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What have you lost?

Some Jewish Words on Depression, Loss, and Restoration*

Rabbi Simkha Y. Weintraub, LCSW © 2010
Life entails loss.

Some of our losses, at least over time, recede into the background as relatively tolerable and insignificant – the loss of a glove or umbrella, the quickly evaporated job possibility, the social acquaintance that might have flowered into a closer relationship, but somehow faded away.

Other losses leave us with gaping wounds or undeniable scars – the gnawing absence of a deceased loved one, the indelible stamp of a terrifying medical diagnosis, or the traumatic threats of violence, terror, or natural catastrophe in the world around us.

Now the Torah has a clear commandment regarding lost possessions:

"If you see your fellow's ox or sheep gone astray, do not ignore it; you must take it back to your fellow.  If your fellow does not live near you or you do not know who he is, you shall bring it home and it shall remain with you until your fellow claims it; then you shall restore it to him. You shall do the same with his ass; you shall do the same with his garment; and so too shall you do with anything that your fellow loses and you find:  you may not hide yourself..." 

Deuteronomy 22:1-3
Interestingly, Maimonides, the great rabbi, physician, philosopher, and Jewish law-codifier of 12th century Spain, uses this commandment from Deuteronomy as the basis of a binding religious obligation to render medical care:

"It is obligatory from the Torah for the physician to heal the sick and this is included in the explanation of the scriptural phrase 'and you shall restore it to him,' meaning to heal his body..."



Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, Nedarim 4:4 

In other words, when something is lost, it is our duty as Jews to restore it to its rightful owner.  This seems clear enough when it comes to physical objects, but how do we do this when it comes to intangibles – hope, self-esteem, security, personal direction?  And what is the balance of “self-restoration” with the restoration that comes from other people?

* This article approaches Depression in a broad and not specifically clinical manner.  Clinical depression – i.e., one diagnosed by appropriate professionals and often based in organic, chemical imbalances – requires medical and psychosocial interventions in order to be addressed properly and productively.  Though individuals with clinical depression may benefit from this publication, they are strongly urged to integrate it into a treatment plan that includes effective professional medical and psychosocial supports.

What follows are some ten strategies or steps in confronting depression.  They are not necessarily in the best order for you, nor are all of them equally helpful to all people all of the time.  But they may suggest some directions for you as you confront depression.  Remember that you live in a world that lives with loss – everyone in their own way, with their own schedule and inner resources.

I.  Logging the Losses

What have you lost?  In approaching this question, consider both losses that may be obvious to you and ‘allowed’ by others, as well as those more hidden and, perhaps, disenfranchised by society.

The very first step, when one has a loss or even the threat of a loss, is to know it, to feel it, and to grieve it.  That may seem obvious, but too often we deny the reality, postpone the emotions, and neglect the grief.  Try, instead, to keep a log wherein you record the losses that are weighing on you at present – old as well as recent, major and less overwhelming, actual, experienced losses as well as potential or imagined.

II.  An Increment a Day

…He (Rabbi Tarfon) also used to say,

“It is not your obligation to complete the task,

but neither are you at liberty to desist from it entirely…”

Pirke Avot 2:16

Now it is time to choose one action, probably one very small and even token activity, to begin to turn the incapacitating exhaustion and energy-drain of depression around.  We do not say to an individual who cannot leave the house, “You need to get out more!”  Rather, we ask if they might take one brief walk to a grocery or a mailbox; if not, a stroll to a few houses up the block and back; if not, a stretch just out the front door; and if not, to put on walking shoes and, looking out the window, walk in place, at home, for three minutes.  It may help sometimes to imagine how one will feel after such steps – and then “borrow” on this anticipated outcome to fuel some small action in the present.  So, for example, if massive clutter is weighing down on you, try to sense the future feeling of more space and order, and use that to motivate you to toss just a few dispensable papers into the garbage one morning and perhaps to do so again later in the day…

III.  Give

“Give of yourself…you can always give something, even if it is only kindness…

no one has ever become poor from giving.”

Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl, March 1944

Though it may seem counterintuitive, or even preposterous, it is time for you to give – whether to another person, to an animal, to the environment, wherever you can.  Part of our depression, after all, is very often a sense of inefficacy and disempowerment, but we cannot wait for others to restore our agency.  So muster what you need to call someone and say “I was just thinking about you…”, or to put out peanuts for the squirrels, or to bring some canned goods to a local food pantry, or to water a plant, or to donate used clothing to a charity.  Give something today, and something else tomorrow.

IV.  Care of the Body

“Respect your body as the receptacle, messenger, and instrument of the Spirit…”

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, Nineteen Letters, 1836

Find one way, or perhaps a new way, to take care of your precious person – through diet, exercise, healthy pampering, etc. – in order to care for the image of God it contains.  Whether it is a piece of wholesome bread, a cup of green tea, a soothing lotion, a hot tub, a massage, a walk in the park, aromas, or a non-taxing yoga posture, consciously dedicate this physical care to the uplifting of your spirits (and probably the spirits of others you care about as well.)

V.  Jewish Songs and Kavvanot (“Affirmations” or “Meditations”)
“He who stands on a normal rung weeps;

he who stands higher is silent;

but he who stands on the topmost rung

converts his sorrow into song.”

