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As Jewish communal professionals we struggle with the balance between the time spent at
work and our own personal time. Although we all agree upon the theoretical importance of
taking care of ourselves, too few of us practice self-care consciously and actively. This article
argues that self-care is a requisite, not an option in our lives.
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A common interpretation of tiiis verse is
tliat Moses needs to delegate some of his
responsibilities. However, it has a deeper
meaning. Jethro gives Moses this message:
"You are going to wear yourself out if you do
not get some balance in your life, if you do not
set some limits. You need to give up this crazy
notion that, as the best, you do not need to test.
That is bad enough. However, the simation is
acmally worse because Moses, you are going
to wear out the people as well."
What does it mean "to wear out these
people"?
Moses wanted to do it all. He wanted to lead
the people, hear their heartfelt concems, ad
dress their affairs and do so as a patient, caring,
compassionate counselor. Does this sound
familiar?
It took Jethro to point out that, by creating
a simation where he was indispensable, Moses
was infantilizing the people. A "hue" caregiver
would empower the people to take care of
themselves.
When we are constantly available, we are
saying to our clients, "Here I am, your conve
nient cmtch. Lean on me. Y o u do not have to
be strong in your ovra right. Y o u do not have
to develop and rely upon your own inner
resources."
Like Moses, we enjoy feeling indispens
able. W e enjoy it so much that we are more
committed to sustaining that myth than to
committing ourselves to the mitzvah of selfcare even, when like Moses, being indispens
able acmally hurts us - and them.
Think about what you do when you are out
of your office. Do you routinely telephone the
office, check your voice mail, remrn phone
calls?
How telling it is that today, in synagogue
after synagogue, never mind the theater, there
are signs instmcting us to tum off elecbonic
devices before entering. Our electronic leashes
hold us tight, and too often they fiinction as
our merciless masters with we, as their submis
sive servants. They prevent us from taking
care of ourselves by making it harder for us to
say "no."
Too often, we forget that we are making the
choice to be continuously connected. We
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choose to be always "on." W e choose to be
responsive to the newest mantra: 2 4 / 7 . Re
cently I read on the Hebrew Union College
listserve that a colleague dovraloads a news
paper from Israel each day onto his Palm Pilot
and then reads it while taking his moming walk.
Even I was appalled!
At least, he admitted that this practice was
a case-study in time mwmanagement.
Compare this behavior to that of my father,
who as a rabbi consciously and conscien
tiously took time off. Moreover it never oc
curred to him to check in with the office on one
of his days off M y father believed that his
congregation could get along without him for
a day or a weekend. And he was right.
M y father understood that only God is
indispensable. Many of us, including me, do
not have that same understanding.
There is a further downside to always being
there, to always being responsible and respon
sive. In some ways, we are being intellectually
dishonest. While we may tell ourselves that we
work so hard because of our commitment to
particular clients or patients, the fact is that we
are there because it is our paid job or because
it makes us feel good about who we are. If
conditions changed and we had to take an
other job, would we commit to weekly visits to
those clients? No matter how precious they are
in our lives today, for most of us, the answer
would be "no." W e would find newclients and
new patients to wear out with our continuous
compassion and love.
ACHIEVING BALANCE
How do we balance the ongoing demands
of our position and our need for self-care? How
do we avoid bumout? Hillel had it right: "If I
amnot formyself who will be?" {Mishna Avot
1:14).
First, we need to leam to say "no" to the
incessant demands upon our time.
"No" is not a four-letter word, even though
many of us think it is. W e absolutely need to
commit ourselves to having sufficient leisure
time.
One way to gain the strength to say "no" is
to understand that support is readily avail-
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able—if we seek it out. A recent book, Turn It
Offhy Gil Gordon, contains valuable sugges
tions for how to restructure our lives.
Gordon begins by asking, "How did we
become so attached to our offices?" Then, he
asks a set of questions to determine whedier
we have in fact "gone over the line" and
provides advice for how we can get back in
control, if we wish to do so.
Gordon offers a three-zone model for bal
ancing life and work: 100/60/0. Youareinthe
100% zone when you are officially "on." This
is the time when your clients and colleagues
can expect that you will either be on the job or
reachable.
Conversely, you are in the 0% zone when
you are officially off - those days you have
designated as your days off or the middle ofthe
night.
The hardest zone to define is the middle
one, the 60% zone, when you are neitherfleishig
nor milchig (though Gordon does not use
these terms). Instead, Gordon suggests that
we ask ourselves these questions: T o what
extent are we required to be available and
accessible during off-hours, holidays, and va
cations? T o what extent do we feel obUgated
or expected to be available and accessible
then? T o what extent do we want to be totally
inaccessible or imavailable then?
There is an ironic side to this dilemma. A t
times, we do try to get away and ask colleagues
to cover emergency simations for us. If those
colleagues are unwilling to help us because it
coincides with their taking time off, we often
feel angry or disappointed. W e think, "Where
is their professionalism? Can't they take care
of themselves another time?"
Often, we do not even support each other's
efforts to take care of ourselves. And that is no
small irony for caring helping professionals!
M y colleague, Rabbi Taylor, sometimes
challenges me with difficuh questions. She
asks, "What makes it so hard for you to con
sider that God wants us to be human BE-ings,
not human DO-ings? W h y are you always
measuring yourself by what you do? W h y
can't you just be? God has entitied you from
time to time to just B E ! "
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B y namre, I ammore of a do-er than abe-er.
I measure myself by the amount and quality of
my work output. I even berate myself when I do
not exercise five or six days a w e e k - a task that
is supposed to help me de-stiess!
I know that the balance between my work
and personal life is not optimal, and that I
struggle with "doing" versus "being" every
day. Let me share an example of this struggle
that occurred several months ago. One after
noon, I decided that I would take care of myself
that day. Instead of leaving the office at 6:00
or 6:30 p.m., I went home at 4 p.m, of course
taking work witii me to do on my home com
puter after diimer. Never mind that I had been
atmy office since before 8:00 a.m. andthati did
not take a lunch break.
After diimer, I went upstairs as planned,
and my computer would not start. There I was,
ready to work, and I could not! I could neither
access my disks nor even check my email.
At fust, I was quite upset, but then, even I
had to wonder if God was sending me a subtle
message: "You've worked enough today,
David. Take care of yourself " I yielded to the
opportunity, divme or not, and decided to read
a book for pleasure that night. Later, I found
out that my 14-year-old son had taken the
power cable from my computer to attach to his
ovra. I did not know whether to yell at him or
hug him.
Though there certainly are stressfiil mo
ments at work, I am not worried about burning
out. I get a tremendous high from my work at
ShalomPark, a senior continuum-of-care cen
ter, and day after day, I get positive feedback
from the residents, their families, andthe staff
Some people even refer to me as the "Good
Rabbi."
That praise is seductive. I would rather
work and be acclaimed as the Good Rabbi than
almost anythmg else.
M y home is my sanctuary. It is also the
place where I must deal with the often
uninspiring day-to-day matters diat make up
domestic life. I have to listen to who did what
to whom in the family, to check whether home
work is done, and attend to the list of "Honey
do" projects around the house. So, doing

