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Eating and Nutrition
One should never eat except 

when hungry nor drink except 
when thirsty. One should not 
keep on eating until his stom-
ach is þlled but leave about 
a fourth part of his appetite 
unsatisþedé

Do not eat until you have 
walked before the meal a 
sufficient distance to begin 
feeling warm or have done 
some kind of work or have 
undergone another form of 
exertioné

Excessive eating is to the 
body of a man like deadly 
poison and is the root of all 
diseases. Most illnesses that 
befall men arise either from 
bad food or from immoderate 
indulgence of food, even of 
the wholesome kind. (Letter 
on Ethics to Son, Abraham)

Eat only to live, and ban 
luxurious foods. Think not 
that overindulging in food 
and drink strengthens the 
body and sharpens the mind 
ð like a sack that becomes 
more complete the more you 
stuff into it.

With human beings, the op-
posite is true. The less one eats, 
the more beneþcial ð endow-
ing strength to the body and 
clarity to the mind. (Letter on 
Ethics to Son, Abraham)

Be careful not to partake 
of another meal before the 
previous one lodged in your 
stomach has been properly 
digested. For such a practice 
is damaging to the body and 
the purse and is the source of 
most illness. You may engage 
in strenuous work before your 
meal, but relax after eating. Do 
not eat in haste like a glutton 
nor stuff your mouth and 
swallow in one gulp. Abhor 
harmful foods as one loathes 
an enemy who has murderous 
intentions. (Letter on Ethics to 
Son, Abraham)

Eat less than your means 
ð only to keep body and soul 
together. (Letter on Ethics to 
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Son, Abraham)
After it is sifted in the sieve, 

the sourness-producing parts 
of flour should be made vis-
ibleéBread should be made 
of rough grain, unchafed and 
unpolished. (The Preservation of 
Youth, chapter 1)

Building Strength
You know that the full devel-

opment of any bodily facultyé
depends on the condition of the 
organ by means of which that 
faculty acts. This organ must 
be the best possible regarding 
the organõs quality and size, 
and also regarding its purity 
of substance. Any defect in this 
respect cannot in any way be 
supplied or remedied by train-
ing. For when any organ is 
defective in its temperament, 
proper training in the best case 
can restore a healthy condi-
tion to some extent but cannot 
make the organ perfect. (The 
Guide for the Perplexed, book 2, 
chapter 36)

Day-to-day exercise is the 
main principle of keeping oneõs 
health and in the repulsion of 
most illnesses. (The Preservation 
of Youth, chapter 1)

Change Your Habits Slowly
Habit and regularity are great 

principles for keeping well and 
recovering from illness. It is not 
proper to change oneõs habits in 
health at once: neither in food 
and drink, nor in sexual activ-
ity, bath, or exercise. You should 
stick to your habits. And even 
if your habit is in contradiction 
to medical law, you must not 
separate from it but adjust to the 
law gradually and over a pro-
longed time ð so that the change 
will not be felt. A person must 
never change his habit all of a 
sudden, or sickness is bound to 
result. (The Preservation of Youth, 
chapter 4)

Right Attitude and 
Well-Being

There are indeed times when 

the agreeable may be used 
from a curative viewpoint. 
For example, when one suffers 
from loss of appetite, it may be 
stirred up by highly seasoned 
delicacies and tasty, palatable 
food. Similarly, one who suffers 
from sadness may rid himself 
of it by listening to singing and 
all kinds of instrumental music, 
by strolling through beautiful 
gardens and splendid build-
ings, by gazing upon beautiful 
pictures, and by doing other 
things that enliven the mind 
and dissipate gloomy moods.

Our rabbis of blessed mem-
ory say, òIt is becoming that a 
sage should have a pleasant 
dwelling, a beautiful spouse, 
and domestic comfort, for one 
becomes weary, and oneõs mind 
is dulled, by continuous men-
tal concentration upon difþcult 
problems.ó

Just as the body becomes ex-
hausted from hard labor, and 
then by rest and refreshment 
recovers, so it is necessary for 
the mind to have relaxation by 
gazing upon pictures and other 
beautiful objects, that its wea-
riness may be dispelled. (Eight 
Chapters, chapter 5)

Picture yourself living in No-
ahõs Ark, and you will always 
be at ease. (Letter on Ethics to 
Son, Abraham)

Under the Inÿuence 
of Alcohol

In Jewish law, a purchase or 
sale by a drunken man, and 
his gifts, are valid. If, however, 
he has reached the condition 
of Lot, being too drunk to 
know what he is doing, his 
transactions mean nothing, 
since he has the legal status of 
a youngster less than six years 
old. (Mishneh Torah, book 12, 
treatise 1, chapter 29:18)

