus might be the ability for those who need 
to stay home to use that time away from the workplace or the outside world 
productively. Some folks need to show up at work, travel and go about business as 
usual. But to the extent that one can, it will be vital to care of yourself and those that 
you love. Through the gift of physical and spiritual rest, we may experience 
breakthroughs that will allow our society to manage this disease more effectively. 

5. Be gentle. 

Always be gentle with others. Everyone is doing the best they can. Human beings are 
fundamentally frail. To compensate for uncertainty and imperfection in this moment, 
some people will act out with pure hubris. But this hubris hides vulnerability and pain. 
We do not know what others go through on a daily basis. 



The coronavirus may give us the ability to realize that humility in the face of great 
challenge can be a factor leading us toward communal healing. To be under quarantine, 
as whole countries are essentially imposing at this point, cannot be a pleasant feeling. 
It’s isolating and humiliating. To be gentle also means to be empathetic to those who 
find themselves cut off from society. This disease has upended routines all over the 
world. We can be understanding of how it has ruined the daily lives of people who only 
want to support themselves and their families. This universal reality brings us together 
rather than tearing us apart. Let us have the strength to be understanding and kind in 
this time of great tumult. 

6. Love is contagious, too. 

The coronavirus is highly contagious, but so are the actions we can take inspired by love 
and joy. We are reminded yet again of the total interconnectedness of all life on this 
planet. The amazing phenomenon of life and its parallel humbling frailty can inspire 
wonder and deeper empathy. While, of course, we must heed medical experts to 
undertake precautionary measures to avoid the spread of the virus, we can also do our 
best to spread happiness and positivity, international cooperation and a positive 
attitude to help quell this virus. 

To give up on the better angels of our nature is akin to defeat. At the least, to 
acknowledge people’s good intentions and engage others out of love rather than fear are 
ways to help defeat the trials put before us by the coronavirus. Spread love, spread 
warmth, spread optimism. The times may seem bleak, but we can all do our part to 
ensure that a brighter tomorrow is around the corner. 

Friends, this is a difficult time for all. No one has been spared from the effects of the 
coronavirus. Not all of us will be infected by the virus, but we are already affected. 
There is no denying that the global attention to this ailment has radically shifted the 
world’s power landscape indefinitely. But, for a moment, looking past these macro-
effects can offer an opportunity to consider how each of us, at an individual level, can be 
spiritually renewed in our collective efforts to halt this disease and get through this 
moment. 

RABBI  SHMULY YANKLOWIT Z         is the President & Dean of the Valley 

Beit Midrash (Jewish pluralistic adult learning & leadership), the Founder & President 

of Uri L’Tzedek (Orthodox Social Justice), the Founder and CEO of Shamayim (Jewish 

animal advocacy), the Founder and President of YATOM, (Jewish foster and adoption 

network), and the author of seventeen books on Jewish ethics.  

 
 
 

ANOTHER TAKE (shmita-focused!):  Rabbi Fred Scherlinder Dobb, eJP.com, 6 March 2020 

 

Covid-19 and Torah: Advice from the Sabbatical Year 

Can a rarely-practiced piece of Torah, dormant for most of the Common Era, help us weather 

the Novel Coronavirus crisis? Yes, Shmita can – and a fresh look at this biblical practice offers 

guidance for other challenges of our time, too. 
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Every Shmita, or Sabbatical Year (Shvi’it), we are to let the land lie fallow. Taken literally it’s a 

huge burden, wholly incompatabile with modern life; it collapsed with the destruction of the 

Second Temple (though elements have lately been reclaimed within 

Israel’s Haredi community). 

Across the liberal Jewish world, where the spirit of Torah carries greater weight than the letter 

of the law, Shmita is now emerging as a north-star teaching, a directional goal, a moral and 

spiritual compass. Its teachings and implications address ecologial sustainability, social justice, 

spiritual renewal, communal resilience, and more. The goal is not to restore a straight-up 

seventh-year sabbatical, but to embed “Shmita-consciousness” into our communal and 

individual lives, and thus ennrich them. 

