
Hope, Despair, and Self-Care

A Curriculum for Jewish Psycho-educational and Psycho-social Settings

Marc Kramer, MSW, Ed.D., one of JBFCS’ senior Jewish Family Life Education facilitators, has developed a curriculum addressing the interplay of intense emotion that occurs as people struggle to cope with a traumatic experience, such as an illness or loss of a loved one.  The curriculum is designed as a three session, professionally-led workshop series. The following excerpts from the curriculum are intended to give the reader a sense of what this program offers.  Elements of the program, such as some of the text references, might also serve as the basis for an adult education workshop or d’var Torah led by a member of the clergy or a congregant. For further information about this program, please contact Jonathan Katz, CSW, at jkatz@jbfcs.org or 212-399-2685, ext. 232.

I. Introduction

What is hope?

What is “hope?” Is it a feeling? An impulse? A reaction? A statement of need? A kind of prayer? Is hope innate or learned? Is it culturally defined? Is there something essentially Jewish about hope, and if so, what? Is hope helpful, and if so, how and why? And, to borrow a phrase from the wisdom of Hillel, if not now, when? 

The Oxford American Dictionary of Current English (1999) defines hope as: 

Expectation and desire combined… a person, thing, or circumstance that gives cause for hope…[to] feel fairly confident.

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 4th Edition (2000) expands this definition, calling hope:

a wish or desire accompanied by confident expectation of its fulfillment.  

We can understand hope as a verb (“I hope for…”) and a noun (“You are my hope.”). But can we incorporate and actualize hope simply by noting it’s dictionary definition? For 

Jim Wilson, founder of Hope Magazine, hope is “the possibility that we can do something despite the empirical evidence and realities that we have to face.” Hope relies not only on expectation and desire, but requires “the synthesis of action and intention,” meaning that the “confident expectation of fulfillment” comes though action, not inaction.  

Wilson distinguishes this action-oriented hope from what he calls “magical hope” or the sense that “doing nothing” will result in something positive.  One could well understand this “magical hope” as fatalism: What I do does not matter. Many Christians theologically view hope not as a means but an end unto itself.  Faith- in this context understood as faith in the Christian notion of the Divine- and hope are one and the same, and as such, hope serves as an expression of prayer and does not necessarily require human action or intervention.  Said differently, this is the “G-d will provide” take on hope.

Individuals and groups within the Jewish community may hold to these various definitions of hope and may well define it in myriad other ways.  Yet Jews have a long history with hope, developed over the millennia of Jewish Peoplehood in the Land of Israel and in the Diaspora. Seated initially in our unique Biblical relations with the One Unseen, Omniscient and Omnipresent G-d and molded by the great highs and lows of Jewish history, hope today serves as both anthem (literally and figuratively) and shield of the Jewish People.  “The existence of the Jew is an argument against despair; Jewish survival is warrant for human hope
.” 

In this study guide, hope, in its various definitions and applications will be understood as something potentially positive and an essential aspect of normative mental health.  Here we will explore hope in juxtaposition to its opposite (despair), as a phenomenon unto itself, and as a tool for self- and community-care.   


 CCAR Centenary Perspective, 1975, San Francisco.

Workshop I: Despair

In this workshop, Dr. Kramer explores the ways that “Despair” is an odd and vague concept, easily misunderstood for anger, fear, and suffering, whereas at its root, it is about the loss or absence of hope.  Jewish tradition is run through with countless stories of hope and despair and despite the “lachrymose theory of Jewish history,” the Torah always tells us to have faith, to ward-off despair, and to know that the proverbial darkness is always followed by a predestined dawn. 

One way to understand “despair” as a Biblical paradigm is to categorize the “despair narratives” into four or five groups:

1. The suffering of individuals 

2. The suffering of the nation

3. The unique despair of women

4. The loss of the Temple (and Land of Israel) 

5. The loss of the Land of Israel (which for some groups is distinct from the loss of the Temple while for others it is not)

These categories may prove useful when reflecting on the despair felt by individuals in the group, either now or at various times in their lives.  

