
10   |   CHRONICLE    |    MAY – JUNE 2021  

Habitual Burnout in Communal Professionals
Betsy S. Stone, PhD  |  Retired Psychologist, Adjunct Lecturer at Hebrew Union College -Jewish Institute of Religion

Over the year+ of COVID-19, 
I am sure I have taught over 
1,000 Jewish communal 
professionals. I have taught 
at synagogues, conventions, 
and teacher meetings. I 
have worked with rabbis, 
cantors, educators, 
executive directors, early 
childhood professionals, camp directors and staff, 
institutional boards, Jewish family agencies, food banks. 
Every week I spend hours on Zooms with the people who 
are keeping our institutions functioning, adapting.

They are working so hard. At the beginning of the 
pandemic, they put in countless hours taking live to 
virtual. From small shuls to large synagogues, from 
virtual camps to expansive educational programming, 
from small children to older adults, our communal 
professionals have created, adapted, and learned new 
skills. They have stretched themselves and pushed 
themselves and held us and our institutions together.

And they are spent. The last, worst stage of burnout 
is called Habitual Burnout. It is characterized by 
chronic mental and physical fatigue, sadness and/or 
depression. Almost every Jewish professional I work 
with these days is in this stage.

They may call it apathy. They may call it exhaustion. 
They may call it disinterest or the inability to feel joy. 
They may complain of disordered sleep or aches and 
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Long Beach Community College District Board of Trustees Takes a Stand  
Sunny Zia  |   LBCCD Board of Trustees Member,  Area 3

After months of trial and 
tribulation, with your support, 
we prevailed in passing an 
important resolution defining 
antisemitism for the Long 
Beach Community College 
District (LBCCD) Board of 
Trustees. This definition was 
adopted in accordance with 
the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance working 
definition of antisemitism (IHRA). 

While the IHRA definition has been adopted by the 
U.S. Department of Education and the Department of 
State, it was not without controversy and hesitation 
before it passed.

It is not breaking news that antisemitism has 
been on the rise. In fact, according to a 2019 Anti-
Defamation League account, 2,107 antisemitic 
incidents were reported in the United States, more 
than in any year, and incidents of antisemitic 
harassment are on the rise on American college 
campuses.

In my years of public service, I have worked 
on combatting the rise of antisemitism in my 
community and across the political spectrum. I have 
learned that the first step in combating and defeating 
antisemitism, is to clearly define it. Carly Gammill, 
counsel for Stand with Us, stated it succinctly, “For 
without a clear definition of antisemitism, how will 
it be identified? And if it is not identified, how will it 
be exposed? And if it is not exposed, how will it be 
adequately addressed?

The IHRA Definition provides a consensus tool, 

adopted not only by the 34 IHRA member nations on 
behalf of IHRA itself, but also nearly 40 individual 
nations, as well as numerous government agencies, 
educational institutions, and civic organizations 
including the U.S. Department of Education.

While various academic institutions student 
groups and religious groups such as the Global 
Imams Council have condemned antisemitism under 
the IHRA definition, LBCCD Board of Trustees is the 
first higher education body to formally recognize 
this definition. 

It gives me great pride to be able to serve our 
community and lead this effort. This was truly a 
collective effort by Jewish organizations across the 
country and our very own Jewish Long Beach. After 
four months of preparation, the Board Chair, Uduak 
Ntuk, agendized the resolution for a vote at our 
March meeting, and it passed unanimously.   

This is a victory for our community and for the 
community-at-large in taking a stand against hate 
and bigotry. Thank you for all your calls, letters, and 
calls to action. Let us continue our work in having 
other educational institutions follow suit. Let us 
maintain focus on monitoring and holding these 
institutions accountable including ensuring that 
curriculum such as ethnic studies doesn’t become 
grounds to espouse antisemitism. As our community 
leader and role model, the late Gene Lentzner taught 
us all about L’Dor V’Dor. I hope you will be my 
partner in ensuring that we are safeguarded from 
antisemitism from our generation to the next.

If I can be of service to you, feel free to contact me 
at info@sunnyzia.com, or my cell at 562.270.5017.

pains. They may be worried that they’re developing 
dementia because their brains are working so 
poorly. They may be losing weight or gaining weight. 
They may be moody or emotionally reactive. And, as 
the summer approaches, they are starting to worry 
about camps and fall holidays, about how we enter 
spaces, once familiar, that had become toxic. They 
are spent and they are traumatized.

I am very worried that we will see an exodus from 
Jewish communal life over the next 18 months. I 
have heard rabbis talking about leaving the field; 
educators saying they can’t imagine what comes next. 
I know social workers at social service agencies who 
are living in a state of both personal and secondary 
trauma. Well paid executives at our prestigious 
institutions are overwhelmed. And we’re about to 
ask them to return to workspaces, to act as though 
they aren’t exhausted from holding us all year. 

These professionals, from the executive staff to the 
maintenance staff, need care from us right now. Not 
simply a thank you, although that might help in the 
short run. They need time. Every one of them needs 
time to recover. Not a week. They won’t be able to 
unwind in a week. They are wound tightly, defended 
against the amount of trauma and loss they have 
experienced. They have led 11 funerals in a week, 
listened while we talked about missing our parents 
and our children, tried to be creative, preached and 
led services and cleaned pre-school classrooms, done 

Zoom therapy and Zoom classes and Zoom shivas. 
They have done all this while managing children, 
spouses, work and shopping, like all the rest of us.

We want our communal workers to hold us. 
They have done so, but at a cost. What I am hearing 
now, even before the lead up to the Fall, is stomach 
problems, headaches, an increasing desire to “drop out” 
of society, neglect of personal needs, increased isolation 
and self-doubt, and a consistent feeling of emptiness. 
All of these are indications of their own trauma.  

It seems clear to me that NOW is the time for 
lay leadership to reverse the flow of caring from 
our communal professionals back to them. Even 
if they do not yet recognize their needs, we need 
to. In a perfect world, I would like to see each and 
every person who has held us during this awful, life-
altering time receive a month off. Every single one. 
I’d like them to have time to get bored, to sleep late, 
to spend time getting to know their families again.

I know that many of you, reading the suggestion 
that we give them a month off, are bristling. You’re 
saying, “Impossible.” I hope you reconsider. I hope 
you figure out how to make it work. I hope you 
invest as much in them as they have invested in 
us. If we don’t, I fear we will see a shortage of these 
experienced, committed professionals in the future. 
They, of all people, need to recover from this year.

Reprinted by permission of the author from the 
original posting in eJewish Philanthropy.

The International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance Working 
Definition of Antisemitism 

Antisemitism is a certain 

perception of Jews, which may 

be expressed as hatred toward 

Jews. Rhetorical and physical 

manifestations of antisemitism 

are directed toward Jewish or 

non-Jewish individuals and/or 

their property, toward Jewish 

community institutions and 

religious facilities.