As Jewish communities now adapt, newly each day, to the spread of covid-19 and the health 

guidance around it, our values should serve as a bedrock. The ancient teachings of Shmita are a 

good place to start. Among them are: 

• The power of small and intentional communities. We never know when new flus will 
appear, but we do know that they regularly will. Shmita-consciousness entails being ready 
for anything, including epidemics. In a society prepared for disruption and downshifting 
every seven years or so, small is beautiful. People really know each other, and 
interdependence is celebrated. Synagogues and havurot are, at their best, modern 
examplars of these timeless virtues – the very virtues modeled by Federated agencies, and 
taught through Jewish educational institutions. With every new virulent disease, recession, 
natural disaster (many exacerbated by climate change), or other “black swan” event, the 
worth of intentional communities like ours is proved again and again. 

• Relevance through Resilience. With real experience and expertise in this realm, Jewish 
communities will have deep Torah to teach, and real roles to play, davka in a pandemic – 
even if we do so online, or remotely. After all, Jewish history is one long narrative 
of resilience. And living with Shmita-consciousness, as if another huge speedbump always 
lies ahead, forces us to build resilience into the very fabric of our lives and institutions. That 
same consciousness will help our communities weather any coming changes – from ‘social 
distancing,’ to fewer or no oneg shabbats and kiddush luncheons, to live-streaming instead 
of sitting in shul, and maybe much more. 

• No hoarding! Hand sanitizer, masks, and even toilet paper are suddenly hard to come by. 
Rampant individualism runs amok within a climate of fear – a perfect storm for the 
ascendance of the yetzer hara (evil or selfish impulse). Yet Shmita insists on a sharing 
economy – in resource-stressed times, everyone gleans freely from whatever sprouts on 
“private” property; once crops are exhausted in the field, homeowners must open their 
personal pantries, and declare all their food public. The deep truth that “we’re all in this 
together” is rooted in our personal and communal practice. 

• Special concern for underprivileged communities. Judaism’s profound tradition of pursuing 
justice, redifat tzedek, is exemplified in Shmita’s special concern that the ger (stranger-
immigrant-Other), and the servant or low-wage worker, have enough to get by, as do the 
landless Levite and socially disadvantaged orphan and widow (Deut. 15). Such values must 
be front and center in a global pandemic, which tests the strongest health care systems – 
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even as tens of millions of Americans remain un- or under-insured, and billions around the 
world struggle with inadequate resources. So long as some people can’t or won’t seek 
diagnosis and treatment, no one is safe from the spread of disease. 

• Get religious about hand-washing. Ahead of its time, the sabbatical concept saw that the 
land needs regular rest, crop rotation, and regeneration time (Ex. 23). Consonant with the 
best available empirical data, Shmita made religious virtue of scientific necessity – even 
warning of the inevitable consequences (Lev. 26) should we fall short. Likewise, now 
heeding epidemiologists and public health experts on proper protection and hygiene, we 
revitalize old rituals – like washing hands before we eat – fastidiously, for 20+ seconds, with 
soap! 

• Think long–term. Shmita’s seven-year cycles mandate long-range planning. After seven 
such cycles, the fiftieth Jubilee year (Yovel, Lev. 25) turns Jewish time-scales truly 
intergenerational. Had we thought accordingly, and not let public health infrastructure 
wither, we’d be in less tzuris (pain/trouble) today. Still, society quickly mobilized to meet 
this sudden acute challenge: billions of dollars, sweeping rules, mass quarantines. Can’t we, 
then, do the same for chronic challenges? With Shmita-consciousness, we can tackle our 
longest-range troubles – from finally commiting to reverse the deadly juggernaut of climate 
change, to buckling down and properly rebooting the Israel-Diaspora relationship. Yes, we 
can. 

• Accompany the mourner. Though still smaller than the seasonal flu, covid-19 claims too 
many – 1%, 2%, even 3.4%. The privation of each sabbatical year [when it was even 
practiced] surely hurt human health; likewise, and more, will the Novel Coronavirus. The 
pastoral burden is real. All are called to compassion and presence – even from quarantine. 

• Enjoy the Break. But of those with covid-19, 80% or more should experience only mild 
symptoms. For this generally healthy majority, ‘Shmita’ offers a chance to renew oneself – 
to “cross-train,” do different things, hone new skills – to reflect, relax, regenerate. Holed up 
for weeks on end, may enforced ‘sabbaticals’ be embraced as growth opportunities. The 
next actual Shmita is 5782 (starting Fall 2021) – but for thousands and maybe millions, 
‘sabbatical’ comes early this year. Let’s make the most of it. 

