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Some of the HBR edit staff met virtually the other day — a screen full of faces in a scene becoming more 
common everywhere. We talked about the content we’re commissioning in this harrowing time of 
a pandemic and how we can help people. But we also talked about how we were feeling. One colleague 
mentioned that what she felt was grief. Heads nodded in all the panes.

If we can name it, perhaps we can manage it. We turned to David Kessler for ideas on how to do that. Kessler 
is the world’s foremost expert on grief. He co-wrote with Elisabeth Kübler-Ross On Grief and Grieving: 
Finding the Meaning of Grief through the Five Stages of Loss. His new book adds another stage to the 
process, Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief. Kessler also has worked for a decade in a three-hospital 
system in Los Angeles. He served on their biohazards team. His volunteer work includes being an LAPD 
Specialist Reserve for traumatic events as well as having served on the Red Cross’s disaster services team. He 
is the founder of www.grief.com, which has over 5 million visits yearly from 167 countries.

Kessler shared his thoughts on why it’s important to acknowledge the grief you may be feeling, how to 
manage it, and how he believes we will find meaning in it. The conversation is lightly edited for clarity.

HBR: People are feeling any number of things right now. Is it right to call some of what they’re feeling 
grief?

Kessler: Yes, and we’re feeling a number of different griefs. We feel the world has changed, and it has. We 
know this is temporary, but it doesn’t feel that way, and we realize things will be different. Just as going to 
the airport is forever different from how it was before 9/11, things will change and this is the point at which 
they changed. The loss of normalcy; the fear of economic toll; the loss of connection. This is hitting us and 
we’re grieving. Collectively. We are not used to this kind of collective grief in the air.

You said we’re feeling more than one kind of grief?

Yes, we’re also feeling anticipatory grief. Anticipatory grief is that feeling we get about what the future holds 
when we’re uncertain. Usually it centers on death. We feel it when someone gets a dire diagnosis or when we 
have the normal thought that we’ll lose a parent someday. Anticipatory grief is also more broadly imagined 
futures. There is a storm coming. There’s something bad out there. With a virus, this kind of grief is so 
confusing for people. Our primitive mind knows something bad is happening, but you can’t see it. This 
breaks our sense of safety. We’re feeling that loss of safety. I don’t think we’ve collectively lost our sense of 
general safety like this. Individually or as smaller groups, people have felt this. But all together, this is new. 
We are grieving on a micro and a macro level.

What can individuals do to manage all this grief?

Understanding the stages of grief is a start. But whenever I talk about the stages of grief, I have to remind 
people that the stages aren’t linear and may not happen in this order. It’s not a map but it provides some 
scaffolding for this unknown world. There’s denial, which we say a lot of early on: This virus won’t affect us. 
There’s anger: You’re making me stay home and taking away my activities. There’s bargaining: Okay, if I 
social distance for two weeks everything will be better, right? There’s sadness: I don’t know when this will 
end. And finally there’s acceptance. This is happening; I have to figure out how to proceed.

Acceptance, as you might imagine, is where the power lies. We find control in acceptance. I can wash my 
hands. I can keep a safe distance. I can learn how to work virtually.

When we’re feeling grief there’s that physical pain. And the racing mind. Are there techniques to deal 
with that to make it less intense?

2.
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Let’s go back to anticipatory grief. Unhealthy anticipatory grief is really anxiety, and that’s the feeling 
you’re talking about. Our mind begins to show us images. My parents getting sick. We see the worst 
scenarios. That’s our minds being protective. Our goal is not to ignore those images or to try to make them 
go away — your mind won’t let you do that and it can be painful to try and force it. The goal is to find 
balance in the things you’re thinking. If you feel the worst image taking shape, make yourself think of the 
best image. We all get a little sick and the world continues. Not everyone I love dies. Maybe no one does 
because we’re all taking the right steps. Neither scenario should be ignored but neither should dominate 
either.

Anticipatory grief is the mind going to the future and imagining the worst. To calm yourself, you want 
to come into the present. This will be familiar advice to anyone who has meditated or practiced 
mindfulness but people are always surprised at how prosaic this can be. You can name five things in the 
room. There’s a computer, a chair, a picture of the dog, an old rug, and a coffee mug. It’s that simple. 
Breathe. Realize that in the present moment, nothing you’ve anticipated has happened. In this moment, 
you’re okay. You have food. You are not sick. Use your senses and think about what they feel. The desk is 
hard. The blanket is soft. I can feel the breath coming into my nose. This really will work to dampen some 
of that pain.

You can also think about how to let go of what you can’t control. What your neighbor is doing is out of 
your control. What is in your control is staying six feet away from them and washing your hands. Focus on 
that.

Finally, it’s a good time to stock up on compassion. Everyone will have different levels of fear and grief 
and it manifests in different ways. A coworker got very snippy with me the other day and I thought, That’s 
not like this person; that’s how they’re dealing with this. I’m seeing their fear and anxiety. So be patient. 
Think about who someone usually is and not who they seem to be in this moment.

One particularly troubling aspect of this pandemic is the open-endedness of it.

This is a temporary state. It helps to say it. I worked for 10 years in the hospital system. I’ve been trained for 
situations like this. I’ve also studied the 1918 flu pandemic. The precautions we’re taking are the right ones. 
History tells us that. This is survivable. We will survive. This is a time to overprotect but not overreact.

