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How are you?
• DR. BATYA L. LUDMAN

A
s a teenager, I remember my mom being upset that someone would pass 
her on the street and say “Hi, how are you?” and not wait for a response. 
She’d often wonder why they even bothered to ask her if they didn’t 
really care, and never appreciated the question as simply a polite ges-
ture.

I think that there are two kinds of “How are you?” questions: the “How are you?” 
that is merely a form of the social platitude “Hi, how are things?” and the more 
probing, “How are you?” which signifies a desire to ask the question because you 
truly want to know how the other person is doing. Hopefully, it is because one 
cares, and it is not merely out of nosiness.

I commented to a friend that 
while I say “Hi,” I typically don’t 
ask people in public how they 
are, because somehow my “ther-
apist” tone, coupled with the fact 
that I make eye contact, can be 
perceived as my being intrusive 
and may inadvertently convey 
that they have to say more than 
perhaps they may want.

Witnessing this once happen 
while accompanying me, she 
commented that no one ever 
answered her like that, and she 
felt like she was listening in on 
a therapy session. We discussed 
why that was so and concluded 
that clearly it must be in the way 
I asked it. One can say the three 
words all in one breath – “How 
are you?” – or say “How are you?” 
with the emphasis on the “are.” 
How you ask the question clearly 
helps determine what the re-
sponse will be.

Similarly, asking “How are 
you?” can be met with the re-
sponse of “Baruch Hashem” 
(thank God). This works on the 
street, but when clients give this 
same response in my office, while 
I appreciate their gratitude, I am 
left wanting to follow up with 
“Yes, thank God”; and “how are 
you, really?” Ultimately, they go 
on to tell me how they are and fill 
me in on their week.

WORDS AND gestures are ever 
so important and convey so 
much to others, even if we don’t 
actually ask that three-word 
question. In these very difficult 
times, I’ve watched a very strange 
progression in the street when I 
would walk in the early morning.

Previously, people I did not 
know would often smile, and we’d 
give each other a big “Boker tov” 
(good morning) as we’d pass. It was as if we became friends, although strangers, as 
we were partners in nature.

But as COVID-19 crept its way into my walk, people started to move further away 
on the sidewalk from me (even before restrictions), began looking down, and ulti-
mately avoided eye contact and speech altogether.

Once masks began to appear, people could no longer read facial expressions, even 
if they did make eye contact, and with everyone wearing a mask, any conversation 
seemed almost prohibited. It is often not easy to recognize someone wearing a 
mask, no one could see me smile beneath it, and people seemed more detached and 
withdrawn, even before social distancing was actually imposed.

Grateful to be outside for my 100-meter walk and ecstatic when it went to 500 
meters, I wanted to plaster a smile on the outside of my mask with bright red lip-
stick, which if nothing else would encourage people to smile back, or at the very 
least acknowledge me, even if we both moved further away from each other.

Psychologists know just how important the facial muscles are for social engage-
ment, and one of the most helpful ways for hospital corona unit staff to bond with 
their patients and vice versa has been to attach a photograph of themselves on their 
personal protective suit.

When asked by the radiologist at my yearly mammogram appointment how I 
was, I’d often respond with a half-smile and suggest that I was waiting for him to tell 
me after he looked at my test results. I think this year the answer will be different. 
It might even be a “Baruch Hashem, thank God, in this moment, with all that we 

have been through, I am more 
than fine. I am actually great.”

The other day, as details 
of a senseless set of murders 
involving at least 22 people, 
including a Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police officer, unfold-
ed in my native Nova Scotia, I 
reached out to a retired RCMP 
officer friend of mine to check 
on his well-being after this trau-
matic incident. I needed to know 
that emotionally he was okay.

Now, as we, too, slowly emerge 
from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
we may all need to rethink how 
we would like to answer or ask 
that simple three-word question 
– “How are you?” as we continue 
to check in with each other.

Do we answer with a list of 
complaints, or say all is good? 
And is that predicated on who 
asks the question, when and 
where they ask the question 
and, perhaps most important of 
all, why they are asking the ques-
tion? Perhaps they are simply 
saying “How are things?”

While we may hope that many 
things go back to the way they 
once were, hopefully now when 
we ask “How are you?” we will 
do so with sincerity, in a way 

that suggests that each of us will have learned to be there and be more present for 
the other person.

We will have learned that there is almost nothing more important in life than 
social contact with one another, with the exception of good health. And if we have 
these, we really do have everything.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private practice in Ra’anana, and au-
thor of Life’s Journey: Exploring Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has 
written about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000. ludman@netvision.net.il,  
www.drbatyaludman.com

OBSERVATIONS

Ever the scapegoat

L
ast week marked 75 years since 
World War II concluded in 
Europe with the unconditional 
surrender of the Germans to the 
Allies. 

Hitler came to power on the back of a 
severely declining economy, for which 
the Jews became the scapegoat, ultimate-
ly leading to the barbaric murder of six 
million of our brethren simply because 
they were Jews. 

Today, as we witness another steep rise 
in antisemitism, it is disturbing to read 
the British-based Community Security 
Trust’s recent Research Briefing. The CST 
is a charity that protects British Jews 
from antisemitism and related threats. 
Its mission statement says, “To work at 
all times for the physical protection of 
British Jews.”

The document brings to our attention 
the explosion of antisemitic conspiracy 
theories on social media that make the 
Jews solely culpable for the COVID-19 
pandemic. These posts bridge continents 
and are illustrated with cartoons disturb-
ingly reminiscent of those that appeared 
in Der Sturmer. 

