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“Happy, Healthy!” 
 
One of the great things about this time of year is the way we all greet each other. For about a 
month, everyone gets in the holiday spirit and you hear Shana Tovah all over the place, wishing 
each other “a good year.” Some people get a little fancier, and give you the old Shana Tovah u-
M’tukah – “a good and sweet new year.”  
 
This time around, I’ve been trying something a little different, which I picked up from a friend of 
mine … Shana Yoteir Tovah – “May it be a better year!” And, oy, could we use it. We all know 
that this has been an extraordinarily difficult period. In contemporary parlance, 2020: Worst. 
Year. Ever. 
 
Fires of historic proportions. Social unrest in cities across the country. Kids home from school, 
or kids at school – hard to tell which is more disturbing. Political turmoil. Racial injustice, anti-
Semitism, open hatred. Financial collapse. Murder Hornets. The loss of some of our most 
enduring icons – from Kobe Bryant to the Notorious Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Oh, and then there’s 
a worldwide pandemic. 
 
Shana Yoteir Tovah, indeed – please, God, bring us a better year.  
 
But I think Cantor Rachel may have said it best. In her emails since Rosh Hashanah, she has 
been signing off with Shana Tovah u-V’riah – May it be a good and healthy year! 
 
Clearly, the idea of health has taken on a new urgency over the past six months. But truthfully, 
health is always on our minds. In fact, one of the most common New Year’s greetings is just a 
shortened version … “Happy, Healthy!”  
 
Yes, as we contemplate a brand-new year and a fresh start, more than anything, we simply 
want those closest to us to be healthy. But in Jewish tradition, it is not so simple. In fact, health 
is a complex and nuanced topic … so if we are going to pray for health, I think it’s worth 
exploring what it is we’re actually striving for. 
 
Let’s get this out of the way first – Judaism has a superstitious side. Some of our earliest 
“medicine,” if you can call it that, involves concepts that we might laugh at today. For example, 
according to the Talmud (BT Sanhedrin 107b), there was no such thing as aging until the time of 
Abraham, and no disease in the world until Jacob. And while this is not unique to Judaism, there 
was a strong belief that people would die suddenly if they sneezed, since it was basically 
returning the “breath of life” that God had imbued in us by blowing it into the first human’s 
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nostrils (Genesis 2:7). In order to defeat that terrifying prospect, we started saying Livriut in 
Hebrew or Gezundheit in Yiddish … “To your health” when someone sneezes. 
 
Crazy, right? Or is it? 
 
Medicine has come a long way, and Judaism has always given high status to physicians. It’s 
probably no accident that fully 40% of American Nobel Prize winners in Medicine have been 
Jewish. At the same time, we often lose our health or safety suddenly, and we are left grasping 
for some sort of response, some sort of protection. 
 
We put a mezuzah on our doorpost not only because it’s custom, but because it is meant to 
ward away evil spirits and protect our homes. And while we may scoff at it, I have put mezuzahs 
up with so many people who say, “I’m not sure if it works, but I’ll take every extra blessing I 
can.” Just in case. 
 
Then there is the Jewish name-change ceremony. I first learned about it more than 25 years 
ago, when my mom was in the final stages of her many years fighting cancer and ALS. I ended 
up researching this mystical custom, and honestly love the imagery that spawned it. 
 
Nearly 2,000 years ago, the Talmud confirmed the ancient Jewish belief that illness or other 
misfortune may be the result of an evil decree … and prescribed a cure in the form of a new 
name – so that “the spirits, angels, or demons who look for him under his old name cannot find 
him.” (Cited by Lauterbach) 
 
Although I suspect that very few – perhaps none – will find that sort of reasoning to be 
convincing, I can tell you that I have presided over more than a few very meaningful name 
changes for people willing to look under any stone for a cure. And while I would never suggest 
fooling the angels instead of chemotherapy, who are we to say that in some small way, it may 
not help? 
 
One reason that health is a complicated topic, as I suggested earlier, is the fact that health is 
not monolithic. Nobody is just healthy or just not healthy. 
 
Not only are there varying degrees of health, there are varying types of health that affect our 
overall sense of well-being. It begins, of course, with physical health. We tend to be most 
concerned with the things that affect our bodies. Illness and injury. And alongside physical 
health, we worry about mental health and emotional health. Life can take its toll on our body 
and mind – and when we are suffering, it is very hard to think about anything else. 
 
This Day of Atonement invites us to pay special attention to the health of our bodies. By fasting, 
we provide ourselves with an uncomfortable reminder about how it feels when we are not fully 
healthy. We endure it so that we can go back to feeling good after our break-fast. 
 



Page 3 of 5 
 

Part of what has made this Covid era so difficult is that it challenges our ability to control our 
physical health. It’s never been seen before, so we lack the information we’re used to having. 
We don’t have an effect vaccine/treatment, like we’re used to having. There’s no consensus. If 
nothing else, the past six months has made it very clear that there are some things we cannot 
control, that we are at the mercy of forces greater than ourselves. 
 