Abraham Joshua Heschel, A Passion for Truth, page 283;

quoting a Hassidic teaching about mourning and loss
To make it through trying times – and probably, to make it through any time – people need tunes.  Music, even for those designated ‘unmusical’ or ‘flat-toned’, enables the Spirit to express and transform itself, and sometimes, it simply helps us get from Monday to Tuesday.  Singing prayers, lines from psalms, wordless niggunim, wise sayings, and the like may facilitate our grieving and bolster sagging spirits.  Consider the words to this well-known teaching of Reb Nahman of Bratslav, which many chant:

Kol ha-oh-lahm ku-lo geh-sher tzar m'od

V'ha i-kar lo l'fa-hed k'lal.
The entire world is a very narrow bridge

and the essential thing is not to fear.
Reb Nahman of Bratslav, 1772-1810, Likutei Moharan 2:28

VI.  Find a Piece of Gratitude

“We thank You, we praise You --

for our lives which are in Your hand,

for our souls which are in Your charge,

for Your miracles which are with us every day,

and for Your wonders and kindnesses that are always there,

morning, noon, and night….”

From the traditional Modim prayer, recited three times daily


Again, it may seem challenging or even ludicrous, but part of our confronting depression is locating, or re-locating, opportunities for experiencing and expressing gratitude.  Our people’s name – the Jews – comes from the Hebrew word for “thanks,” and it is a gift of the spirit (and a gift from the spirit!) to be able to recognize blessings and articulate appreciation for them, even/especially in dark times.  Consider phoning someone who has been of help, or emailing or writing a brief note to a supportive friend or caring professional.  Some people log their blessings – not in any order except that which organically comes to mind – and turn to this notebook to revisit and recapture gifts that may currently be obscured or inaccessible.

VII.  Borrowing Joy

“For You have given me joy, Adonai, in Your work;

I will rejoice in the works of Your hands…”

Psalm 92:5 (A Song for the Sabbath Day)

In this world and life that may entail so much loss, it is no surprise or secret that joy may be distant and happiness elusive.  We arrive at some weeks so depleted, so darkened, that the only option seems to be misery and pain.  While not denying that reality, one can nonetheless draw on the joy of another person or another time.  Recall times when one was down and was lifted up by someone’s words or embrace, or even when one was surprised by a stunning sunrise or calmed by ocean waves or moved by a flock of soaring birds.  Many people are able to draw on past reservoirs of happiness – to transport themselves back to a time of wellness and ease, and use the memories to nurture a vision of hope and growth.  It may even be possible to borrow from the more recent joy of family and friends, even strangers – sharing a bit of their spiritual glow.

VIII.  Reconnecting with Nature….

Part of our suffering relates to disconnectedness – not only from other people, but from the whole, truly from the wholeness, of Creation.  Our restoration may well require some conscious re-involvement with the world around us – plants and trees, bodies of water, birds and bugs, rocks and seashells.  Ultimately, we are part of these and they a part of us, all part of God’s interrelated universe, with a mutual interdependency that can be, or become, a source of healing for those who feel broken and fragmented. Consider, as part of your spiritual treatment plan, turning to Nature in a conscious, special way, seeking nothing more or less than relationship:

A “Nature Prayer” of Reb Nahman of Bratslav
HaShem:

Grant me the ability to be alone!

May it be my custom to go outdoors each day among the trees and grass-

among all growing things,

and there may I be alone,

and enter into prayer,

to talk with the One to whom I belong.

May I express there everything in my heart,

and may all the foliage of the field-

all grasses, trees and plants-

awake at my coming,

to send the powers of their life into the words of my prayer

so that my prayer and speech are made whole

through the life and the spirit of all growing things,

which are made as one by their transcendent Source.

May I then pour out the words of my heart

before your Presence like water, HaShem,

and lift up my hands to You in song,

on my behalf, and that of my children!
Adapted from Likutey Moharan, Part I, # 52

IX.  Open my Mouth and Give Me Words

Take with you words, and return to Adonai.

The Prophet Hosea, 14:3

Words are like bodies, and meanings are like souls.

Abraham Ibn Ezra, 12th cty., Commentary to Exodus 20:1

There is no question that one restorative tool at our disposal is our words – those of our hearts and spirits.  Our depression needs to be expressed, not repressed or suppressed, and God (or the Cosmos) is open to these words.  For some, a spontaneous composition is best, for others, a more scripted and deliberate one, but most, if not all, of us need to say what we are going through and what we feel/need/want.  It may well take some silent sitting to access some of these words, and some people find it helpful to begin with a line from the Book of Psalms that is close to what is on one’s heart/mind and develop that further.  Whatever your approach, consider using words to reach for restoration.

X.  Design/Designate Your ‘Restoration Team’

“Do not separate yourself from the community…”

Pirke Avot 2:4

Life is with people.  Our tradition wisely cautions us not to allow ourselves to become isolated.  At times we may feel uninterested in community or that we are a terrible burden to our social network, but the fact remains that all Jews, all human beings, need one another, certainly for the ongoing project of restoration in life.

       Step back into community by incrementally designing your own “Restoration Team.”  This is a group of people that don’t necessarily physically meet with you, and some may not even know they are part of the team, but whose presence and spirit, if not actual skills and care, may support your restoration.  In your mind, imagine who might be of help and slowly but steadily reach out to them. Here are some possibilities, in no special order: 

Friends – close and less close, old and new…

Family – young and old, near and far…

Mental health and health care professionals

Rabbis, cantors, Jewish educators….

Creative artists, writers, gardeners….

Some of your Restoration Team may be relatives or friends, or figures from Jewish or general literature, who are no longer physically of this world, but whose words/deeds inspire and guide.  A dear great-uncle…Ruth and Naomi…Martin Buber…Eleanor Roosevelt…the Gaon of Vilna… 

*******

And now: What have you gained? If you have read this far, hopefully, you have added some options, some pathways for coping with the darkness of depression.  Perhaps the best way to end is with the conclusion of the quote from Deuteronomy 22 with which we began:  “You may not hide yourself.” Sometimes, of course, you must hide yourself – you need to hide yourself – but ultimately, it is the job of every individual and every community to restore that which is lost, for ourselves and for our world.
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