
Joint Letter from the Rabbis of ASBEE, Baron Hirsch, and YIOM 

 
Dear Friends, 
Baruch Hashem, thank G-d, Memphis has not yet suffered from an outbreak of COVID-19 
(Coronavirus). As of now, neither the CDC, local health authorities, nor local hospitals have 
instructed any of our three congregations to cease operations. Nevertheless, we have been in 
careful consultation with physicians, Rabbis, and other communal leaders (both locally and around 
the US). As a result, we feel it is our responsibility to curtail some of our non-essential Shul activities 
in an effort to mitigate the spread of disease while at the same time, minimizing the disruption to our 
daily lives. 
  
We are fully cognizant of the fact that any measures short of shutting down all activities are 
inherently inconsistent, and that every institution will adopt guidelines and practices suitable to their 
specific communities. If you and your family have further concerns, in consultation with your 
physicians, please take whatever precautions you conclude are most appropriate. 
  
Arriving at these decisions is not easy, as the situation is fluid. We are Halachically mandated to take 
the situation seriously and, at the same time, continue to fulfill our basic Halachic needs. Please 
anticipate further communications as the situation evolves. 
  
It is vital that we first and foremost turn our hearts and minds to Hashem, Who can provide the 
ultimate means of protection for our community as well as all in need. With all the practical steps that 
we can and will take, we must never lose sight of the importance and efficacy of Torah and 
Tefillah.  (Suggested chapters of Tehillim to say at this time include: 6, 20, 121, 130, 142.)    
Minyan Attendance 

 If you are not feeling well in the slightest -- including any fever or cough -- please do not 
come to Shul. You are exempt from Davening with a Minyan as your presence puts others at 
risk. 

 This is true even if you are saying Kaddish. Please contact us if you need someone to say 
Kaddish in your stead. 

 If you are in a vulnerable group, which includes, for example: people with conditions such as 
heart disease, diabetes, or lung disease, or if you are otherwise immunocompromised, it is 
vital that you take additional precautions against contracting this disease. If you are 
unsure whether you fit any of those criteria, please consult your physician. If you have any 
hesitation about attending shul because of any of these reasons, you are exempt from 
Davening with a Minyan. 

 There is data indicating that COVID-19 is particularly harmful for the elderly. If you are 70 
years old or above, & HAVE ONE OF THE CONDITIONS CITED ABOVE, please strongly 
consider davening at home, preferably at the same time as the Shul. 

 Upon entering Shul, each person is asked to wash their hands (extensively and hygienically, 
not just ritually), as this is one of the most effective means of mitigating the spread of 
disease. Please make liberal use of hand sanitizer and frequent hand washing / sanitizing 
throughout Davening as well. 

 Consistent with recommendations from the Surgeon General's office, we continue to ask 
people NOT to shake hands while at Shul. While it may feel uncomfortable or even silly, you 
can nod or bow slightly, or bump elbows. 

 Please do not physically kiss mezuzot (in a public place) or the Torah at synagogue. You 
may "blow a kiss" but you should not have contact. 

 If you have a personal tallis, please use it at synagogue and try to avoid communal talleisim. 
 We recognize that asking people who otherwise feel well to Daven at home may be difficult 

for the many people who regularly attend Minyan, who know and feel that their Tefilos are 
more impactful and powerful when recited as part of our Tzibbur. It is our Tefilah that 



Hashem, Who knows what is in each person's heart, recognizes your true desire to sincerely 
connect with Him, but also recognizes the overarching Halachic principle of placing safety 
and health precautions above all. 

 With regard to the advice for people over the age of 70 - you may attend services if you are 
not sick or do not have an underlying health condition. The guidance is not for ALL 
individuals over 70. 

Kiddush, Seudah Shlishit and Socializing 

 Until the situation changes, as of this Shabbos, our Shuls will not be holding Kiddush or 
Seudah Shlishit.   

 Please do not linger in the lobby or congregate indoors to socialize after Davening 
concludes. 

 "Social Distancing" does not have to mean Social Isolation, however we should be mindful of 
being in very close physical proximity to others during this time. 

Shiurim and Classes 

 Each Shul will decide which Shiurim (Torah classes) will continue regularly, and which will be 
held remotely.   

Youth Groups 

 If a child has a cold or any symptom of illness, please stay home with him / her. 
 Each Shul will determine to what extent their youth groups will function 

Shopping Assistance 

 If you are staying home out of caution and need assistance with providing for your needs 
(such as food shopping), please contact us and we will help make arrangements with 
volunteers to assist. 

Mikvah 

 For the time being, both the ASBEE Mikvah and the Baron Hirsch Mikvah will only be 
available to women. 

 Women are asked to prepare at home as much as possible and to bring their own supplies 
and towels. 

 Please be assured that both ASBEE and Baron Hirsch are doing all they can to be vigilant 
about cleanliness and sterility of their Mikvahs. 

 A woman who is in quarantine, is symptomatic, or is not feeling well should not visit the 
Mikvah. Please contact one of the rabbis if you have any questions.   

 
These are trying times. We find ourselves needing to make decisions without all the information that 
we are used to having available to us. It demands prudence, balance, and a care and concern for 
those around us. While the vast majority of those who contract the virus may only experience mild to 
moderate disease, a significant minority can become seriously ill. It is our responsibility to care for 
and protect as many as possible.  

 



This is also an opportunity to teach our children how we respond in times of crisis. We should 
demonstrate by example that we are both taking practical steps to protect our health as well as 
turning to Hashem. We should not panic, but remain calm, while allowing children to express their 
fears and concerns. In doing so, we not only help build their resilience, but raise a generation who 
learn that as a community, we rise to the occasion when people need to be protected. 
  
We anticipate the situation to continue evolving and will continue to re-evaluate and send out further 
communications. In the meantime, we remain available to answer questions or to arrange help in 
any way that we can. Please don't hesitate to reach out. 

 
May Hashem watch over us and our community, and may He protect us from all illnesses! 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Rabbi Joel Finkelstein -- Anshei Sphard-Beth El Emeth Congregation 
Rabbi Binyamin Lehrfield -- Baron Hirsch Congregation 
Rabbi Akiva Males -- Young Israel of Memphis 

 

 
P.S. We thank Rabbi Efrem Goldberg and the Boca Raton Synagogue (Boca Raton, FL) for allowing 
us to modify and make use of a congregational letter of theirs. 