And, I believe we will find meaning in it. I’ve been honored that Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s family has given 
me permission to add a sixth stage to grief: Meaning. I had talked to Elisabeth quite a bit about what came 
after acceptance. I did not want to stop at acceptance when I experienced some personal grief. I wanted 
meaning in those darkest hours. And I do believe we find light in those times. Even now people are realizing 
they can connect through technology. They are not as remote as they thought. They are realizing they can 
use their phones for long conversations. They’re appreciating walks. I believe we will continue to find 
meaning now and when this is over.

What do you say to someone who’s read all this and is still feeling overwhelmed with grief?

Keep trying. There is something powerful about naming this as grief. It helps us feel what’s inside of us. So 
many have told me in the past week, “I’m telling my coworkers I’m having a hard time,” or “I cried last 
night.” When you name it, you feel it and it moves through you. Emotions need motion. It’s important we 
acknowledge what we go through. One unfortunate byproduct of the self-help movement is we’re the first 
generation to have feelings about our feelings. We tell ourselves things like, I feel sad, but I shouldn’t feel 
that; other people have it worse. We can — we should — stop at the first feeling. I feel sad. Let me go for 
five minutes to feel sad. Your work is to feel your sadness and fear and anger whether or not someone else is 
feeling something. Fighting it doesn’t help because your body is producing the feeling. If we allow the 
feelings to happen, they’ll happen in an orderly way, and it empowers us. Then we’re not victims.

In an orderly way?

Yes. Sometimes we try not to feel what we’re feeling because we have this image of a “gang of feelings.” If 
I feel sad and let that in, it’ll never go away. The gang of bad feelings will overrun me. The truth is a feeling 
that moves through us. We feel it and it goes and then we go to the next feeling. There’s no gang out to get 
us. It’s absurd to think we shouldn’t feel grief right now. Let yourself feel the grief and keep going.
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3. Ma’adanei Shmuel
R. Shmuel Burschtein

5. Maharaz Binga
R’ Zelikman (15th c.)

4. Pesachim 13a

6. Pesach Me’uvin
R’ Chaim Benbenisti (17th c)

7. Mordechai (Berachos 183)
1250-1298
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8. Shulchan Aruch
o.c. 182 

9. Birchas Eliyahu
Maharam Chagiz

1671-1750
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10. Chok Yaakov
R’ Yaakov ben Yosef Richer

1670-1736

11. Be’er Heitev
R’ Yehudah Ashkenazi

1730-1770

12. Mo’eid L’Chol Chai
R’ Chaim Palagi

1788-1868

13. Mishna (Arvei Pesachim)
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15. Yerushalmi Pesachim

16. Da’as Zekeinim
Shemos 12:18

17. Shemos (6)
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18. Rambam (Hilchos Chametz U’Matza (8:10)

19. Tur (oc 481)
1270-1340

21. Tos.

20. Rashbam
R’ Shmuel b. Meir

1085-1158

22. Shulchan Aruch
1488-1575 
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23. Hagaddah Shleima
R’ Menachem Kasher

1895-1983
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24. Rama
R’ Moshe Isserles

1520-1572

25. Ta’amei HaMinhagim
Quoting the Gra

1720-1797

26. Shulchan Aruch HaRav
R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi

1745-1812

27. Kitzur Shulchan Aruch
R’ Shlomo Ganzfried

1804-1886
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28. Professor Yehudah Rosenthal

29. R’ Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson
1902-1994

30. Haftorah  - Shabbos HaGadol

31.  Aruch HaShulchan
R’ Yechiel Michel Epstein

1829-1908
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The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: "Art thou better than thy fathers?" Esau sought to slay Jacob, but he fled before him, as it is said, "And Jacob 
fled into the field of Aram" (Hos. 12:12). Pharaoh sought to slay Moses, who fled before him and he was saved, as it is said, "Now when Pharaoh heard 
this thing, he sought to slay Moses. And Moses fled from the face of Pharaoh" (Ex. 2:15). Saul sought to slay David, who fled before him and was saved, 
as it is said, "If thou save not thy life to-night, to-morrow thou shalt be slain" (1 Sam. 19:11). Another text says, "And David fled and escaped" (1 Sam. 
19:18). Learn that everyone, who flees, is saved. Elijah, may he be remembered for good, arose and fled from the land of Israel, || and he betook himself 
to Mount Horeb, as it is said, "And he arose, and did eat and drink" (1 Kings 19:8). There the Holy One, blessed be He, was revealed unto him, and He 
said to him: "What doest thou here, Elijah?" (1 Kings 19:9). He answered Him, saying: "I have been very zealous" (1 Kings 19:10). (The Holy One, 
blessed be) He, said to him: Thou art always zealous ! Thou wast zealous in Shittim on account of the immorality. Because it is said, "Phineas, the son of 
Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, turned my wrath away from the children of Israel, in that he was zealous with my zeal among them" (Num. 25:11). 
Here also art thou zealous. By thy life ! They shall not observe the covenant of circumcision until thou seest it (done) with thine eyes.

