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Self-Care in Times of Trauma

When the Rabbi Feels Trauma

Paul Kipnes 

A mass shooting in a Pittsburgh synagogue. 
A mass shooting in the local dance bar. 
A raging fire, forcing the evacuation of the synagogue and 75  
percent of our congregation.

These three crises, all happening in eleven days, utilized skills 
honed over almost three decades as a rabbi, enabling me to engage 
in nonstop pastoral care, support the evacuees, and help organize 
the Jewish community. I was proud of our work we were doing. 
Well, until one morning when I found myself sobbing in bed. Then 
I knew that I had hit a wall, and that I needed significant help to 
put myself back together. 

When the Rabbi Feels Trauma

This is a story about how the fallout from those events almost broke 
me. Me, a rabbi, trained in crisis counseling and pastoral care, who 
knew what to expect and yet succumbed to trauma anyway. 

I share these reflections, written in the midst of the trauma, to 
help me reflect for my own edification and also to illuminate the 
journey for other colleagues who might find themselves facing 
their own crises. I am consciously pulling back the curtain because 
we rabbis need to do so. Only by honestly sharing our experiences 
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will we break through the isolation and loneliness to gain the help 
we so desperately need. 

What I share here has ceased to be (as) raw, though it is still very 
real. While editing this, I am still fully engaged in my own healing 
process and am not using the writing to deflect or skirt the feelings 
and challenges. 

Seeking Advice to Understand How to Respond

Like all Jewish communities, Congregation Or Ami (Calabasas, 
California)—its congregants and clergy—were already reeling 
from the mass shooting at Pittsburgh’s Tree of Life Synagogue. 
Ten days later, a gunman murdered many in the nearby Border-
line Bar and Grill, a country-western dance bar frequented by 
our high school and college students. In fact, one of our congre-
gants narrowly escaped the carnage. The next day, even before 
we had a chance to process the shooting, the Woodley fires began, 
destroying hundreds of homes and forcing nearly 75 percent of 
our congregation to face mandatory evacuations. The fires, which 
came within thirty feet of our synagogue’s front door, caused sig-
nificant smoke damage and pushed us out of the building for a 
month. 

It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to handle the 
overflowing anxiety, worry, and fear surrounding me, because the 
fires were far from my home, because over the years I have had 
additional training in pastoral counseling, and because I thought 
I fully understood the cycle of trauma. In addition, after the mass 
shootings and as the fires began to rage, my partner Rabbi Julia 
Weisz and I proactively contacted our rabbinic colleagues who 
had previously faced communal crises to learn from them: in 
Santa Rosa, California, which was decimated by fires a year before; 
Houston, Texas, which endured horrible floods; and Parkland, 
Florida, which faced a murderous mass shooter in the high school. 
We knew we needed to know what to expect and how we might 
help heal our community. We failed to consider our own experi-
ence with and response to these crises. 

Those rabbis—Stephanie Kramer, Oren Hayon, and Marci 
Bloch—cautioned that the traumatic experience would not end 
when our community returned to their homes, found new homes, 
or when the dead were buried. They wisely explained that the 
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process of healing would be long and arduous. We also would 
need to come to terms with the new normal, namely that these 
fires—and increased mass shootings—are now the new normal. 
Fires and shooting are just going to happen again and again, get-
ting worse before they get better. So the repair of our broken hearts 
and broken world would take time. 

Our rabbinic colleagues told us that those who survived, those 
who evacuated returning to their houses now aware of how close 
the fires came to their backyards, and those who saw their friends’ 
homes burnt down, would experience trauma. Meaning, most of 
us. We needed to face our trauma. 

As the Tears Began to Flow . . . And Not Stop

My story began one evening, as I was recounting with my kids our 
communal response to the fires. I was at home because I had to 
take a day off; because after dealing with these events for a week, 
I hit the wall. Sitting in my home, far enough away from the fires 
to be assuredly safe, I shared our work organizing the community. 
The tears began to fall. I figured I was just exhausted. 

But then I woke in the middle of the night. While streaming a TV 
show in an attempt to fall back asleep, all of a sudden I found my-
self bawling again. It was 4:30 in the morning and I couldn’t stop. 
I knew I had a problem. Later that morning, while participating 
in an early CCAR conference call, I had to break away numerous 
times because I kept shedding tears. I committed to getting myself 
some help. 

Calling My Therapist

I called my therapist. He opened up an appointment for me at 5:00 
p.m. I then texted Sally Weber, a social worker and friend from Jew-
ish Family Services, who earlier in the week “kidnapped me” from 
the relief work to encourage me to begin to process. She could talk 
at 2:30 pm. 

Then I contacted Rabbi Rex Perlmeter, the CCAR’s crisis coun-
selor, who said he would call me in twenty minutes. 