Happiness and Well-Being
In order to strengthen the pa-

tientõs vital powers, one should 
employ musical instruments 
and tell patients happy stories 

that make the heart swell, nar-
ratives that will distract the 
mind and cause patients and 
their friends to laugh. One 
should select as attendants and 
caretakers those who can cheer 
up the patient. This is a must in 
every illness. In the absence of 
a physician, one must þgure it 
out for himself. (The Preserva-
tion of Youth, chapter 2)

Emotions: Signposts 
of Wellness

The physicians have com-
manded the observation of 
emotional changes and keeping 
them always under consider-
ation ð trying to equalize them 
in health or disease ð without 
allowing any other behavior 
to take precedence. The physi-
cian must keep in mind that the 
heart of every sick person is 
narrow and that every healthy 
person has an expanded soul, 
and therefore the physician 
must remove emotional expe-
riences that cause a shrinking 
of our spirit. In this way, the 
health of the normal person 
will be extended.

This is the law in the cure of a 
patient, especially if the illness 
is concentrated in the powers of 
the souléand causes turbulent 
thoughts and melancholy.

Special care should be taken 
in observing emotional move-
ments. When the patient is 
overpowered by imagination, 
prolonged introspection, and 
avoidance of social contact ð all 
of which he never exhibited 
before ð or when the patient 
avoids pleasant experiences 
that earlier were enjoyable, 
the physician should do noth-
ing before þrst improving the 
soul by removing extreme emo-
tions. (The Preservation of Youth, 
chapter 3)

A Perspective on Health
The physician as such will 

neither explore hyperemo-
tionality with his wisdom nor 
condemn it. One can observe 

this point from philosophy and 
theoretical morality. Just as the 
philosophers have composed 
books in the various sciences, 
so they composed many books 
on the improvement of con-
duct, the soulõs morality, and 
the imparting of good habits 
from which only good actions 
can result.

And they have warned 
against base habits that con-
tribute to the causation of 
evil. All the theoretical moral 
teachings, chastisements, and 
precepts that are taken from 
the prophets, their preaching 
and character, or from later 
sages, as well as knowledge 
of virtuous behavior, will help 
to improve the soulõs qualities 
until these reach such praise-
worthy behavior that can pro-
duce only good results.

And you will þnd that those 
exaggerated emotions can 
produce changes only in the 
ignoble masses ð who possess 
no wisdom, no philosophical 
principles, and no theoretical 
morality, like children. All 
these timid souls are easily 
startled and terriþed. When 
injury befalls them or an 
inevitable misfortune occurs 
to them, you will find that 
their consternation increases. 
They pine and cry and smite 
their faces and chests. And it 
may happen that their feel-
ings become so intense that 
an ordinary person will die 
from them ð immediately or 
later ð according to the grief 
and distress experienced. 
(The Preservation  of Youth, 
chapter 3)

Recognize Whatõs Trivial
As your servant, I have hint-

ed all of this [that adversity is 
often not as bad as it seems] 
to stir up and habituate your 
soul to accept little things 
with a minimum of agitation. 
When you follow the books 
on virtue and the morality of 
the teachings, chastisements, 
and regulations composed 
by the sages, your soul will 
become strengthened. You 
will recognize the meaningful: 
that it is meaningful. And you 
will recognize the trivial: that 
it is trivial. With the eye of the 
mind, your sad thoughts will 
disappear. (The Preservation of 
Youth, chapter 3)
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Recently, someone dear to 
me was discussing the 
realities of coping with 

feelings of depression. As you 
are no doubt aware, depression 
is a widespread reality affecting 
a rather large number of people. 
Because being depressed is a 
part of the normal range of our 
emotional responses to life and 
because of a lingering taboo in 
the discussion of illness in gen-
eral and emotional difþculties 
in particular many people do 
not recognize the differences 
between simple, ordinary feel-
ings of being depressed and a 
wide ranging set of symptoms 
indicating a diagnosable and 
treatable condition called de-
pression. Ordinary feelings 
of depression might, as Dr. 
Donald Westerberg tells me, 
be thought of òas ôthe bluesõ 
or ôdown feelingsõ that do not 
last longer than a few hours to 
a handful of days.ó

I am not a trained, licensed 
diagnostician or clinician and 
would strongly recommend 
consultation with appropriate 
mental health professionals for 
diagnosis, treatment, or if one 
has any concerns or questions 
about depression. As depres-
sion can be a signiþcant debili-
tating illness one should never 
hesitate to seek the guidance 
and intervention of appropri-
ate professionals.