Hence the sages instituted (the custom) that people should have a seat of honour for the Messenger of the Covenant; for Elijah, may he be remembered 
for good, is called the Messenger of the Covenant, as it is said, "And the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in, behold, he cometh" (Mal. 3:1)

32. Melachim 1:19:6

33. Pirkei D’Rebbe Eliezer
Perek 29

applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/Hosea.12.12
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/Exodus.2.15
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Samuel.19.11
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Samuel.19.18
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Samuel.19.18
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Kings.19.8
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Kings.19.9
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/I_Kings.19.10
applewebdata://516C84F7-3DB0-420D-A400-E1773274F849/Numbers.25.11
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34. Gra - R’ Eliyahu Kramer of Vilna 
1720-1797

36. Shulchan Aruch (oc 480)

35. Sefer HaManhig
R’ Avraham HaYarchi

12th c.

37. Hagaddah Shleima
R’ Menachem Kasher

1895-1983
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and a wise man said that someone who has not tasted  
the resolution of doubt has not tasted joy

38. R’ Moshe Alshich
1508-1593

39. Minhag Yisroel Torah

40. Rema (Toras HaOlah 1:6)
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41. R’ Beryl Wein
Haggadah
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42. The Survivors Club
Ben Sherwood
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And now, in our own time, when we have been privileged to behold the mercies of the Holy 
Name, blessed is He, and His salvation over us, in the establishment of the State of Israel, which 
is the beginning of redemption and salvation from the exile of Edom, even as it is written, “And I 
shall bring you into the land, the same which I have lifted my hand to give unto Abraham, unto 
Isaac, and unto Jacob, and I have given it unto you as an inheritance: I am the Eternal”—it is 
fitting and proper that we observe this pious act, the drinking of the fifth cup, as a form of 
thanksgiving….  Just as we have been privileged to see the first realization of “And I shall bring 
them,” so may we be worthy of witnessing the perfect and complete redemption, the coming of 
the Messiah.”

44. Haggadah Shleima
R” Menachem Kasher

43. Torah Shleima
R’ Menachem Kasher

1895-1983
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Dear Rabbi Goldberg,
 
Good news is something we can all use.
 
I have wonderful news about a new grandson. The baby was born last Thursday, Rosh 
Chodesh, in Boca Raton, to our younger son, Dani/Chany living here in Boca.
 
Baby and mother are doing well and everything, B”H, is good and healthy.

Grace and I will not be there . . . in fact, I believe, only Dani, Chany and the Mohel. I do 
not think our elder son, Mark and our son in-law, Yaron, and any of their sons will be 
present. We will join via Zoom.

Times are indeed very different, but, at the same time, just this morning Grace and I were 
imagining what it was like for her parents, in March 1944, hiding in the abandoned 
warehouse in northern Italy’ mountains when she was born. No heat, no food, hiding from 
the nazis (deliberately not capitalized), delivered by her grandmother (Rav Shmuel 
HaLevi Wosner’s mother) and very happy a girl and not a boy. I too have been eternally 
happy. Yup . . . things are different but much worse back then. The sun rose this morning. 
The sun will rise tomorrow. The sun will rise forever. The world is not ending and this too 
shall pass.
 
Thank you,
Eli and Grace
  
___________________________________________________________-

Sure.
We should all KNOW . . . This is nothing, as we sit in our A/C houses with plenty of food, 
Internet and iPhones. 75 years ago we had nothing. Except Bitachon and faith.
 
Eli
 

45. Email from BRS member
(shared with permission) 
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With some schools closing and the CDC urging school districts across the country to prepare 
for a coronavirus outbreak, many parents' natural response is to cover up potential danger 
with false reassurance. 

But instead of shielding children from fear, parents can help them both cope and grow in 
conversations about responding to coronavirus with shared values. If your goal is to raise 
children who are resilient, optimistic, and tolerant, the coronavirus emergency can serve as an 
opportunity to lead your children there. 

Start by engaging in a conversation about your values as a family, reminding your 
children what your family cares about most, and why. Is it honesty? Trust? Kindness, 
acceptance? Or justice? Then, use these ideals as a foundation for conversations about the 
coronavirus. For example, if your family has frequently emphasized the importance of telling 
the truth, you can explain that you will not hide anything about coronavirus no matter how 
frightening. Even for young children, this emphasis on shared values provides stability and a 
sense of psychological safety.  

If your kids are frustrated about the cancellation of a social event, trip, or even school, you 
might emphasize the value that your family places on caring for others. By helping them to 
reframe these disappointing scenarios as intentional choices to care for the more vulnerable 
members of our society, they will understand that staying home if they have flu-like symptoms 
or have been told to do so by their school is aligned with what matters most. Shifting their 
mindset will protect your children from feeling powerless in the face of the coronavirus. 

For older children, parents can use shared values as a launchpad for more complex 
and nuanced discussions about the virus. If your family values embracing diversity, for 
example, you might initiate a conversation about the importance to you, as a family, of 
resisting the urge to shun those who may appear to be Asian, even though they may be hearing 
such condemnation in social media or from classmates. You might point towards historical or 
even personal examples of prejudice that might help them draw a parallel to the potential 
harm associated with such stigmas.  

Taking a positive tone and using optimistic language can be very powerful. But this does not 
mean obfuscating or hiding unpleasant truths, which can add to the danger that our children 
may be in and allow their vivid fears to run wild. Effective leaders always find a way to talk 
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about the future with some sense of hope. You might have to dig deep, but it's important to find 
and use optimistic language so children don't feel that they are facing imminent threat nor that 
you as a family are powerless to affect positive change in the world.  