Rex and I talked for an hour. Sally and I spoke for an hour. 
My therapist and I spent an hour together. And you know what 
I discovered in those three hours of therapy? That although I 
thought I was not directly touched by any of this, all that had 
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happened actually traumatized me. It was partly exhaustion, but 
not just that. 

Shaken Up by the Shootings

I discovered how deeply the mass shootings had shaken me. I 
was experiencing the double shootings as deeply personal attacks. 
First “they came after us” at a synagogue. (I’m Jewish. I work in a 
synagogue. It could easily have been my synagogue.) Then, over 
at the Borderline Bar, that country-western dance bar, a twenty-
three-year-old congregant who had been in there dancing fled for 
his life. I’m glad that he is physically unharmed. Yet just five days 
earlier I had been counseling him through his emotional turmoil 
over the synagogue shooting and all those shootings at churches, 
schools, concerts, malls, and elsewhere. I cautioned him that as ter-
rible as it was, it was going to get worse before it gets better. None-
theless, I assured him, the chances of him getting shot at was about 
as likely as him stepping off the curb and getting hit by a bus (I 
buried someone from that only once, very early in my rabbinate). 
Five days later, that young man was almost killed in the Borderline 
Bar shooting. 

In my three counseling sessions, I realized that I no longer be-
lieved I could keep my kids safe, or my congregant kids safe, or 
my congregation safe, or the school safe. From the shootings. Or 
from the fires. I discovered that I was frustrated and so sad. I real-
ized that I couldn’t sit back anymore. 

Survivor’s Guilt

The therapists explained that I also had a form of survivor’s guilt. 
I was feeling guilty that while many were evacuated, most escaped 
with only smoke damage to their homes. Although the fires raged 
all the way up to people’s homes, workplaces, and backyards, I 
and most of our congregants were safe. 

As we dug deeper, the counselors helped me discover the inten-
sity of the repetitious nature of these fires. What had endangered 
people I cared about in the Woodley fires had also happened in 
nearby Ventura, California, a year ago, and to a lesser degree, two 
years before that in our Calabasas neighborhoods. In fact, back 
then, I rescued our two Torah scrolls from the approaching fires, 
carrying them across the freeway bridge to safety. 
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Personal Sense of Loss

Amidst my tears, I also remembered I had deep connections with 
the three Jewish camps destroyed by the Woolsey fire. I had been a 
camp director of Camp Hess Kramer and Gindling Hilltop Camp 
for four years. It was so long ago, I had forgotten. Camp JCA Sha-
lom hosted our NFTY regional retreats, where I had visited our 
temple teens multiple times a year. And just one year ago, our 
Camp Newman in Santa Rosa, where my family spent every sum-
mer for twenty years, had burned down. My therapy team helped 
me realize that I had trauma on top of trauma—compound trauma, 
they called it. 

I became aware of the self-growth I needed to undertake: if I re-
ally wanted to do something to stop these annual fires and to stop 
these constant mass shootings, I had to stand up. I had to become a 
leader in a different way than I had been before. That was intense 
and a little bit scary, too. 

Recognizing that I needed to remain on track toward health, I 
quickly released control to my wife, Michelle. I agreed I would 
eat whatever she told me to eat (and I would stay away from all 
the donated baked goods). I would go to sleep whenever she told 
me to go to bed. Additionally, I arranged with trusted friends who 
knew me well to check in regularly. I immediately scheduled ad-
ditional counseling appointments. 

I thought I had my response to the trauma under control. On 
some level, I believed that I was over the worst of it. 

Why Did I Sometimes Still Feel Drained and Despondent?

Soon enough the fire was extinguished and most of our evacu-
ated congregants were back in their homes. The fire spared the 
synagogue, but because the fire came within thirty feet of our front 
door, we endured a few weeks out of the building while the reme-
diation company cleaned the shul. Appropriately, we held a cha-
nukat habayit (rededication ceremony) on Shabbat Chanukah. The 
local news cycle moved onto the next tragedy. 

Weeks later, in the midst of our Pop-Up Teen retreat, I stepped 
aside with our community social worker, a longtime friend, for 
a preplanned session to explore the nuances of the continuing 
trauma. She attended the teen retreat as part of a corps of social 
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workers invited to support the teens. Focusing on Where is the 
blessing?, the retreat was intentionally designed as both an escape 
from, and a processing opportunity about, the past weeks of dev-
astation. Unexpectedly yet importantly, most of the social workers 
found themselves supporting the staff as much as the teens. 

We sat under a tree in Simi Valley’s Camp Alonim; she patiently 
waited for my sharing. I began quietly, controlled, well aware 
of my inner stuff. Soon enough, warm tears again were running 
down my cheeks. 

