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Standing Up to Anxiety

Balancing four different Zoom class 
schedules is a daunting task for even 
the most seasoned parent. For someone 
already struggling to manage anxiety it 
can be completely debilitating. With the 
most recent seger regulations in place and 
her four children home, to say Miriam is 
overwhelmed is an understatement. Her 
children are uninterested in participating 
in their classes or completing any of their 
assignments and in her current state, 
Miriam lacks the ability to motivate and 
encourage. 

By only the seger’s first afternoon, stir 
craziness already sets in and the children 
begin to fight. As chaos builds up around 
her, Miriam retreats to her bedroom and 
locks the door. Now alone, her mind is 
flooded by “catastrophizing” thoughts: 
“The pandemic will never end and I’ll never 
see my parents again,” “the paycheck is 
late, our rent check will bounce and we’ll 
be homeless,” etc. Miriam attempts to quiet 
her mind so she can return to her children, 
but the thoughts overwhelm her and she 
despairs that her current situation will 
never improve.

Although Miriam is exhausted, she can’t 
sleep. She feels her heartbeat increasing 
and her clothing becomes damp with sweat. 
After some time of tossing and turning, 
Miriam begins to cry. She can’t escape her 
thoughts, and her distress is mounting. 

Miriam’s story is not unique. It demon-
strates a common and normal response 
to triggers--anxiety. Anxiety is defined by 
the American Psychological Association 
as “an emotion characterized by feelings 
of tension, worried thoughts and physical 
changes.” Anxiety is a necessary response 
to potential or perceived threats. It is a 
basic survival skill, like the metaphorical 
deer in headlights. When a deer is ap-
proached by an oncoming car, it will ei-
ther freeze, as if paralyzed, or run in a dif-
ferent direction. This is an anxiety based 
response that can be potentially life-sav-
ing. A limited dose of anxiety is adaptive 
and serves a positive function. 

The problem arises when anxiety 
becomes so great that it disrupts normal 
functioning, as in Miriam’s experience. 
The anxiety was a direct cause of 
difficulty sleeping and distorted thinking, 
specifically “catastrophizing.” When 
people catastrophize, ordinary worries 
can quickly escalate. 

When it comes to managing normal, 
short-term anxiety, several simple yet 
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effective strategies can prove very 
helpful. One example is breathing. 
Although this might seem obvious, it is 
actually extremely effective because it 
forces our bodies to calm down by sending 
oxygen to the heart. In Hebrew, the word 
“neshima,” which means breath, derives 
from the word “neshama,” the soul, 
which emanates directly from Hashem. 
Focusing on Hashem’s role in every 
situation can be very calming. While 
practicing breathing skills, think about 
the soul, which comes from G-d, and His 
involvement in every experience. 

There are many breathing exercises that 
can be used to combat anxiety, but the 
main component is that the exhale should 
be longer than the inhale. To try it out, sit 
up straight in a chair, place both feet flat 
on the ground and find a comfortable 
position. Use your fingers to count to four 
as you take a deep breath in. Immediately 
after, use your fingers to count to six as 
you slowly breathe out. You can imagine 
yourself blowing up a balloon. It might 
take some practice, but you should feel 
your body calming down as you do this.

Mental health experts often use certain 
techniques to counter catastrophic (as 
well as other distorted) thinking. These 
techniques require the person to be aware 
that they are experiencing catastrophic 
thinking, to recognize their actions, and 
to try to halt and correct their irrational 
thinking. Here are three tips in particular:

1. Saying “stop.” This may feel 
uncomfortable, or even silly, but it has 
been shown that saying aloud “stop” or “no 
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Rechavia
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more” can prevent the stream of thoughts 
from continuing and help a person change 
the course of their thinking.

2. Thinking about another outcome. Jog 
the imagination and work on replacing a 
negative outcome with a positive outcome.  

3. Offering positive affirmations. When it 
comes to catastrophic thinking, a person 
has to believe in themselves and that they 
can overcome their tendency to fear the 
worst. Repeating positive affirmations 
daily can help improve one’s self-esteem.

While these pointers are effective 
techniques to ease anxiety-related 
distorted thinking, they are not the only 
solutions and there is no one-size-fits-
all fix. Taking a walk, smelling a scented 
candle, listening to a calming song, 
anything that engages the senses can help 
as well. It’s important to find the strategies 
that work best for oneself.

Everyone tends to catastrophize from 
time to time. However, if anxiety reaches 
a point where it disrupts an individual’s 
normal functioning on a long-term basis, 
it is significantly more problematic. 
Reaching out for help or direction from a 
mental health professional is vital at that 
point. Indeed, we are taught by Rabbi Assi 
(Yoma, 75a) that when one is burdened by 
worry, he should share his concerns with 
others. So while there are many tools for 
self soothing, when things escalate, it may 
be time to take the advice of Rabbi Assi and 
to reach out for help. 

Amudim Israel provides free and 
confidential clinical case management to 
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• Curtains & draperies
• Designer curtains
• Venetian & Woven wood blinds
• Blackout, Vertical, Roller, Roman & 
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Anglo individuals and families dealing 
with trauma, addictions, and mental 
health issues. In addition to providing 
direct support, Amudim’s mission includes 
providing education and awareness about 
these topics within our communities.  
For more information please contact  
office@amudim.org.il or 02-374-0175.

SHIUR SPONSORS
Thursday, January 14 - Ari Kahn’s shiur  

is sponsored by Darlene Herman in loving 
memory of her mother Dorothy Herman

  דבורה בת חיים ורחל ע”ה
whose yahrzeit is ב’ שבט

Rabbi Shmuel Goldin’s shiurim for the 2021 
academic year have been sponsored by  

Judy and Menachem (Ralph) Marcus

  Rabbi Manning’s shiurim for the 2021 academic 
year have been sponsored anonymously  

in the merit of an aliyat neshama for  
Matisyahu ben Yisrael z”l,  

Aharon ben Menachem Lev z”l and  
Eliana bat Yaakov a”h

Rabbi Kimche’s shiurim for the 2021 academic year 
have been sponsored anonymously in the merit  

of a refuah shelaima for Janet bat Hannah  

Sunday, January 17 - Rabbi David Walk’s shiur 
is sponsored anonymously in honor of  

Rabbi Walk and his wonderful Shiur  

Monday, January 18 - Rebbetzin Pearl Borow’s 
and Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider’s shiurim are 

sponsored by Dov and Elayne Greenstone  
in memory of Elaine’s father on his 14th yahrzeit 

which is on 2 Shevat, 5781 -  
Henoch Yaakov Halevi (Harold Andelman) 

ben Chaya and Yitzchak Isaac Halevi z”l