Even if the actions that you, as individuals and as a family, take seem small and mundane, you 
can discuss them in a conversation about what a better tomorrow could look like. 

Talking about why it's important to wash hands more frequently than usual, reinforcing the 
usual parental harangues about hygiene (toss those tissues, cover your mouth when you cough 
and your nose when you sneeze). Those "annoying" parental admonitions can take on new 
meaning if we frame them as important, indeed essential, and empowering steps our children 
can take to protect themselves, their friends, and their families, to make things better. 

Every child is different, of course. But there are universal truths about what children need in 
order to thrive in uncertain times. Rather than let our own fears and uncertainties dictate our 
approach to talking about the coronavirus with our children, parents need to act like leaders.  

We can't stand idly by hoping that our children won't worry. Instead, we must proactively, 
consciously, and honestly use our shared values to guide these critical conversations. Even 
when real-world difficulties impinge upon our children's often insular worlds, we can take the 
opportunity to teach them how to remain true to what is important to them and to you as a 
family and how to act accordingly. That's what leaders do to help their people through crises. 

Parenting is a leadership challenge. The coronavirus presents another opportunity to rise to it. 
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The Rebbe’s Positivity Bias extended deeply into his habits of speech. In Yiddish, Hebrew, English, and all the other 
languages he spoke, the Rebbe constantly strove to phrase every teaching, idea, question, reflection, or suggestion in the 
most uplifting way possible. He would often note a teaching from the Talmud showing how the Torah speaks in a 
roundabout way to avoid describing even the negative characteristics of non-kosher animals.1 It is clear from the stories that 
follow that the Rebbe believed that words matter, and that they should encourage and exalt in all circumstances. 
One story that illustrates the Rebbe’s practice of positive language is told about the Lag BaOmer parade in Crown Heights:2 
R. Jacob J. Hecht, the official emcee of the parade, was having a difficult time one year. Leading up to the parade, he had 
worried that people wouldn’t turn out, and that even if they did, they and their children wouldn’t be entertained. During the 
parade, Rabbi Hecht viewed the floats and crowds with a jaded eye, seeing only the flaws and problems. He was anxious and 
apprehensive when the Rebbe came outside to address the crowd. 
All of a sudden Rabbi Hecht noticed things changing for the good. The Rebbe delivered a talk to the children, saluted the 
soldiers who joined the parade, and admired the well-prepared floats. Perhaps it was the Rebbe’s smile, perhaps it was his 
aura of good will or simply his presence, but Rabbi Hecht felt a sudden feeling of elation and good spirits in that moment. 
At the end of the parade, Rabbi Hecht thanked the police, the organizers, and all the parade staff. He turned to the Rebbe 
and asked if he had enjoyed the event. 
“Very much,” the Rebbe responded. 
Then Rabbi Hecht thanked the Rebbe for the great favor he had done for him personally—for having aroisgeshlept, shlepped 
or dragged him out of his troubles. 
The Rebbe raised his hand in surprise and replied, “Aroisgeshlept? Oifgehoiben! (Schlepped you out? Uplifted!)” To the 
Rebbe, the idea of dragging him out implied that Rabbi Hecht had been in a bad place and had perhaps left it unwillingly. 
Whereas to be oifgehoiben, uplifted, suggested that Rabbi Hecht’s state simply went from the everyday to much better. 
The Big Idea 
This seemingly random rephrasing of Rabbi Hecht’s words in the midst of a conversation was far from an isolated incident. 
There are many stories of the Rebbe adjusting someone’s language—whether spoken or written—ever so slightly to reflect a 
more positive predisposition. When taken as a whole, it becomes clear that each of these incidents represents an expression 
of the Rebbe’s general theory and practice of putting thoughts into words: Our language defines us and the world we 
inhabit; our words can limit or liberate us. Therefore, we need to choose them carefully and consciously. 
The idea that words are the medium through which thoughts become things is rooted in centuries of Kabbalistic teachings 
and based on a metaphysical understanding of the beginning of the Torah in which G-d speaks the world into being. 
Detailing the many ways in which the Divine cosmogonic power of speech trickles down to human expression is beyond the 
scope of this present volume. Suffice it to say that a heightened sensitivity to the power of language is a foundational 
principle that runs through every facet of rabbinic teaching and text—including the Torah, prayers, the binding nature of 
oaths, and the spiritual and interpersonal repercussions of gossip. 
This in-depth understanding of the relationship between our words and our experience is not limited to Kabbalists. 
According to neuroscientist Andrew Newberg and Professor Mark Robert Waldman, words can actually change your brain. 
In their book, Words Can Change Your Brain, they write, “A single word has the power to influence the expression of genes 
that regulate physical and emotional stress.” 
For instance, MRI scans demonstrate that a single negative word can increase the activity in the amygdala, the fear center of 
the brain. In fact, just seeing a list of negative words for a few seconds will make a highly anxious or depressed person feel 
even worse, and the more you ruminate on them, the more you can damage key brain structures that regulate memory, 
feelings, and emotions, further impacting your sleep, appetite, and overall sense of wellbeing. Moreover, if you vocalize your 
negativity, even more stress chemicals will be released, not only in your brain, but in the listener’s brain as well. Both people 
will experience increased anxiety and irritability,3 undermining potential for mutual cooperation and trust.4 
Conversely, research indicates that the longer you concentrate on positive words, the more you begin to affect other areas of 
the brain. For instance, functions in the parietal lobe start to change, which changes your perception of yourself and the 
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people you interact with. Studies have shown that positive words such as “peace” and “love” can actually alter the 
expression of genes, strengthening areas in our frontal lobes and promoting the brain’s cognitive functioning. 
Over time, the structure of the thalamus, which is the part of the brain that acts as a center for perception, changes in 
response to your words, thoughts, and feelings, affecting the way in which you perceive yourself, others, and the world. 
Using the right words can literally transform your reality. 
The Rebbe understood this metalinguistic dynamic in a very profound yet practical way. What follows are a number of 
stories and examples demonstrating this particular aspect of the Rebbe’s Positivity Bias in a wide array of contexts, 
including casual conversations, public speeches, and written correspondence. 
Common Words and Colloquial Phrases 
The Rebbe consistently sought to avoid locutions that expressed attitudes of contempt, derision, or negative judgment. 
Even more strikingly, he would actively rephrase common words and colloquial phrases that many of us speak or write 
without a second thought. 
For instance, he disliked the word deadline, with its connection to death, preferring due date,5 with its connotation of birth. 
He wouldn’t call a spiritual getaway a retreat,6 because “retreat” connotes regression and surrender; in the Rebbe’s 
playbook, there was only one direction: onward and upward. He didn’t “undertake” projects, possibly because he saw a 
connotation to half-heartedness in the prefix "under" or because he associated the word undertaker with death. 
Even terms used universally by Jews were subject to the Rebbe’s preference for positive rephrasing. For example, he 
objected to the label for the Torah portion of Metzora, because the word refers to a skin affliction that was associated with 
negative speech, lashon hara. He thought it better to call the section Parashat Taharah, purity, after the process it describes, 
which helps restore ritual purity once the affliction had abated. 
Despite the fact that the Rebbe essentially jumpstarted the baal teshuvah movement, as discussed in a previous chapter,7 he 
did not like to refer to anyone by this term, which means master of repentance.8 He felt it was disparaging to label someone 
in a way that insinuated they had done something that required atonement.9 
In an extreme example, the Rebbe didn’t even like to characterize geographical places as far away. When a Chabad rabbi 
introduced the Rebbe to a donor from East Asia, the Rebbe said to the donor, “You come from a place in the East called the 
opposite of near.”10 He also objected to calling Australia a faraway land, preferring to call it “the opposite of close.”11 
Each of these examples reveals how seriously the Rebbe took this practice of positive language, applying it even to trivial 
dimensions of common parlance. 
Self-Definition 
Obviously, the Rebbe saw great importance in the psychological impact of words. He felt that the way a label or concept was 
framed linguistically was not only relevant intellectually but had great value in shaping a person’s identity and outlook. 
He objected strongly, for example, to the Israeli phrase for hospital, beit cholim, which means house of the sick. Why was 