I said that I felt we were not doing enough. Although my con-
gregants were for the most part back in their homes, many were 
not. And I worried about them all. Our congregants and their 
neighbors were: 

Fighting with insurance companies. 
Dealing with the trauma of evacuation. 
Dealing with the trauma of the mass shootings. 
Worrying about mudslides down the denuded hillsides. 
�Realizing that although their houses survived, the damage was 
severe. 
�Discovering upon return home that the mix of smoke and toxic 
soot has caused in some homes the walls to dangerously pucker, 
and elsewhere, piping melted causing internal flooding. 
�Struggling still to get things back together, even feeling guilty 
that their homes survived while neighbors’ homes did not. 

Even those who made it through the fires ostensibly unscathed 
were struggling. This child was wearing oversized socks that turn 
out to be the father’s because everything still needed to be cleaned. 
That child shed tears as she confessed she felt she looked foolish 
in donated clothes. That mom was overwhelmed by the sheer vol-
ume of calls to banks, credit card companies, and insurance com-
panies. This dad was frustrated that the road ahead is so long and 
arduous. 

In truth, even after the multiple calls the previous week to the 
whole congregation, I could not assemble a true picture of the 
needs of my flock. After weeks of trying to be there for them, 
after partnering to organize the Jewish community, after raising 
money and gift cards to help them, and trying to be out there as 
a calming and hopeful presence, I felt unable to get a handle on 
the situation. 

CCAR Journal: The Reform Jewish Quarterly, Fall 2019. 
Copyright © 2019 Central Conference of American Rabbis.  
Used by permission of Central Conference of American Rabbis.  All rights reserved. 
Not to be distributed, sold or copied without express written permission. 



PAUL KIPNES

10	 CCAR Journal: The Reform Jewish Quarterly

I Confessed That I Felt Like an Impostor

I said that if one more person called me a hero, I just might have 
lost it because I felt less like a hero and more like an impostor. I 
imagined myself then like a former star quarterback, standing on 
the sidelines unable to figure out how to move the team forward. 

I confessed how I relished a day last week—finally a blessedly 
normal day—spent helping a young bat mitzvah student see her 
parashah in a new light, counseling an older woman through chal-
lenging life changes, and walking a couple toward the end stages 
as the cancer ravaged his body. 

My social worker friend smiled at my statement, understand-
ing how ironic it was that sitting with someone with cancer 
would feel like a “blessedly normal day.” She asked me, “What 
are your expectations for yourself?” I looked at her incredulously 
and said, “Well, of course, to seek out my congregants and oth-
ers, to ascertain their needs—immediate and longer term—and 
to help fulfill them. After all, I have gift cards, volunteers who 
want to help, and I have . . . myself. My expectations are to do 
the work we started.” 

“And what might be a slightly more realistic expectation,” she 
asked. 

I stuttered, struggling to fully comprehend the question, “M-m-
maybe to have others call and triage the needs for us, and then for 
me to respond to those.” 

“And slightly more realistic?” 
I just looked at her with incredulity. “Lower my expectations 

of what we need to accomplish? How can I do that? People are in 
need. In crisis. I am a caregiver. How can I stop?” 

She told me about her decades’ long work with rabbis and 
congregations, about how when people talked about how their 
rabbis were there for them, it was rarely about the rabbi pro-
viding a specific thing. It was not a car payment or new clothes 
or a new way to solve an insurance problem. There were other 
organizations, leaders, and professionals who do that, and do it 
a lot better. People who talked about their rabbis being there for 
them, she said, most often talked about the comfort and solace 
the rabbi offered, a spiritual support unique to the rabbinic role 
and persona. 
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They relished the knowledge that their rabbis were there when 
they needed them. As a listening ear. With a supportive shoulder. 
As someone to turn to when they feel lost and alone. 

She said, “After all the amazing work you and your team did, 
being there 24/7 during the crises, maybe it’s okay to slow down 
and breathe for a bit. Maybe you might entertain a more appropri-
ate (or realistic) expectation: to let people know you are here and 
available, and to respond to the needs that arise.” 

I try to sit with that. 

The Challenge of Ratcheting Down the Level of “Being There” 

It violated my sense of what the biblical heneini (“here I am”) 
demands. And yet my body (exhausted), my heart (aching and 
spent), and my mind (well aware of the dangers of continuing at 
this pace) all were asking me to agree with her. 

Yes, I was (at times) spent. I was (at times) lost amidst the over-
whelming needs that keep arising. My inbox was (still is) backed 
up. My programmatic responsibilities were about to resume. 
And (at the time of this meeting) we were not even back in our 
building. 

She asked how things were with my family. I confessed that my 
wife and I had an argument, which became something much big-
ger than the issue deserved. We had to figure out this issue, but in 
no way did it require the intensity I brought to it. We talked about 
other family concerns that needed my attention. She reminded me 
that after weeks of outward focus, it was okay to turn inward for 
a bit. 