The Briefing reports, “The final station 
on this hateful journey is to try to use 
coronavirus to kill Jews. This is the logi-
cal conclusion of this antisemitism, with 
far-right activists talking online about 
getting infected, either deliberately or ac-
cidentally, and then going to synagogues 
and other Jewish buildings to try to infect 
as many Jewish people as possible. They 
have even given it a depraved new name - 

the Holocough.” The accompanying 
poster says, “IF YOU HAVE THE BUG 
– GIVE A HUG – SPREAD THE FLU TO 
EVERY JEW – HOLOCOUGH.”

The fear is that the longer the effects of 
the pandemic continue – loss of jobs, pov-
erty and resulting psychological problems 
– the targeting of the Jew as the scapegoat 
will intensify.

A SPIKE in antisemitism linked to the 
spread of the coronavirus is affecting the 
200,000 Jews in Germany. Felix Klein, 
the government’s first commissioner for 
Jewish life in Germany (appointed in 2018 
because of the increase in antisemitism) 
stated, at the launch of a government 
research project into the issue, that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has created yet 
another vehicle for antisemitism. 

The Magazine contacted Dr. Elvi-
ra Groezinger, founder of the German 
branch of Scholars for Peace in the Middle 
East (SPME) and its current vice-chairper-
son. Groezinger is perturbed about the 
growing prejudices against Jews and Israel 
amongst teenagers in Germany. She says 
the term “Jew” has become a swearword 
in German schoolyards. Some eight years 
ago, by chance, she opened her grand-
son’s elementary school book on the page 
where the Israel Defense Force was heavily 
criticized for being harmful to the life of a 
Bethlehem schoolgirl. The text was heav-
ily biased against Israel; this was the cat-
alyst for her founding the SPME School-
book Committee. As a result amendments 
have been made to the Internet version of 
the book, but unfortunately the printed 
version remains as is because textbooks 
are reprinted only every 10 years. 

In 2015 Groezinger’s grandson became 
close friends with a Turkish boy; pupils at 
the same school where they were insepa-
rable. Following a family holiday in Tur-

key his friend returned 
to Germany saying, “A 
pity not all of you were 
gassed.” 

IN THE aftermath of 
World War II there 
appeared to be a hia-
tus in Jew hatred that 
extended over some 
25 years; as witnessed 
on November 29, 
1947 when the United 
Nations voted for the 
Partition of Palestine en-
abling the Jewish people 
to regain their rights in 
their homeland after an 
exile of 2000 years. It is 
doubtful whether some 
member states would 
have voted in favor of 
a Jewish State had they 

not felt justifiably guilty; I refer to those 
countries that refused entry to Jews seek-
ing refuge from Hitler at a time when it 
was still possible for them to leave their 
European homes. These countries played 
a passive role in Hitler’s “Final Solution.” 

As the years passed, the guilt dissipated, 
producing a new type of antisemitism: 
anti-Zionism, which was given an 
international imprimatur by the UN in 
1975 with the passing of the “Zionism 
equals racism” resolution. The then-Israe-
li ambassador to the UN, Chaim Herzog, 
pointed out the irony of the resolution ac-
quiring legality on the 10th of November 
– the same date as Kristallnacht in 1938, 
when the Germans burnt synagogues, 
destroyed Jewish businesses and took the 
Jewish males to Concentration Camps 
where many were murdered. Herzog’s 
impassioned speech reminded delegates 
that, with the rebirth of the State of Israel 
in 1948, some 800,000 Jews were thrown 
out of Arab states where their families had 
lived for generations. 

The UN’s so-called 2001 Anti-Racism 
Conference held in Durban (in which I 
participated) evolved into a racist hatef-
est against Israel and the Jewish people; 
it was here that the Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) movement against 
Israel was born.

These two UN gatherings were stepping 
stones to today, where the coronavirus 
provides the latest tempting opportunity 
to scapegoat Jews, reminiscent of Europe’s 
Black Death in the 1340s, which killed 
some 20 million people, for which Jews 
were blamed, expelled and murdered. 

As we face a worldwide pandemic of 
antisemitism, let us remind ourselves 
of our heritage and remind the world of 
who we are and our contribution to civili-
zation through the centuries. For this we 
can do no better than to quote from Her-
zog’s UN speech. 

“As I stand on the rostrum, the long 
and proud history of my people unravels 
before my inward eye. I see the oppressors 
of our people over the ages as they pass 
one after another in evil procession into 
oblivion. I stand here as the representative 
of a strong and flourishing people which 
has survived them and which will survive 
this shameful exhibition and the propo-
nents of this resolution. I stand here as the 
representative of a people one of whose 
prophets gave to this world the sublime 
prophecy which animated the founders 
of this world Organization and which 
graces the entrance to this building:

“Nation shall not lift up sword against 
nation neither shall they learn war any-
more” (Isaiah 2:4).  

The writer is public relations chairwoman 
of ESRA, which promotes integration into 
Israeli society.

I wanted to 
plaster a smile on 
the outside of my 
mask with bright 
red lipstick

‘PSYCHOLOGISTS KNOW just how important the facial muscles are for social engagement.’ (TNS)

PSYCHOLOGY

BRENDA KATTEN
HERE AND THERE

The fear is that 
the longer 
the effects of 
the pandemic 
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targeting of 
the Jew as the 
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intensify

THE ANTISEMITIC corona 
conspiracy theories posted on 
social media wouldn’t be out 
of place in ‘Der Sturmer.’  
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