This is a reference for the Convention HMV topic “Removing the Stigma: An Honest Discussion about Mental Health.”  This HMV was at B’nai Amoona in St. Louis.

Feel free to borrow these talking points.  
First Session
Ending the Stigma: Mental Health Issues

Goal: To have an open and honest discussion about mental health issues and the stigma associated with the disease.  The first step in eliminating the stigma is by talking about it.

· Facilitators will lead with personal experience.

· Participants may wish to share their personal experiences.

1. Why do you think there is such a strong stigma associated with mental illnesses as opposed to other diseases?  (Most people would rather tell an employer that they had committed a petty crime and went to jail than admit to having been in a mental hospital.)

2. Do we do enough (as individuals, as a congregation, as a community) to offer support to those people and families who deal with mental illness?

3. What are some ways that we can offer support to individuals who are suffering as well as their caregivers?

4. How do you offer support to persons who refuse treatment?

5. When is it appropriate to intervene when you notice someone's behavior is changing?

6. How would you know if someone has a mental illness?

7. Where can we go for information?

Second Session:

Is what you see really what you get?  - How we perceive and relate to people that are "different" from us. 

INTRODUCTION:

We ended our last discussion thinking of how we can help our Shul/community become more accepting of people with mental illnesses.  This time, we are going to broaden that idea and take what is most likely a difficult look at ourselves regarding people that seem to be “different” from us.

As was said on Shabbat, sometimes it really is better to be around those that are like us, it reinforces our beliefs and numbs the mind usually.  Being around different “others,” whether they be mentally ill, mentally or physically disabled, sick, different socio-economic background, skin color, religion, ethnicity, gender etc. can make us feel uncomfortable.  To paraphrase Rabbi Rose, one of the hallmarks of Conservative Judaism should be to push us out of our comfort zone as being uncomfortable is often the only way to self-improvement.

STARTING POINT:

Is it even OK to think of others as different?
By doing so, do we necessarily judge others, e.g., are we “better” because we are Jewish?  Or Male?  Or White?  What about comparing ourselves to them.  Is it Apples to Apples or something else?

NEXT AREA:

Must our shul be diverse?  Are we already exclusionary in some ways?  If so, how?

Is it intentional?  Do we try to overcome it?

THEN:

How do we want our shul/community to ‘look like’?  Besides physical appearances, what other differences to we want, or need, not only to survive, but also to thrive?
 

OTHERS:

There is a saying: “You get two Jews in a room, you get at least three opinions.”  What is that about?

 

Such as: Differences in religious practices, political thought, family values, backgrounds, education.  Does our community need to be all Conservative Jews without intermarriage?  Or do we ‘need’ these differences.

 

What would it be like if we were all the same?

Is Diversity a good thing?  

Always?

What parts of it are?

What parts of it are not?
Do we challenge ourselves in this regard?

What do you think about others?
Does how someone looks matter?

What kind of clothes they wear?
Or car they drive?

Or how they act?

Are you treated differently because of how you look?

Are we “hiding” by doing these things?  If so…what and why?

