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This is a tense and terrible time. 
 
A plague surrounds us, uncertainty lies before us…all of us…every single human 
being.  Consider that no person on the planet is immune – literally and figuratively 
– from the effects of the COVID virus. In this strangest, darkest of ways, all of 
humanity is absolutely one at this moment in world history. 
 
Our challenge is to see our common humanity in each other rather than to treat 
one another as enemies in a zero-sum game, a contest of survival of the fittest.  
This is, in fact, one of the oldest challenges that human beings have faced.  The 
Bible points toward this in its story of Cain and Abel, a story about how Cain’s 
violence towards his brother resulted in the destruction of one quarter of the 
world’s population at the time that they lived. 
 
According to the Bible, after Cain murders his brother, the following discussion 
takes place between him and God: 
 
"The Lord said to Cain, 
'Where is Abel your brother?' 
And Cain said, 
'I do not know. 
Am I my brother's keeper?'"  (Genesis 4:9) 
 
The brilliance of Cain's question is that it is rhetorical.  We read it and immediately 
answer for ourselves, "Cain, of course you are!  We all are!" 
 
Even more brilliant are the many ways this one question can be creatively 
translated using what Jews call midrash, the classic method of creative 
interpretation that we have used for millennia to draw new life and wisdom from 
sacred scripture. 



Here are three translations, based upon simple and extremely creative ways of 
translating the Hebrew words for "Am I my brother's keeper?”, Ha-Shomer Aḥi 
Anokhi. 

 

1) Am I my brother's keeper? (The simplest, most direct translation.) 

 

2) I AM my brother's keeper! (A more complex translation that turns the question 
into a declaration of moral responsibility.) 

 

3) Be careful! You are your brother! (An extremely creative, even outlandish 
translation. It is saying, treat yourself well, as well as those around you. Self-care 
matters!) 

 

I've been thinking about ways in which we can be our brothers' and sisters' keepers 
during the pandemic, especially when people are distancing physically, and our 
ability to be civil and kind is being sorely tested. 

 

Obviously, our first responsibility towards ourselves and each other as brothers and 
sisters is to stay safe by staying home! 

 

However, here are eight other rules of responsible "other-care" and "self-care" that 
I'm trying to follow: 

 
Calm:  Right now, remaining as calm as possible, at least outwardly, will go a long 
way toward helping others around you remain calm and hopeful. 
 
Agitate for change:  As we continue to weather the COVID-19 storm, begin to think 
about how the changes wrought by the pandemic can be used for good, whether 
for the environment, in our work-life balance, or through taking more time to fully 
communicate with and hear others.  Start to imagine: “How can and how will I be 
an agent of change, locally and globally, for good, after this crisis has passed?” 
 
Invite in those who are alone and lonely.  There are so many people who live alone 
and/or are quarantined.  Skype, Facetime, Zoom, Whatsapp, or telephone 
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someone who could really use your listening, your caring, and your support, 
especially if you haven't spoken to that person in a long time.  This will be especially 
important during festival and Sabbath meals and celebrations, when folks who are 
alone could be “eating” with you at your family table, howbeit remotely. 
 
Neutralize your anger:  Much of the anger and frustration we might be feeling right 
now towards others is circumstantial, not substantive.  Let's help each other to "let 
the nonsense go" and to be forgiving and apologetic if we at times fail to do that. 
 
Accentuate the value of others:  Don't wait for others to tell you how much they 
value, love and respect you; you take the first step and watch the multiplier effect 
it creates! 
 
Blessing:  You don't, and you shouldn't, pretend that everything in the world or in 
your life is ok; it isn't. However, too much focus on what is wrong will enslave each 
of us in rage, depression, and resentment.  Contemplate everyday - alone or with 
others - what your blessings truly are, right now! 
 
Envision hope and healing:  To help ourselves and each other through this time, we 
need to take the leap of faith that we will survive this pandemic and our world will 
heal.  This is incredibly hard to do, but it is absolutely necessary, and it’s critical that 
we strengthen each other in this faith. 
 
LAUGH!  Laughter reduces anxiety and tension, deflates self-importance, and 
reminds us that life in its fullness is about living and joy, not just sadness and 
death.  Every day, tell a joke, watch something funny on TV or the internet, or just 
use humor (self-deprecating is best!) to deflate a bad situation.  Most important, 
pay the laughter forward by getting others to laugh and relax with you, even if only 
for a few minutes.  Fortunately, laughter is also infectious! 
 
This is a tense and terrible time.  
 
However, it is not insurmountable, and we do not have to abdicate our humanity 
and our wellbeing to it.  We have tools like the ones I mentioned to power through 
COVID and come out in the end stronger, more loving, and more prepared than 
ever to be each other’s keeper. 
 



Shabbat shalom 
 