Session Goals

· To explore whether or not despair is a Jewish notion

· To identify traditional/textual sources of despair and their links to hope

· To use various texts to gain insights into a variety of Jewish views on despair

· To use these texts to frame a contemporary understanding of despair; give historical and theological context to how Jews have historically attended to despair

· To locate links between despair as seen in sacred text and the despair experienced today by groups and individuals

Guiding Questions

1. What is despair? How is it different from sadness?

2. Is despair a Jewish concept? Why/why not?

3. What are some Biblical sources of despair? What are their contemporary equivalents?  What sources of despair are unique to Biblical or modern times? How do they differ?

4. Which of the selected texts speak most to you?

5. Which of the selected texts speak least to you?

6. Do any of the selected texts have meaning to you given the current state of world affairs?  Which ones?
Dr. Kramer gives a  “Facilitator’s Guide” that suggests how the group leader might begin the session, identify goals and ground rules, engage participants, explore the concept of despair, and examine the Biblical texts provided in the curriculum (See below.)
Sample Text Handout 

Workshop I: Despair

By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept, remembering Zion. There on poplar trees we hung our lyres, for although our captors asked us for songs and our tormentors for amusement – “Sing us a song of Zion” – how can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?

Psalms 137:1-4

Once you thought in your heart, “I will climb to the sky, higher than the stars of God…Instead, you are brought down to Sheol, to the bottom of the Pit.

Isaiah 14:13-15

Oh my suffering,  my suffering! How I writhe! Oh, the walls of my heart! My heart moans within me; I cannot be silent… I look at the earth: It is unformed and void; at the skies, and their light is gone. I look at the mountains. They are quaking; and all the hills are rocking. I look; no man is left, and all the birds have fled the sky.”

Jeremiah 4:19, 23-24.

What the cutter has left, the locust has devoured; what the locust has left, the grub has devoured; and what the grub has left, the hopper has devoured.

Joel 1:4.

Woe is me! I am become like leavings of a fig harvest, like gleanings when the vintage is over; there is not a cluster to eat, not a ripe fig I could desire.

Micha 7:1

You cast me into the depths, into the heart of the sea. The floor engulfed me; all your breakers and billows swept over me. I thought I was driven away out of your sight…  The waters closed in over me, the deep engulfed me.  Weeds twined around my head. I sank to the base of the mountains. The bars of earth closed upon me forever.

Jonah 2:4-7

Desolation, devastation, and destruction! Spirits sink, knees buckle, all loins tremble!

Nahum 2:11.

Is this the gay city that dwelt secure, that thought in her heart “I am, and there is none but me?” Alas, she is become a waste!

Zephaniah 2:15

Gone is my glory, and all that I had hoped for from the Lord.

Lamentations 3:18

Workshop II: Hope

Like despair, “hope” is an amorphous concept that is easily melded into “happiness” (especially when despair is likened to sadness).  “Hope” is fundamentally a Jewish concept, one that has defined and sustained the Jewish people throughout the ages.  That the national anthem of Israel is Hatikvah- The Hope- is no surprise, yet its obviousness still warrants close inspection. 

Session Goals

· To explore whether or not hope is a Jewish notion

· To identify traditional/textual sources of hope and their links to happiness/peace

· To use various texts to gain insights into a variety of Jewish views on hope

· To use these texts to frame a contemporary understanding of hope

· To locate links between hope as seen in sacred text and the hopes experienced today by groups and individuals

Guiding Questions

1. What is hope? How is it different from optimism?

2. Is hope a Jewish concept? Why/why not?

3. What are some Biblical source(s) of hope? 

4. What are their contemporary equivalents?  

5. What source(s) of hope are unique to Biblical or modern times? 

6. How do they differ?

7. Which of the selected texts speak most to you?

8. Which of the selected texts speak least to you?

7.                   Do any of the selected texts have meaning to you given the
 current state of world affairs?  Which ones?
Dr. Kramer then continues to lay out how to proceed with the exploration of hope as both a concept and a vital tool with which we can comfort and inspire ourselves and our loved ones.

Sample Text Handout 

Workshop II: Hope

Hope deferred sickens the heart.

Proverbs 13:12

For God has pleasure not in burnt offering or in peace offerings or in sacrifices, but in hope.

Midrash Tehillim, on 40:2

Look to the Lord; be strong and of good courage

Psalms 27:14

For there is hope of a tree, if it be cut down, that it will sprout again, and that the tender branch thereof will not cease.

Job 14:7

For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is better than a dead lion.

Kohelet 9:4

The beginning of all participation in good things is hope.