the hospital not called beit refuah—house of healing—he asked? In a letter to Professor Mordechai Shani, director of the 
Sheba Medical Center in Israel, he wrote,12 “Even though...this would seem to represent only a semantic change, the term 
beit refuah brings encouragement to the sick; it represents more accurately the goal of the institution...which is to bring 
about a complete healing. Therefore, why call it by a word that does not suit its intentions?” By changing the way we refer to 
hospitals, the Rebbe felt that we would strengthen and sanctify health rather than prioritize illness.13 
When a man from Curaçao described himself as “a small Jew” in a letter to the Rebbe, the Rebbe wrote back14 that “there is 
no such thing as a small Jew,” reminding him that the soul of every Jew is “part of G-d.” Therefore, “a Jew must never 
underestimate his or her tremendous potential.” 
Another man came to the Rebbe and said, “Rebbe, something must be wrong with me.” He began to bemoan his spiritual 
state of being. The Rebbe said, “Just as it’s forbidden to speak disparagingly about someone else, even if one speaks the 
absolute truth, it’s also forbidden to speak negatively about oneself.”15 The Rebbe wasn’t accusing the man of a 
transgression; he was reminding him that the words we say manifest what we’re speaking about. If it doesn’t propel you 
forward, don’t dwell on it. 
The Rebbe suggested to Mrs. Chana Sharfstein, who had written a research paper about the Chasidic community of Crown 
Heights, that she change her wording from “the hard life of a Chasid” to “the hardships of life.”16 The Rebbe’s reservation 
was not so much that she thought the lives of Chasidim were more difficult than those of people in the secular community; 
rather, it was because the phrase equated life itself with hardship, perhaps precluding joy. Better, the Rebbe thought, to 
acknowledge that while life does contain hardships, they should not define life as hard in and of itself. 
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On a more historical and national level, the Rebbe was reluctant to refer to the genocide of European Jews during World 
War II as the Holocaust, sometimes even referring to it as the so-called Holocaust. The word holocaust comes from the 
Greek for “completely burned,” and the Rebbe may have objected to feeding the idea that the destruction of six million Jews 
had any connection to the idea of ritual animal sacrifice in which an animal is completely burned and reduced to ashes. He 
was opposed to the idea of even tenuously linking animal sacrifice, a holy act, with the murder of six million Jews. The 
Rebbe vehemently rejected the idea, held by some in the Jewish community, that there was any spiritual meaning or 
purpose in the genocide or that it was a retribution from G-d, and he wanted his language to reflect this view.17 
The Problem with ‘Inanimate’ Objects 
The Rebbe’s incredible sensitivity to language extended even to objects. When a Chabad rabbi brought an armload of 
lulavim for Sukkot into the Rebbe’s office and asked where to set them down, the Rebbe replied,18 “Oif di eitzim (on the 
wood),” referring to the wooden floor. Apparently he did not want to use a word for the surface on which a ritual object was 
to be laid that denoted something lowly and commonly stepped on. 
Before the war, the Rebbe was the editor of Hatamim, a scholarly journal published by Chabad, headquartered in Warsaw at 
that time. During a conversation with the publisher, R. Schneur Zalman Gourary, the Rebbe perplexed him by hinting, 
rather than saying plainly, that Rabbi Gourary didn’t need to place the title and page number at the top of each page. Then, 
as now, that information was called a heading or header, but the Rebbe was unwilling to say that he wanted each page 
“without a head.”19 
A yeshivah student once lent the Rebbe a sefer (a book on a Torah topic). After some time had passed, the student 
approached the Rebbe after prayers one day and asked respectfully, “Rebbe, do you no longer need the sefer I lent you?” The 
Rebbe responded warmly, “When referring to a sefer, we don’t use the expression ‘don’t need….’”20 
While standing upstairs at Chabad headquarters, the Rebbe once heard one of the gabba’im (congregational officials) refer 
to the downstairs synagogue as “unten,” which means “below.” The Rebbe took the time to interject: “We don’t say ‘unten’ 
about a shul.”21 
The Rebbe even took issue with the term “inanimate.” When he commissioned noted author R. Nissan Mangel to translate 
the Tanya into English, Rabbi Mangel used the conventional translation, “inanimate,” for the Hebrew word domeim. The 
Rebbe objected, emphasizing that all existence is a continuous flow of G-dly life and energy.22 
One of the major themes of Tanya (in Shaar Hayichud VehaEmunah) is that in truth there is no such thing as something 
“inanimate,” because everything contains a Divine spark.… The Rebbe edited Rabbi Mangel’s translation, replacing 
“inanimate” with “silent,” meaning to say that while there is life even in domeim, an object in this realm is “silent” about it, 
concealing the inherent Divine spark it possesses. Rabbi Mangel, still wanting to maintain an elegant style, kept the word 
inanimate and placed the word silent nearby in brackets. When the Rebbe edited the translation for the final time, he 
removed the brackets around “silent” and placed them around “inanimate.” 
In that context, the word inanimate wasn’t just a misnomer or a technical misuse of a word, it represented something more. 
The difference between these two words touches on the essence of reality, on its Divine root and makeup. For it is this very 
spark of living Divinity present in all of Creation to which we pay tribute and respect, and for which we exhibit sensitivity 
and consideration. 
The Opposite Of... 
It was common for the Rebbe to avoid negativity in speech by phrasing a condition or quality as “the opposite of” something 
good, rather than saying something was bad or evil. For example, there were a few occasions when instead of referring to the 
yetzer hara, the evil inclination, the Rebbe said, “The yetzer that is the opposite of the yetzer hatov (the good inclination).” 
Instead of saying that things are getting worse, there were times when the Rebbe would say, in Yiddish, “Nit-der-seder vert 
altz shtarker”—the “opposite-of-order” is getting stronger. Or, “The portion that is not positive (or good) is being 
strengthened.” The Rebbe would not describe someone whose behavior or spiritual life was declining as regressing or 
descending; he would use a variation of the blessing, “May you go from strength to strength,” and say that the individual was 
“going from strength to strength in the opposite direction.” 
The Rebbe had many such locutions: 
• When he spoke about Jews who treated each other badly, he would say they were behaving with the opposite of ahavat 
Yisrael, love of one’s fellow Jew.23 
• He would refer to an increase in sins against Divine instruction as “the opposite of increase in Torah and mitzvot.” 
• Someone who was deceptive was “the opposite of Yaakov ish tam”—Jacob, whom the Torah describes as honest.24 
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• Instead of referring to the malach hamavet, the Angel of Death, he would say, “The opposite of the malach hachayim,” 
the Angel of Life.25 
• A professed non-believer was not an apostate or an atheist to the Rebbe; he was someone expressing an idea opposite of 
the central Jewish statement of belief in G-d as stated in the Shema.26 
• Citing a Talmudic teaching pertaining to Parashat Noach, the Rebbe would refer to a non-kosher animal as an animal 
that is not pure rather than as an animal that is impure. 
There are many other such examples as well. In the Rebbe’s speech and correspondence, hatred was “the opposite of 
love”;27 lying was “the opposite of truth”;28 curses were “the opposite of blessings”;29 arrogance “the opposite of 
humility”;30 sadness “the opposite of joy.”31 Even death was “the opposite of life”32 in the Rebbe’s vernacular, and the 
underworld “the opposite of the Garden of Eden.”33 In this way the Rebbe emphasized the Chasidic idea that evil, hatred, 
and other negative conditions are not entities in themselves, separate from G-dliness (which is defined as ultimate 
goodness); rather, they are simply the absence, and therefore the opposite, of good. 
Positive Torah 
The Rebbe was so committed to the use of positive language that he even refrained from quoting parts of Bible verses that 
cast aspersions on people. 
One example is in the Book of Proverbs. King Solomon says in Proverbs,34 A fool believes everything, but a clever man 
understands his course. The Midrash35 explains that the fool who believes everything refers to none other than Moses; the 
Sages saw the term for fool (or simpleton) that is used here as a positive. Moses is called this because his approach to G-d 
involved accepting G-d’s word without questioning. 
The Rebbe once quoted this Midrash during a discourse to make a point about this elevated level of unquestioning faith. 
When the editor sent in the transcript as part of the preparation for publication, he included the full quote from the 
Midrash: “A fool believes everything, which refers to Moses.” The Rebbe crossed out the word for fool, and rephrased it to 
read, “The believer of everything is Moses.” He then wrote in the margin, “I intentionally omitted this word.”36 Meaning 
that even though the Midrash applies the term fool to Moses in a positive way, the Rebbe did not want to use a word that 
could mean something derogatory in reference to Moses. 

