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Good morning. I am grateful to share this virtual space with you and discuss ways we 
can improve our psychological and emotional well-being during this time of social 
distancing and prolonged isolation. I would like to thank the leadership and the 
members of UUFP for welcoming me so warmly every time I have attended a service 
and even now as we have worked together in preparation for today’s virtual gathering. 
The kindness and gentle spirit I have experienced at UUFP have been nourishing to my 
soul. I would especially like to express my gratitude for Joe Cosentino, who has become 
a dear friend in recent days and has proven to be an invaluable resource in the 
promotion of my book: Malcolm the Musician : So Close to Home. I had the pleasure 
of reading his book, Drama Luau, not too long ago and not only enjoyed the story but 
was also impressed with his work. I would like to thank you, Joe, for your presence in 
my life and connecting me with this opportunity to be with you all today. 
 
Our lives have changed significantly due to COVID-19. In my work as a licensed mental 
health counselor providing therapy online for people across the State of New York over 
the past year, I have witnessed the progressive effects of prolonged isolation caused by 
our efforts to slow down the spread of COVID-19. Protecting ourselves from contracting 
the virus has led to the worsening of mental health for many and a decline in overall 
well-being. Today, we will take a look at the stressors we are experiencing at the 
present time and their impact, we will review strategies for better managing our 
psychological and emotional well-being, and we will consider the opportunities we have 
in the midst of the hardships we are presently enduring together.  
 
Earlier I read a quote by Maya Angelou from her work, “Letter to My Daughter,” 
published in 2008. I think it bears repeating. She said, “You may not control all the 
events that happen to you, but you can decide not to be reduced by them. Try to be a 
rainbow in someone’s cloud. Do not complain. Make every effort to change things you 
do not like. If you cannot make a change, change the way you have been thinking. You 
might find a new solution.” 
 
We are people of resilience. We have the capacity to recover from tremendous 
adversity. I have seen it over and over again in the lives and experiences of my clients. 



They continue to teach me that we have the ability to traverse suffering and rise through 
hardship. It is clear to me that we have inner resources we can utilize to overcome the 
problems we are facing. 
 
A fitness coach of mine, Charles R. Smith, said to me during a training session some 
time ago, “See yourself on the other side.” I can still remember that moment when he 
placed a stack of boxes in front of me and said, “Now jump over it.” I thought... I 
believed... “There is absolutely no way I can do it. In fact, I will not do it.” But then I did... 
 
What I continue to find most striking about that moment that I recall quite vividly is that I 
was standing in my own way. It is what I believed about myself and the difficult task set 
before me that were the true obstacles...the boxes, in a sense, served as a mirror of the 
limited perception I had of myself at that time. 
 
It is not my intention to liken a global health crisis to a stack of boxes, nor is it my desire 
to minimize the tremendous suffering many of us are encountering at this moment in our 
world; rather, it is my hope that we will see ourselves as stronger and better than we 
may perceive ourselves and our circumstances right now.  
 
It is hard to escape the news reports of increasing infection and mortality across the 
world, especially here in the State of New York where we reside. Across the United 
States, Americans are reporting that our mental health has worsened over the past 
several weeks and our emotional well-being has experienced a decline in light of the 
distress. 
 
Stress taxes our physical bodies leading to a weakened immune system making us 
more susceptible to defending against infection. Therefore, it is vitally important for us to 
consider our current stressors and the impact they are having on our psychological 
and emotional health.  
 
Firstly, many of us are experiencing concerns that may lead to increased worry, fear, 
stress, and anxiety. These concerns include, but are not limited to the following:  
 

1. We are concerned that we or our loved ones will get sick from COVID-19. 
2. We are concerned that there will be a negative impact on our investments such 

as retirement or college savings. 
3. We are concerned that we will lose income due to reduced hours or workplace 

closure. 
 



And, unfortunately, for many of us these concerns have become our reality. 
  
Additionally, stress and anxiety may be fueled by uncertainty about the future. What 
does tomorrow hold for us? How can we possibly get through this? We are unable to 
plan events and schedule activities. Summer vacations may be on hold or even 
cancelled. Our anticipation and excitement about the days ahead may seem thwarted. 
 
Secondly, the immense changes we have encountered have led to a disruption in the 
ways in which we have managed our lives prior to the pandemic. For instance...  

● The elderly in our communities may be unable to see their grandchildren. 
● Children are home from school and navigating their education differently. 
● Daily, medical professionals are placing their lives on the line to ensure our 

health and well-being. 
 
These significant and rapid changes may have led to shock and disbelief. 
We may find ourselves irritable, angry, and frustrated. We may also be encountering 
fatigue and exhaustion from adapting to a new way of living our lives. 
 
Thirdly, Loss 
We may have a loved one whose life was taken due to COVID-19 or we might know 
someone who has lost a person near and dear to their hearts as a result of the health 
crisis. 
 
Also, there may be grief surrounding the loss of the normalcy to which we had been 
accustomed prior to the changes. We may miss our connection with coworkers, our 
commute to work, budding romantic relationships may have ended due to physical 
distance. 
 
And Fourthly, Isolation 
Our sense of belonging may be compromised because we are unable to access 
community as we once did. We may experience boredom and loneliness. Additionally, 
many of my clients have described a distortion in time. It seems to go by too quickly, or 
too slowly. We may lose sight of what day it is. One day seems much like the one 
before. 
 
