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• DR. BATYA L. LUDMAN

A
s a  clinical psychologist, I was taught to 
interpret the silence within a therapy ses-
sion – when is there silence and how is it 
used? Is there too much or too little? Is it 
good or bad? Is it welcomed or uncomfort-

able? How do talking and silence get shared within a 
session? Who talks when, how and why? Who inter-
rupts and how?

Is the home noisy or quiet? Do people study in si-
lence or with the television blaring? Are people com-
forted by quiet or does it scare them? Does a dyad 
speak to each other? Is the silence within a relation-
ship good or bad? How do they use the silence in 
between speech? How does silence impact communi-
cation? How are language and words used? What’s the 
nature of the language, and when evaluated, what do 
we see? What does the way people talk, hear and listen 
to others say about the individual and their relation-
ships? What are the tone, fluency and cadence like, 
and what are the words used?

Silence has such an impact that when I googled it, 
I received 33,400,000 results. I had strangely written 
this column a month before “coronavirus” was a 
household word. Now, in these pandemic days, silence 
has become even more pervasive!

We need to count the blessings of life even more 
right now. Here are some suggestions of how you 
might best use silence and sound in your life.

1. A smart person contemplates his words and inten-
tionally chooses what to say before speaking. Weigh 
the value and meaning of each word, as it has tremen-
dous power. Once spoken, words can never really be 
taken back, or their painful impact forgotten, even if 
forgiven. An insulting joke or words spoken in anger 
may cause pain.

2. Evaluate the consequences of your words (and 
actions) before speaking. This is especially true for 
children and adults who are impulsive, often acting 
before they think. It’s difficult to listen or to think 
while you speak. Therefore, teach children to stop, 
think about a situation, evaluate the possible conse-
quences and only then talk.

3. Take the time to really listen to your partner, 

rather than talking simultaneously or formulating 
what you’d like to say. You may discover that what you 
thought you wanted to say is no longer relevant.

4. Call your child (and adults) by name and look at 
them to ensure you have their full attention before 
speaking. It’s easy to be distracted by the presence of 
a screen and not make eye contact. This is essential for 
meaningful social engagement.

5. Filter your words. Not everything you think needs 
to be said. Unless you have something nice to say, 
don’t say anything. Ask yourself whether what you say 
will be helpful, and how it might be heard, and if not, 
ask yourself why, and whether you need to say it.

6. Say what you mean and mean what you say. You 
can say anything to anyone. How you say it will deter-
mine how it will be heard. Pay attention not only to 
your actual words but also to your tone.

7. Appreciate silence. Close your eyes, take in a deep 
breath and slowly breathe out, just noticing what is 
going on in your own body and in the world around 
you. Silence, as you may have discovered, can restore 
calm and allow your body to heal.

8. Noise can greatly affect your stress level. Con-
struction sounds, dogs barking, children screaming, 
horns honking all have an impact. Notice how your 
body reacts so you can reduce their impact.

9. Enjoy a baby’s cooing and a bird’s tweeting. You 
may need to fine-tune your listening to experience 
these sounds.

10. A quiet organized environment provides calm, 
and enables everyone to better focus, concentrate and 
create. Children especially get tremendously distract-
ed by background noise.

11. A mother who is well attuned to her baby instinc-
tively knows how to modulate her voice and soothe 
her baby.

12. Evaluate your environment. Is it optimal for both 
listening and speaking? How is it for your children? Do 
people talk to and hear each other? Do they listen? Is 
there an opportunity to “silence” technology and just 
enjoy the quiet from within?

13. Take a walk (even if brief these days) outdoors in 
nature. When it’s quiet, you may discover that your 
other senses come alive and that you’ll see and smell 
so much better.

14. Don’t always speak right away. If, for example, 

a child does something wrong, pause, and let them 
know that you need to think about your response 
before you speak. Taking time to calm yourself and 
organize your thoughts enables you to refuel and re-
spond more effectively.

15. People feel less anxious when they feel they’re 
heard. In these stressful times, let them know you got 
their message but can respond only later. We feel safest 
when we feel that others “get” us. We may need to “feel 
heard” almost immediately, even if it is just a thumbs 
up to a WhatsApp. In 2020, with “fast” everything, our 
ability to wait for a response is very limited.

16. Actions speak louder than words. What you say is 
not nearly as important as what you do. There are talk-
ers who talk a good game, and doers who get things 
done. Are you a good role model for your children?

17. Guard your speech. Anatomically we’re blessed to 
have one mouth but two ears, and our tongue placed 
behind our lips and teeth. Perhaps it’s in order to listen 
more than we speak. Language, when appropriate, can 
honor the person you want to be.

18. Silence is sometimes the most appropriate com-
munication. For example, in a shiva house, it’s best 
to be silent and wait for the mourner to speak first. 
Sometimes, silence can be as helpful, healing and 
comforting to the mourner as our words.

19. Young children learn early on that words get a 
response from others. They love to repeat words. Repe-
tition of words and thoughts is a valuable tool in ther-
apy, as paraphrasing and reflection ensure that words 
are truly understood. So often we misunderstand and 
misinterpret someone else’s motives and respond in a 
way that doesn’t reflect the actual message, leading to 
a disagreement.

SILENCE AND speech, when used appropriately are 
incredibly powerful. In these days when we are home 
more with our loved ones, or communicating via 
Zoom, chat or whatever, I hope that they can add im-
measurably to our lives.  