Or are we? 
 
I recently listened to an incredible talk given about 10 years ago by Dr. Michael Greger. He is a 
well-known physician and scientist, and he discussed the nature of pandemic flu. Turns out that 
even though human beings have been on the planet for millions of years, there was no such 
thing as measles, or small pox, or the flu, or even the common cold until about 10,000 years 
ago. They all coincided with the domestication of animals – and our close proximity to their 
diseases.  
 
Cows and sheep gave us measles, whooping cough spread from pigs, chickens transmitted 
typhoid fever, ducks were the source of influenza, and horses charmed us with the common 
cold. As Dr. Greger said, “How often did wild horses have the opportunity to sneeze into 
humanity’s collective face until they were broken and bridled? Until then, the common cold 
was presumably only common to them.” (Pandemics: History and Prevention) 
 
This may be old news to some of the doctors in our congregation, but wow. From there, the 
course of human history has brought us closer together in society, condensing human 
populations and increasing our reliance on the food industry – and one of the results is a 
growing propensity for pandemics. 
 
Now, let me be clear – I’m not suggesting that human progress has been a bad thing. Obviously, 
we have enjoyed all manner of advances in our ability to enjoy life and do good things in the 
world. But the point, to me, is that the choices we make do, in fact, have consequences.  
 
But that shouldn’t be a surprise. We all know that our bodies are affected by the quality of our 
diet, by exercise, getting enough sleep, smoking, vitamins … our habits play a huge role in our 
physical health. 
 
Yom Kippur is fundamentally about recognizing that the world is not, in fact, a capricious place. 
And as much as we talk about recognizing our mistakes and making amends for our sins – this 
Day of Atonement is not about focusing on the past, as much it is about re-claiming our future.  
 
Physical health is only the first step toward the future we are envisioning on this Yom Kippur. 
The reason Judaism is interested in our physical health is because it is the first rung on a ladder 
of vitality leading from physical health, to spiritual health, and eventually to communal health. 
 
Let’s go back to the topic of fasting. One of the primary justifications for fasting in our tradition 
is that it is a way to release ourselves from bodily concerns in order to concentrate on our 
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higher spiritual purpose. In other words, Yom Kippur encourages us to focus on our bodies, but 
only as a pathway to focusing on our souls. Don’t worry about eating, just turn inward. 
 
More than 800 years ago, the great sage Maimonides – who was himself a prominent doctor – 
argued that we are required by Jewish law to keep our bodies healthy specifically because we 
will then be able to fulfill our spiritual purpose.  
 
We strive for physical health so that we can then work on our spiritual health. We do this by 
learning. By prayer. By contemplative practices. By laughing and loving. By taking Shabbat as it 
was meant, as a time for rest and rejuvenation. Our souls have needs, just like our bodies, and 
they can atrophy just like our muscles when we fail to nurture them. As Rabbi Naomi Levy 
teaches, when we provide what our soul needs, it will turn around and provide for us! 
 
Nurturing your soul is not easy – it takes practice and patience. It means being intentional with 
our time, and creating opportunities that go beyond our physical needs. But when we do, the 
rewards are worth it. A sense of deep serenity, a joyful spirit, a calm confidence … these higher 
ideals are within our grasp when we envision them today and then work on them tomorrow. 
 
And ultimately, if we understand our tradition fully, there is a final step.  
 
Yes, God wants us to be healthy. But to be healthy for a purpose. Healthy bodies and minds 
lead to a healthy spirit. And a healthy spirit is ready to engage in the holy work of ensuring that 
the bounty of this earth, the pleasures of this life, even basic necessities, are accessible and 
available to every precious soul. Our health as individuals is a vain pursuit if the community 
around us is not healthy. 
 
Whether you get your news from the local paper, the national press, or timely memes on 
Twitter or Instagram, it is glaringly apparent that our society in 2020 is not healthy. We do not 
see the best in each other, we do not lift one another up when we are fallen, we draw lines to 
divide ourselves, and angry discourse is often followed by violence.  
 
The heart-breaking term which we still use to describe the horrific state of affairs in Jerusalem 
before the fall of the 2nd Temple in the year 70 CE is Sinat Chinam – senseless hatred. It would 
be hard not to apply the term once again today. 
 
Jewish faith stems from the awe-inspiring notion that we are not alone. Perhaps during this 
Yom Kippur, when we sit as close to God as we ever get, we will commit to taking real steps 
toward physical, spiritual, and communal health. They can only be accomplished in that order. 
Pay attention to your body, of course. But more than that, attend to your soul – through regular 
prayer, with challenging study, and by intentionally finding the people and setting aside the 
moments that make you happiest.  
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Worst year ever? Perhaps. But a new year has dawned – and I pray that more than simply 
wishing each other a “Happy, Healthy” … we are ready to go out there and make sure it is true 
for everyone. 
 
Ken Y’hi Ratzon … May this be God’s will. 
 