In another discourse, the Rebbe quoted Psalms:37 Difficult in the eyes of the L-rd is the death of His pious ones. However, 
in the published discourse, the Rebbe quoted only the first half of the verse, Difficult in the eyes of the L-rd, and then 
wrote “et cetera.”38 He didn’t want to verbalize or print the words the death of His pious ones, thus applying his sensitivity 
to negative words even to the holy words of Psalms. 
One of the Thirteen Articles of Faith is the belief in the eventual coming of Moshiach. There is a well-known melody sung 
to those words. However, when the Rebbe would sing it, he did not say the words, “And even though he may tarry, I await 
his coming every day.” The Rebbe didn’t want to give any credence or vitality to the possibility that Moshiach’s coming 
might be delayed. 
Abra K’dabra / I Create as I Speak 
Not only did the Rebbe believe that our language choices have a psychological impact on people—ourselves included—he 
also believed that words have the power to affect reality itself. It is no accident that the Hebrew word davar, which means 
“word” and is the root for the Hebrew words for “speak” and “speech,” also means “thing.” As mentioned previously, the 
relationship between words and things is very close; it can be said that words manifest real things. 
The Rebbe barely escaped the Nazi horror in Europe, and lived at a time when words mattered more than ever before. 
Hitler, may his name be erased, gained power and galvanized the German military and people to commit horrific atrocities 
with the power of inflammatory words and vitriolic rhetoric. That historical milieu, in which the Rebbe’s sensitivities were 
formulated, may have reinforced his desire to ensure that every word he or anyone else used was used consciously, 
compassionately, and carefully. 
The Rebbe knew that words not only influence the way we think and how we react, but they also shape us spiritually and 
even have an impact on reality. That’s why he was so adamant about excising negativity from his own words, and why he 
modeled a positive approach to speaking with others. This linguistic laser focus did not stem from a vague sense that we 
should all get along and be nice to one another. The Rebbe had seen firsthand how words can channel raw energy into 
concrete action. He knew deep down that if the children of G-d were to improve themselves, their language would have to 
reflect and demonstrate a commitment to that elevation. 
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As I type this now, my husband is nearly two weeks in hospital, recovering from COVID-19.  And in 
the time it takes me to assemble these thoughts, several people will have lost their lives to this virus 
that has tilted this world off its axis and brought so many to their knees. 