• Don’t Panic! “Shmita” means “radical release,” and the release we need now is from the 
clutches of fear. Many sing Reb Nachman of Bratzlav’s adapted words, ha’ikar lo l’fached – 
“the main thing is not to be afraid” – yet he actually wrote lo hit’pached, “don’t make 
yourself [overly] fearful,” or “don’t be done in by your fear.” The CDC couldn’t say it better. 

We may yet contain this new Coronavirus; we may have to endure it until it’s no longer 

“Novel.” Either way, may we come out the other side stronger, wiser, and more interdependent 

(our people have overcome worse, before). And may the resilient wisdom of our ancestors, 

starting with Shmita, point the way. 

Rabbi Fred Scherlinder Dobb, of Adat Shalom Reconstructionist Congregation in Bethesda MD, 

chairs the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life. 
 
 

https://www.ritualwell.org/ritual/blessing-washing-hands-during-pandemic?utm_source=Ritualwell&utm_campaign=0ba389137c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_11_19_10_08_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_29b2b1aacf-0ba389137c-62603197&goal=0_29b2b1aacf-0ba389137c-62603197&mc_cid=0ba389137c&mc_eid=60a3f75290


 

A beautiful reminder of THE ULTIMATE VALUE: HOLDING IT ALL TOGETHER!  

Making Space for all our Emotions in Response to the Pandemic 

By Rabbi Vivie Mayer | March 16, 2020   (on ritualwell.org) 

Learning to invite all our inner voices to the stage 
 
Every Shabbat comes with its response to the six days preceding it.  Shabbat as 
culmination, Shabbat as appreciation, Shabbat as relief, Shabbat as reframe.  I am sitting in 
the morning space of erev Shabbat listening for what Shabbat is bringing me this week.  
The word…that is echoing in me is Vayinafashhhhhhh ויינפשששש [Ex. 31, end of Veshamru].          
I say it with a slow out-breath. I realize, in the release, how much stress I am holding. 
 

Here are all the parts inside of me talking to each other: 

Fearful: “I coughed! I’m worried I may have the virus!” “Mom is far away in Florida.” “Will 
society break down?” 

Angry at fear: “Don’t panic! Fear is no good for anybody! Stop exaggerating!” 

Reasonable: “This is a public health issue, just do your part to keep the public safe.” 

Loving and Connected: a feeling of rushing love and compassion upon the many people 
crowding the supermaket! “We are all in this together. We are all so precious and 
vulnerable.” 

Missing my family. Remembering I love them. Wanting to see them. 

Easygoing: How nice to work from home. Easy clothing! My Shabbat guests have 
cancelled. Shul is cancelled and closed. It’s gonna be a nice “snow day.” Ahhhh! 
 

When each of these voices elbows the previous voice off the stage to announce itself, it 
feels crowded and tumultuous inside me. But if I become the (loving) director and invite 
each voice onto center stage to announce its experience, and invite all the other voices sit 
in the audience and listen, suddenly there is more spaciousness. The competition of 
cacophony above turns into a compassionate listening-circle. 

I want to enter into this Shabbat with that kavannah. Making room at my Shabbat table for 
each one of my parts to be present—the fearful one, the disdainful one, the practical one, 
and the escapist one. I want to make it okay for all of these expressions to be with me. And 
I think that if I can do that, it will be easier for me to hear all of the external people around 
me who are expressing themselves, each in their way, at every moment.  

Shabbat Shalom! 

 

SUBSEQUENT EXPLORATIONS:   see Rabbi David Teutsch’s distillation of Jewish Values;  
more on Middot;  ‘best practices’ including Pesach Sheini;  drilling down on handwashing… 

https://www.ritualwell.org/blog/making-space-all-our-emotions-response-pandemic?utm_source=Ritualwell&utm_campaign=5dac67e21d-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_11_19_10_08_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_29b2b1aacf-5dac67e21d-62437177&goal=0_29b2b1aacf-5dac67e21d-62437177&mc_cid=5dac67e21d&mc_eid=69e7a38ea8
https://www.ritualwell.org/glossary/4/letters#term333
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