The writer is a licensed clinical psychologist in private 
practice in Ra’anana, and author of Life’s Journey: Explor-
ing Relationships – Resolving Conflicts. She has written 
about psychology in The Jerusalem Post since 2000.  
ludman@netvision.net.il; www.drbatyaludman.com
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Silence can 
restore calm 
and allow your 
body to heal

Here’s a way we can unite
• BAT GALIM SHAER

Borders closed; public places shuttered; 
friendliest of nations separated; friends 
and neighbors forced into seclusion; the 
elderly denied contact with the young 
for their own safety; even hugs and hand-

shakes forbidden...
“Worldwide” doesn’t seem so wide anymore as 

we have entered a global state of siege.
Yet even now we feel the desire to save others 

from the feelings of loneliness and isolation. The 
understanding that we must be there for others 
grows stronger. Mutual responsibility has become 
a constant reality as we seek to protect and care for 
each other. Though we are forced into physical 
isolation, in the Jewish world not even one of us 
should ever feel alone.

The whole Jewish people demonstrates a mar-
velous ability to mobilize in order to help the 
weak among us and achieve spiritual unity in 
times where physical unity is no longer possible. 
Community is the soul of our people, even as it is 
adapting to this crisis.

At this difficult hour, I would like to offer all of us 
an opportunity to take pause and reflect.

We are in a moment of tribulation and per-
il for all humanity, and yet the global Jewish 
community will endure and continue to thrive 
in new ways because we know that these tribula-
tions, too, shall pass. The combined efforts of gov-
ernments, doctors and scientists will defeat the 
current plague, and ultimately things will return 
to normal. Yet, even when the borders reopen and 
planes fly again and our public spaces spring back 
to life, it is important that we remember the les-
sons of this period of time.

We have been given an opportunity to take a 
new look at the foundations of our personal and 
national existence – in the language of Zoom 
videoconferencing, which is so popular today, to 
“zoom in” and “zoom out.” It is a movement that 
combines both a narrow focus and proximity with 
a wider, distanced view of a big picture. One in-
vites the other.

For years now, we Jews have been drifting apart, 
carried away by the currents of political bicker-
ing, short-sightedness, growing unwillingness to 
listen to different opinions and a general dilution 
of the very concept of Jewish identity from a rich 
fabric we once agreed on, to its current state. Yet 
“thanks” to the coronavirus, we’ve already learned 
that we can be far away, and yet very near. Nowa-
days our relationships with our loved ones are not 
valued by physical proximity. We are able to foster 
relationships with those who matter to us even if 
they are far away.

In The Ethics of the Fathers (5:5), the Mishnah 
counts 10 miracles of the Second Temple period. 
One of them is unique: “They stood crowded but 
had ample space in which to prostrate.” When 
the Jews ascended the Holy Temple Mount during 

the Three Pilgrimage Festivals, the Temple was so 
crowded that one could lift his legs without fall-
ing to the ground and remain squeezed between 
his friends. Yet, when the time came to give praise 
to the Lord, miraculously everyone was provided 
with enough empty space to bow – and a gap was 
created of four cubits, or about two meters by to-
day’s standards (!). Each one was given the person-
al space each individual needs to pour his heart 
out to the Sovereign of the World in a singular mo-
ment of grace.

And now – right before our eyes, we are presented 
with a unique opportunity, an enormous miracle, 
standing separated by the same two meters, yet 
joining together in hope, prayer and mutual sup-
port – crowded in spirit, joined in heart.

That Jewish heart that connects us now must 
beat ever stronger, even when these days of fear 
pass. This is the necessary “zoom in” that we must 
practice in order to connect to one another and re-
fresh our sense of unity.

If we “zoom out” and take a broader view of 
ourselves as a nation, we must recognize that the 
mission of our people was and remains to bring 
light to this world – to strengthen the spirit of op-
timism, faith and brotherhood for all humanity. 
The virus has united us around a common pur-
pose. As a people, we have been given the Di-
vine biblical mandate: “and the families of the 
earth shall be blessed through you” (Genesis 
12:3). 

With humility and respect, we must be the 
“rainbow in the cloud” which is an expression 
of God’s covenant of peace with the world. Re-
cently we witnessed a joint prayer by all religious 
leaders on the roof of Jerusalem City Hall – a 
prayer for the peace of the world, for the peace of 
the universe. All of us are envoys, messengers to the 
whole world, working for the benefit of all.

Last September in Jerusalem, when we 
presented the Declaration of Our Common Des-
tiny to President Reuven Rivlin of Israel, we en-
deavored to make a first step of our own toward 
this new hope. Our Declaration proclaims that we 
share common, deeply held Jewish values 
and principles that are timeless and uni-
fying.

In our current circumstances, 
it is highly appropriate that the 
next stage of this groundbreak-
ing initiative attempts to con-
nect every Jew to one another 
through a crowd-sourced online 
movement to complete the 
Declaration. What was initially 
an innovative effort to engage 
with collective Jewish wis-
dom has become a symbol 
of our collective resilience 
and determination to work 
together toward a brighter 
future for Jews and all hu-
manity, with even greater 
intensity and determi-

nation during such uncertain and unprecedented 
times.

Our goal now is to have as many Jews as possible 
worldwide contribute their own vision for the 
Jewish future by participating in the Our Common 
Destiny crowdsourcing initiative, which will then 
help inform the content of the Declaration.

In our diversity lies our strength as a people. We 
do not fear it – we embrace it, and we further declare 
that so much more unites us than divides us. We 
must defy the forces that pull us apart. We will find 
our common ground. We will renew and rekindle 
the eternal light of our common ideals. We will 
build, together, as a people, our common destiny.

This time of forced isolation will show us what is 
really important in our lives and what is required 
to make right the web of our connections. May we 
succeed in this necessary work!

The writer is the CEO of Sonshine Organization and 
the author of Expecting My Child. She is a member of 
the Our Common Destiny Scholar Forum.
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