Needless to say, these are turbulent times. And not just in my world or your world. These are stormy 
times for people and organizations the world over.  

Yet despite our collective hardships and heartaches, disruptions and derailed plans, life is good. 

Perhaps that sounds cheesy. Simpleminded. Pollyannaish. At least to some.  

However, I refuse to let all that is bad in this moment rob my faith in the goodness of life nor the 
good which can be found (and made) in even the worst of situations.  

It may seem naïve to hold on to hope when life presents so much fodder to relinquish it. Yet no 
matter how bleak a situation, there is always to hold on to hope and hope is always helpful.  

Of course, our brains come programmed with a negativity bias; wired to look for what is not as we’d 
like and dwell on might only get worse. So in times like these, it’s all too easy to succumb to the 
doomsday prophesies of the skeptics in our midst. But just because we can find an abundance of 
reasons to forgo hope and justify gloom, doesn’t mean we should.  

Sure, looking through an optimist’s lens may not remove the storm clouds or solve the problems (or 
end this pandemic.) However, retaining hope that the sun will shine again - that the future ahead is 
one to look forward to - transforms your relationship to them. 

During his time in Auschwitz, Viktor Frankl observed that the deciding factor between those who 
survived the brutal concentration camps and those who perished came down to hope of future 
happiness. Those who regarded hope was futile were unable to maintain the inner resolve to go on. 
Those who refused to succumb to despair found that hope “gave them courage”, helping them 
triumph over their darkest moments.   