These stressors--namely concerns leading to worry and anxiety, immense change, loss, 
and isolation--may cause us diminished hope and increased despair. We may 
experience symptoms of depression such as difficulty maintaining a healthy diet, 
changes in sleep, lack of motivation, and a decrease in activities that used to bring us 



joy and satisfaction. Additionally, we may encounter a sense of helplessness and guilt 
due to relying on others for help. 
 
Thankfully our conversation does not end here.  
 
Let us now consider strategies that may aid us in mitigating the impact of the 
aforementioned stressors on our mental and emotional health. I have identified 12 
interventions for us to explore.  
 

1. Stay connected--Christine Moutier (Mooty-Air), the chief medical officer of the 
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, said, “Social distancing is actually 
physical distancing. Socially, we can remain even closer.” We can stay 
connected to each other through the following activities:  

● Calling friends and loved ones--online platforms like Zoom and apps such 
as facetime allow us to remain connected. 

● Cultivating a sense of belonging by joining an online support group or 
social-media community. 

● Also, sending emails and writing letters. 
 

2. Be informed about the pandemic, especially at our local level, utilizing trusted 
and reliable sources of information while limiting the amount of news we are 
taking in. Additionally, it may be in our best interest to avoid using our phones, 
watching television, and being online before bedtime. 
 

3. Do not judge yourself for the hardship and the strain you are experiencing, rather 
be kind to yourself. Let us think about this phenomenon: 1. We feel badly for the 
difficulty we experience in light of the stressors, and then, 2. We feel worse 
because of the judgment we direct at ourselves for our perceived shortcomings. 
So instead let us extend the same degree of compassion and consideration we 
have for others to ourselves.  

 
4. Practice gratitude. Remember relationships and moments across your life that 

have brought you joy. Intentionally seek out reasons to be grateful in your 
day-to-day activities. 

 
5. Recognize your daily accomplishments.  

● Abiding by protocols to keep each other healthy and safe is an 
accomplishment. 

● Being kind to yourself is an accomplishment. 



 
6. Establish a routine: Numerous routines to which we have been accustomed have 

been disrupted. For instance, our commute to and from work, and dropping the 
kids off at school. A helpful routine involves the following components: 

● Exercise and physical activity according to your ability. 
● Good quality and consistent sleep. 
● Bathing and being attentive to your hygiene and grooming. 
● Dressing in the morning and starting the day with intentionality. 

 
7. Incorporate soothing, as well as fun, easily accessible, low-cost activities in your 

day. (2x) 
● Do a crossword puzzle. 
● Create art: draw, color, paint. 
● Massage your hands with a nice smelling lotion. 
● Drink a favorite tea. 
● Listen to an inspirational podcast. 
● Whatever it is that you do, I want to encourage you to do the activity 

because you deserve it. You deserve to be treated well. 
 

8. Be in nature and outdoor, open spaces (of course while adhering to the 6 foot 
distance from others). Enjoy the fresh air and engage your senses. Doing so will 
enhance your energy level and bring about greater clarity of mind. Also, with 
regard to engaging your senses, ask yourself: What can I see? How does the 
wind feel as it touches my skin? What smells are there that I can identify? This 
practice can also assist us with developing groundedness and increased calm. 

 
9. Play. Play games with the people with whom you live. There are also a number 

of online games you can play by yourself and with others.  
 

10.Laugh. Watch or listen to something funny. 
 

11.Accept our present reality. If you find yourself worrying about 3 months, 6 
months, 1 year from now, turn your thoughts to today and the day after. 
  

12.Connect with a therapist through telehealth. 
Due to over 6,000 mental health professionals volunteering their time and talent, 
New Yorkers can now call a hotline to schedule a mental health appointment 
“totally free.” 1-844-863-9314 

 



Lastly, Albert Einstein said, “In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.” 
 
What opportunities lie in the midst of this difficult time? 

Perhaps this is an opportunity for us to reevaluate our priorities. What is most important 
to us and how we are going about honoring these priorities? 

Could it be an opportunity for us to focus on our self-development? For example, 
reading a self-help book, utilizing a journal, taking an online course, starting that 
meditation practice we have been intending to get underway. 

Is this an opportunity to begin or advance personal projects and initiatives such as 
writing a book or learning a new language? 

In conclusion, there are a number of stressors we are experiencing due to the rise of 
COVID-19, such as concerns leading to increased worry, fear, stress, and anxiety; 
significant and rapid changes causing emotional turmoil and distress; as well as loss 
and isolation bringing about despair.  
 
We examined 12 strategies that can help us mitigate the impact of these stressors:  

1. Staying connected to each other. 
2. Limiting our news intake while staying informed. 
3. Engaging in self-compassion. 
4. Practicing gratitude. 
5. Recognizing our daily accomplishments. 
6. Establishing a routine. 
7. Incorporating soothing, as well as fun, easily accessible, low-cost activities in 

your day.  
8. Be in nature and outdoor, open spaces. 
9. Play. 
10.Laugh. 
11.Accept our present reality. 
12.Connect with a therapist through telehealth. 

 
Finally, we considered the opportunities that may be awaiting us in the middle of the 
difficulty. 
 
Can you see yourself on the other side? You will make it through this difficult time. You 
are capable. 
 
Thank you.  