FALL 2001

fVhen Do the Best Rest?

good at work becomes more appealing than
doing "nothing" at home.
At work, I am something approaching the
golden child. At home, I am merely David or
Dad. More significantly, my family has keen
insights about the real me, imder my threepiece suit. They know my frailties and how to
push my emotional buttons.
My wife and children are always asking me
to cut back, if not at the office then to spend
less time on extra-curricular activities. At the
same time, they also want me to take care of
their wants and their needs. Take care of
yourself I hear, but could you first change this
light bulb or unload the dishwasher or speak to
your son, or stop by the store and pick up some
bread and milk.
Given this choice of professional or per
sonal tasks, I am not sure that I want to cut
back. I am also not sure that I can cut back. At
the same time, I am increasingly mindfiil of
Jethro's advice to Moses: "You will surely
wear yoinself out, and these people as well."
I like to think that I am hearing Jethro and
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recognizing the wisdom of his words, even as
I have an approach-avoidance pattern to heed
ing them.
My wrestling with the question of self-care
is not unique. I invite you to consider what you
might do to take better care of yourselves. I
invite you to come up with your ovra concepts
of rest and wellness for yourselves.
In Exodus 3 1 ; 17, we read that at the end of
creation, God rested. Should we, created in
God's image, not do likewise? To achieve frue
wellness, we too need to achieve nafash, rest,
a nafash that will refresh our nefesh, our soul
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