Of course, as dark as these times are, they’re nothing compared to those endured under the Nazi 
regime. Yet the principal of hope holds just as true.  Hope may not alter your present situation, but it 
will expand your capacity to respond constructively, creatively and courageously. In doing so, it will 
improve your odds of emerging the other side of it in better shape than you otherwise might. 

Which begs the question, how can you maintain your optimism in a time like this? How can you keep 
feeling hopeful when there seems to be so many reasons to feel hopeless?  In the end, it is a choice. 
For as Frankl wrote in Man’s Search for Meaning (a book for these times), “When we can no longer 
change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.” 

49.
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While our tendency to catastrophize worst case scenarios, turning forecasts into fear-casts, is a self-
protection mechanism to help us prepare for ‘the worst,’ we must be vigilant not to abrogate 
responsibility to do the inner work required to make the best of the situation at hand.  

1.     Commit to optimism. Daily.   

Martin Seligman, author of Learned Optimism wrote, “Optimists don’t avoid life’s storms, but they 
weather them better and emerge from them better off.”  

So begin each morning, ideally before you even set foot out of your bed, by setting your intention to 
embody optimism just for today (you can think about tomorrow, tomorrow.) Then as challenges arise, 
as they inevitably will (even in better times), ask yourself, “What would I  do right now if I had 
absolute faith everything will be okay?” 

Then stand tall, gently smile like ‘you’ve got this’ and move in whatever direction your answer 
beckons; as though life truly is rigged in your favour (even if you’re not quite sure how just yet.). 
Action precedes belief. Speaking and acting with optimism (even when if your hold on it is fragile) 
trains your brain into reframing problems into opportunities. This becomes a self-reinforcing loop 
that doesn’t just serve in tough times, it serves you through all times.  

2.     Double-down on gratitude. Dawn and dusk.   

There is no more potent tonic for hardships and heartaches than gratitude. Yet we often dwell on all 
that we don’t have rather than on all that we do. It keeps us living in scarcity, fuelling resentment, self-
pity and powerlessness.  

Book end your day with writing down ten things you’re grateful for (or get the whole family on board, 
sharing them at the breakfast and dinner table).  Appreciate the everyday things – from the spring 
sunshine to your ability to read this article (those who suffered through the influenza epidemic of 1918 
had none of the means for staying connected that we often take for granted.)   

As Lynn Twist, author of The Soul of Money, shared in my Live Brave Podcast, “What we appreciate, 
appreciates.” Intentionally appreciating what you already have in your life, amplifies their presence 
and helps counter the negative emotions that might otherwise pull you down.  

3.     Actively seek out the good. Always.  

The airwaves are full of bad news. Market woes, mask shortages, rising fatalities. I could go on. I don’t 
need to.  

Yet amid the streams of negative news are countless heartwarming stories of extraordinary acts of 
kindness, courage and compassion. Of businesses pivoting to manufacture much needed PPE (like the 
luxury brand Burberry repurposing its trench coat factory to make non-surgical gowns and patient 
masks, and IKEA transforming their parking lots into drive through testing centers) and competing 
companies collaborating to help each other survive.  Not to mention the uplifting stories of 
kindhearted people generously helping the vulnerable in their community.  

During my last 12 days in quarantine-land, I’ve been overwhelmed with goodness.  In the days since 
my husband’s hospitalization, and my own self-isolation as an infection risk (now there’s something to 
be grateful for!), friends and people I hardly know have gone out of their way to drop off care baskets, 
pick up groceries and support me. The worst of times can bring out the best in all of us.   

So keep your eyes on the horizon (since ‘this too shall pass’), look for the good where you are right now 
and proactively seek to be a source of goodness for others. As you do, stand guard on negativity.  After 
all, ships don’t sink because of the water around them, they sink because of the water that gets in.   
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4.     Trust your capacity for life. All of it.  

Psychologist William James observed that “Most people live in a restricted circle of their full 
potential.” It’s because most people, when given the option, err toward shoring up their short term 
comfort, not risking it.  Yet in this moment of collective vulnerability where we face a future mired 
with uncertainty, we have no choice about sticking to what’s comfortable. It’s why trusting in yourself 
that you can meet each moment as it arises is crucial to your ability to seize the opportunities it holds 
and channel your talents toward a future you can look forward to.  

Stormy seas introduce us to aspects of our humanity that calm waters never do. As my research for my 
book You’ve Got This! found, it is in our toughest trials when we feel tested to our limits, that we learn 
the most, grow the most, and discover within ourselves new realms resourcefulness and resilience that 
may otherwise have lain dormant.   

So if you find yourself feeling overwhelmed, anxious or hopeless about your ability to meet the 
challenges ahead, remember that you’ve had a 100% success rate in surviving your challenges until 
now.  In fact you would not be half the person you are today had you not experienced them.  

Yes, hope is a risk we must run.  

So choose faith over fear. Choose optimism over pessimism. Choose courage over comfort. Choose 
hope over despair.  

Because not only because the alternative is a recipe for greater suffering, but because hope is the only 
way we will be able to transform the suffering of this dark hour into a catalyst for the highest good in 
the lighter, brighter days that will surely follow. 

To quote Nelson Mandela: 

“May your choices reflect your hopes, not your fears.”  

A bestselling author and international speaker on living bravely, Margie’s fifth book You’ve Got This! 
The Life-Changing Power of Trusting Yourself was released on March 30th, 2020. 
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