In my life I have spent a 
significant amount of time, 
thought, and energy focusing 
on my own experiences with 
feelings of depression as well 
as having had the experience 
of sharing quite closely with 
a wide range of people as they 
have had to deal with feelings 
of being depressed. More than 
once I have mused aloud about 
how easy it might be for me to 
slip into clinical depression and 
have sought appropriate coun-
sel to see where I was. I have 
served others as a supportive 
adjunct during their treat-
ment by professionals. I have 
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By Rabbi Norman Koch

counseled in efforts to assist 
others in seeking and þnding 
treatment and I have listened 
to many as they shared their 
efforts to live through the vari-
ous depressing moments and 
realities in their lives.

In reviewing this collection 
of experiences and in my at-
tempts to be supportive of 
others, I have focused on a 
few tools that I use to help 
me deal with the onslaught 

sional counsel and treatment.
While none of these tools is a 

òcureó for clinical depression, 
or even for lifeõs ordinary feel-
ings of depression, collectively I 
þnd that they help me cope with 
feelings of depression, help me 
ward off the approaches of 
depression, and help me focus 
in such a way as to rebalance 
myself.

These tools start with the 
ancient rabbinic notion that 

against the depressive effects 
of lifeõs realities.

Our Jewish tradition affords 
various tools and disciplines to 
help us attain a more positive, 
balanced frame and summon 
the resources helpful in over-
coming the pull of depressive 
feelings. We begin at the very 
moment of awakening each 
morning. Our tradition bids 
us, at the moment of þrst con-
sciousness each day, to recite a 
simple sentence, which, while 
literally thanking God for re-
turning our souls to us, begins 
a series of prayers and rituals 
designed to help us recognize 
the blessing, beauty, and pos-
sibility present in each new 
day. Each day we can somehow 
begin anew and tap into good-
ness and blessing that may 
not have been part of our yes-
terday. Beginning each dayõs 
consciousness with a focus on 
possibility, on the potential for 
þnding goodness and blessing, 
gives us a much better chance 
of placing depressing realities 
into a wider, more positive, 

of lifeõs ordinary depressing 
and/or stress-provoking reali-
ties. Most of these tools arise 
from the deeply understand-
ing traditions of Judaism and 
Jewish ritual practices, all of 
them have been well vetted by 
health professionals, and none 
of them should ever substitute 
for seeking appropriate profes-

the only thing we have a pos-
sible chance of controlling is 
our attitude. Accepting the fact 
that most of what happens in 
our life is beyond our control, 
yet understanding that we do 
have a significant chance of 
controlling how we frame and 
respond to the events of life, 
can go a long way to mitigate 

context than if we wake up 
and focus immediately on all 
the difþculties that lie behind 
and before us.

Such focus does not remove 
the difþculties, does not solve 
our very real problems, does 
not take away the realities 
that might lead to our feelings 
of depression; however, such 

a frame and focus on other, 
better, aspects of lifeõs pos-
sibilities has the potential to 
help us utilize inner and outer 
resources in a more construc-
tive and helpful way. It is not 
a magical incantation, it casts 
no spell, and comes with no 
guarantees, but the daily use 
of the discipline of our Jewish 
traditionõs morning blessings 
can, over time, have a cumula-
tive effect in helping us shift 
focus from the overwhelming 
nature of our lifeõs collection 
of difficulties and troubles 
to a possibility of seeing our 
ills within the frame of our 
strengths, blessings, and op-
portunities for improvement.

This use of Judaismõs morn-
ing rituals as tools to help us 
better access and strengthen 
the positive within us is but 
one of many things our tradi-
tion offers us in our quest for 
a better and more satisfying 
life. Other tools may be found 
in looking at the roles of God, 
community, habit, and rites in 
our lives. The limited space of 
our Bulletin does not permit a 
fuller look at the myriad tools 
offered us by our tradition. I 
encourage you to seek oppor-
tunities to discover, learn, and 
try out some of these tools.

Many opportunities exist 
within our synagogue; many 
are available to you in all man-
ner and mode of your daily life. 
Judaismõs long history and ex-
perience helping people focus 
their attitudes in ways that 
can improve the reality of 
daily life, giving people con-
text and meaning that aides in 
facing and coping with lifeõs 
difficulties, and providing 
opportunity for improving 
access to lifeõs gifts and joys is 
available to each of us for the 
taking. I pray you may þnd in 
our tradition behavioral tools 
to use in the building of ever 
better lives.

Rabbi Koch has been the spiri-
tual leader of Temple Sholom in 
New Milford, Conn. since 1979. 
This is from their June 2007 
bulletin.

òModeh ani lõfanecha, 
Melech chai v;kayam, 
shehechezarta bee nish-
mati bõchemla, rabba 
emunatecha.ó ð òI offer 
thanks before You, liv-
ing and eternal Ruler, 
who has with mercy re-
stored in me the breath 
of my life; great is Your 
faithfulness.ó




