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March 15, 2020
19 Adar 5780
An Important Message from our Community Physicians:
As physicians who care for patients on a daily basis and are in medical
leadership positions, as well as members of our larger Orthodox community,
the rapid spread of COVID-19 (novel coronavirus) throughout our local area
and the nation compels us to send you this letter.
One week ago, there were 2 cases in Pennsylvania; as of this evening, there
are 63, the majority in our own Montgomery County at 24 and rising.
Nationally, cases have increased from 221 to over 3,000 over the past week
with the rate of new cases rising exponentially. Deaths in the US have risen
from a handful to 60, with new deaths in New York and New Jersey. In Italy,
where there were no cases more than 3 weeks ago, there are now over
21,000, with more than 1400 deaths. Yet, in South Korea and China, the
number of new cases and deaths have been dramatically reduced to a trickle.
We have been given the gift of time and, sadly, the suffering of Asia and now
much of Western Europe, to implement measures immediately to avert the
same fate. In addition to the meticulous handwashing and cleaning of
surfaces, the single most crucial intervention that has made a difference in
Asia, and which Italy and other countries are frantically implementing, has
been the strictest of ‘social distancing’. Beyond keeping a safe distance of 6
or more feet, avoiding all group activities has proven effective. What seemed
to be draconian measures just a few days ago is now the minimum we can do.
It is imperative that all members of the Lower Merion community practice
social distancing to the greatest degree possible. We are reiterating the need
to adhere to the restrictions that have been implemented. The following is
based upon the best information available right now, and these guidelines may
need to be updated as the situation evolves.
Governor Wolf has closed all schools in Pennsylvania for the coming weeks.
There is an increasingly likely possibility that (with the exception of grocery
stores, pharmacies, and gasoline stations) all restaurants, retail
establishments, and other places of congregating will be closed in Montgomery
County, which is now ‘ground zero’ for Pennsylvania. Our Rabbanim have
made the difficult decision to close our shuls at this time. As painful as it is to

relinquish the power of Tefilla b’Tzibbur, continued gathering for minyanim whether official or ad hoc, and regardless of their size - render the school and
other closures essentially meaningless in terms of limiting community
transmission and spread of the disease.
We strongly discourage all adults and children from participating in
joint meals, neighborly visits, trips to malls and coffee shops that
remain open, organized games, and all unnecessary indoor or outdoor
congregating. We recognize that social isolation can be extremely
difficult and even harmful for our children in particular, and parents
should consult with their own pediatricians for guidance.
We fully expect that new cases will continue to rise quickly over the coming
days. The 1918 flu pandemic killed a half million Americans over 4 months. In
Philadelphia, there was no effort made at social distancing until deaths
mounted. In contrast, city leaders in St. Louis implemented early extreme
measures, which kept the per capita flu-related deaths to less than one half
of those in Philadelphia. Let’s not make the same mistake. We are 10 days
behind Italy and we believe that we have this rapidly closing window of
opportunity to get it right by changing our behavior and practices. We are
confident that we can do so with cooperation, compassion, and supreme
effort.
It is our fervent wish that these draconian measures are effective in limiting
the spread of this disease. May our adherence to the Mitzva of ve’Nishmartem
Me’od l’Nafshoseichem - And you shall very much guard your lives (Devarim
4:15) lead to a fulfillment of God’s promise of Va’Hasirosi Machala m’Kirbecha
- And I will remove illness from your midst.
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