CCAR - Holding Steady in a Sea of Change  - Nov. 11, 2016
Sometime yesterday, this phrase popped into my brain:  Rabbis are rabbis all the time.  It doesn’t matter where we work or even where we are, as witness that not unusual rabbinic experience of being followed by a persistent person on our way into the bathroom. Even if we try to take the kippah off for a moment, people won’t let go of us so easily.   
People look to us. They want things from us.  That is what we’ve signed up for.  Most days, that’s okay.  This week hasn’t been like most days; it has been a week of conflicting and urgent needs.  What happens when people need something from us just in the moment when we find ourselves in need?  How do we give when we feel we have nothing to give?  In a crisis, who gets the care and who gives it?
This has been an intensely emotional week for our country.  It has been a week when some of us couldn’t distinguish between our pain and the pain of those we serve. It has also been a week when many of us have found ourselves out of sync with some or all of the people we serve or even the colleagues with whom we expect to have much in common.  How do we help others with their painful feelings when we have plenty of our own?
An event like this can momentarily throw us off course, but at the same time, it can also challenge us to clarify why we do what we do and to remember what it means to be a rabbi all the time.    How often do we take the time to think about who and what we are and what our larger purpose is? We tend to be so busy attending to the needs of others that ours can get lost in the fray.  While it’s tempting to let go of self-care altogether in a time of crisis,  it’s all the more important not to let that happen. Instead,  we need to take a moment and reestablish our own rabbinic frame. Especially when a crisis threatens our sense of security and safety in the world, we have to pause and remind ourselves of what we already know.
When we met yesterday to plan this call, we agreed that this hour has to be dedicated to focusing on  our own needs. In response to the last two days, I  have had no epiphanies about  rabbinic needs in time of crisis.  Instead, I found myself reviewing some basic self-care premises that apply all of the time. I think of it as a self-care frame, a frame for how to be with ourselves first, so we can be helpful to others.   The entire frame is based on being in touch with our own inner experience as the base from which we operate in our work – and I welcome you to add to the list at the end.
1. We are responsible for taking care of ourselves all the time, all day long.  No one else is going to do that for us.  Taking care of others is loving and admirable, but we can’t let that become an excuse for not taking care of ourselves.
2. We rabbis tend toward social and emotional isolation. We need to have places where we can feel connected.  If we have that in place before a crisis hits, it is easier to weather the crisis. If we don’t have it in place - If not now, when?
3. A primary component of  the self-care frame is to have a  safe place where we can  talk and say everything we need to say.  I think our Facebook page is a terrific tool for connecting with each other but writing doesn’t replace talking.     Talking is what makes us aware of our feelings.  If we can let ourselves have our feelings, we also give subliminal permission to those around us to have theirs. 
4. We can’t make good choices if we don’t know what we feel, but we are often so busy that we don’t stop to take our own temperature. Being busy becomes so habitual that we forget how to just sit with our feelings.   This is a moment for sitting, not doing.    We can’t do anything if we don’t know what to do. There will come a time when that will change, but not yet.  I think we often find ourselves poised between the words of two psalms:   Psalm 119 Et laasot L’Adonai, feeling the imperative to act – and Psalm 46 Harpu oo’d’oo – Be still and know. Right now, just being still has to be enough.  And for those of you who are in the pulpit and thinking about what to say tonight, the blessing of having your feelings is that you can use your feelings as a guide.  There is a fine line here between using your feelings to inform what you say and expressing your feelings.     And if your feelings are that you don’t know what to say yet,  there’s nothing wrong letting those feelings shape your message. If we are rabbis all the time, then we know that Shabbat is, after all, about being and not doing.   
5. If we don’t know what we feel, it’s hard to know the difference between our feelings and the feelings of the people around us.  When feelings are running high, like they are this week, those feelings are contagious and can overwhelm us.  I can hear the voice of my favorite supervisor who is fond of saying: Don’t let your emotions get in the way of the task.  Being the rabbi all the time means: Have your feelings but don’t let them stop you from doing your job.  We lead from our feelings. 
6. When the people around us are having a hard time having their feelings, we often need to become a temporary container for those feelings.  We don’t do anything; we just hold them long enough for people to feel ready to reclaim them.  We do that by listening and offering our presence, nothing more.
7. It’s easier to tolerate difficult feelings if we remind ourselves that feelings change. If we can remember that, we will be able to help our members tolerate their difficult feelings by helping them to know that no feeling lasts forever.  Guaranteed, whatever you feel this Shabbat will change by next Shabbat.
8. We rabbis like to know stuff; we really like to have the answers.  And the people we serve often like us to have the answers; so sometimes, we make  both   ourselves and them happy by having the answers.  
This isn’t a moment like that.  This is a moment where we need to give ourselves permission not to have answers, no matter how stupid and inadequate that may make us feel.   We need not to be in a rush to make sense of all this.  

And finally, this is a moment that calls for Parker Palmer’s term  - leading from within. His words give me hope and so I offer them to you: “We have places of fear inside of us, but we have other places as well—places with names like trust, and hope, and faith. We can choose to lead from one of those places, to stand on ground that is not riddled with the fault lines of fear, to move toward others from a place of promise instead of anxiety. As we stand in one of those places, fear may remain close at hand and our spirits may still tremble. But now we stand on ground that will support us, ground from which we can lead others toward a more trustworthy, more hopeful, more faithful way of being in the world.”
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