Tears rolled down my cheeks some more. I wanted to be the hero 
for those who need one. I am constitutionally wired that way, to 
help others. But I was worn down. 

I talked about the list I carry around in my head—of all the peo-
ple I should call, text, or check in on. For them. For their families. 
For the good of the congregation. That list haunted me. It weighed 
me down. Because I just couldn’t get to them all. 

I recalled that my colleagues who have faced crises before me 
shared how they too felt this way, that they just try to keep slog-
ging through. 

My social worker friend reminded me of our work years ago 
teaching pastoral counseling together at the rabbinic school: 
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When we taught about the need for the rabbi to set boundar-
ies. About the importance of taking time to rejuvenate. About 
the limits of our effectiveness in the face of burnout. I smiled 
knowingly. How ironic! I delivered those lessons to our rab-
binic students many, many times. Could I listen to them now for 
myself? 

She pushed forward, like only a trusted confidant can: 

Could I find a way to do something for myself? 
Could I get away—for a few hours, for a day—for some fun? 
Could I stop for a moment with all the social media? 
Could I cease for a moment answering my phone and texts? 

I laughed, thinking she was asking me to cease being me. Yet I 
knew she was right. 

That night my wife took me out to the movie A Star Is Born, 
about an aging rock star who finds love, nurtures another, yet be-
comes spent and self-destructive. I loved the music and the love 
story. I identified with the sense of exhaustion. My wife worried 
that the ending might upset me. I was not bothered by it, as I was 
just glad to have turned off my phone, to enjoy a night out holding 
my wife’s hand. 

The next night my wife took me to Come from Away, a play about 
the heroic efforts of the Newfoundlanders, who cared for 7,000+ 
“plane people” who were forced to land when 9/11 closed U.S. 
airspace. I identified with the Islanders’ sense of responsibility for 
others. My heart was warmed by their organizing acumen and 
their overflowing sense of compassionate action. My heart broke 
a little as some of the joy was tempered by sadness. I too felt the 
letdown when the crisis ended and things began to return to nor-
mal (whatever that is). My wife and I both saw ourselves in those 
Newfoundlanders. 

As we walked back to our cars, I remarked at how wonderful it 
was to smile and laugh. It had been weeks. 

How Am I Taking Care of Myself Since?

1. � I participated in training about caring in times of crisis to lis-
ten to and learn from the wisdom of professionals from Pitts-
burgh, Parkland, and the Israel Trauma Coalition. 
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2. � I meet for spiritual direction by phone with the CCAR’s Rex 
Perlmeter to continue to mine these weeks for lessons of tran-
scendent holiness. 

3. � I meet with my rabbinic coach, Diana Ho, who guides my 
partner rabbi and me toward self-care and setting manage-
able realistic expectations. 

4. � I talk with a crisis therapist, and my social worker friend. 
5. � I regularly consult with rabbinic colleagues who had been 

through crises ahead of me, who kindly dropped everything 
to listen to and teach me. They probably had little idea how 
much our conversations carried me through a particularly 
difficult moment. Nonetheless I am grateful. 

6. � I try to eat well, sleep a lot, walk daily, and attended to the 
forgotten parts of my life. 

7. � And I write. Because writing helps me consolidate and clarify 
the thoughts and prayers and emotions running unchecked 
through my brain and heart. 

If It Could Happen to Me, Could It Happen to You?

In the weeks and months since the fires and shootings, I learned 
that not only are we rabbis prone to stress and burnout, but we 
are subject to suffering trauma along with those we counsel and 
support. Although I was trained to handle this and I trained 
interns every year about just these types of situations, I still 
succumbed. If it could happen to me, why couldn’t it happen  
to you? 

The key question for me, and the challenge I try to share with 
my colleagues and interns, is how each of us is now—before the 
crises strike—developing the tools to carry us through. Because 
when we experience crisis, it’s good to already have the tools to 
help deal with the trauma. Because in the aftermath of crisis, this 
new normal is insidious and can easily overwhelm. So I invite you 
to set up your crisis toolbox now. 

Months have passed and we continue to care for those who lost 
homes, providing replacement seder plates for some and gift cards 
to purchase spring clothing as needed. We are supporting counsel-
ing for those struggling in the aftermath of the shooting and the 
fires, and we reach out to the staff at local Jewish institutions who 
are still out of their organizational homes. And I am and will be 
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okay because I was and am doing what I must to ensure that I am 
okay. And so I bless: 

Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech haolam, hagomel l’chayavim 
tovim sheg’malani kol tuv.

Blessed are You, Eternal our God, Guide of the universe, Who nurtures 
within the undeserving goodness, and Who—through blessedly caring 
souls—continues to remind me of my goodness within. 

Amen. 
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