Philo, Abraham, 2

The more poverty, the more hope.

Shalom Aleichem, A Boidem, 1899

I am a Jew because in every age when a cry of despair is heard, the Jew hopes.

Edmund Fleg, Why I am a Jew, 1929

Today is merely a bridge to tomorrow

Franz Rosenzweig

The existence of the Jew is an argument against despair; Jewish survival is warrant for human hope.

CCAR Centenary Perspective

Despise no one, and call nothing useless, for there is no one whose hour does not come, and nothing that does not have its place.

Shimon ben Azai, in Pirke Avot 4.3

Workshop III: Self Care

Self care and the resultant hope that ideally arises from it is the focus of the third workshop. Actually, this issue may best be addressed in two sessions – one on defining self-care and a follow up session to reflect on how to best use it.  The ultimate goal here is to demonstrate to participants that they have within themselves the power and personal relationship with God to muster enough self-care to persevere and to call up the strength to ask for outside and/or professional help when necessary.  Jewish tradition applauds those who can find inner strength (and the strength given to each of us by God) and, at the same time, insists that the community be on the lookout for those who need support from others. 

This may be a difficult workshop for participants who have a hard time seeing that they have the power to help themselves, or at least help themselves to get outside help.  Individuals struggling with depression, isolation, recent tragedies, illness, or other personal loss may have a hard time recalling instances in which they felt hopeful and able to care for themselves emotionally and spiritually. It is important that the facilitator listen for such statements, because the conclusion of the group may represent an ideal moment to privately suggest professional intervention. 

The focus on this curriculum is to explore hope and spiritual/emotional well being.  Suggesting that ongoing support in these areas can be found in God and through communal worship may resonate with some participants but agitate others.  This may be as dependent upon the participant’s specific synagogue and/or rabbi as it is upon the participant him or herself.  Nonetheless, it is important to identify that caring for oneself is a concept central to Jewish thought and essential for anyone charged with the care of others.  This concept may be best conveyed using two examples:

Before an airplane takes off, the flight attendant (or video) reminds passengers that should oxygen masks drop from the ceiling, one should put on their own mask before helping others- even small children.  Why? While helping someone else, you yourself could pass out from a lack of air and neither you nor the person dependent on you will be aided.

The Gemara asks: If you and another person are drowning and there is but one life preserver, who gets it?  The answer, according to the rabbis, is that you take the life preserver for yourself and then, once safe, devote your energies to keeping the other person afloat.

Depending on the composition of the group, it may be useful to identify that participation in discussion and study groups is itself an act of self-care. 

Session Goals

· To explore the concept of self-care and compare it with professional support, informal support networks, etc.

· To identify traditional/textual sources on self-care

· To use various texts to gain insights into a variety of Jewish views on self-care as a Jewish value

· To apply these texts to current issues in the lives of participants

· To encourage participants to increase their application of self-care

Guiding Questions

1. Why is self-care a Jewish value? Is it a uniquely Jewish value or a universal one? How do you know? If it is a universal value, what can be uniquely Jewish to its application? 

2. What are the various ways people take care of their own needs?

3. What are some Biblical examples of self-care? 

4. Which of the selected texts speak most to you?

5. Which of the selected texts speak least to you?

6. Do any of the selected texts have meaning to you given the current state of world affairs?  To the current state of affairs in your life? 
7. How do you currently care for yourself? How do you care for others? 
8. Who in your life helps take care of you? How so?
In his “Facilitator’s Guide” to this third section, Dr. Kramer emphasizes the critical tasks of “terminating,” such as: giving participants a “heads up” that the series is drawing to a close and that they need to prepare for the ending and transition to incorporating the lessons learned into their daily lives; clarifying what “self-care” is and how one can increase one’s skills in this area; encouraging participants to identify opportunities for increased self-care in their day-to-day lives; helping participants review and discuss their experience during the workshops; thanking participants for their active involvement; and looking out for signs that a participant may need further help, such as referral to a mental health program.

Sample Text Handout 

Workshop III: Self Care

Do not worry about tomorrow’s trouble, for you do not know what the day may bring. Tomorrow may come and you will be no more, and so you will have worried about a world that is not yours!

Talmud Bavli, Tractate Yevamot, 63b

In a place where no one behaves like a human being, you must strive to be human!

Hillel, in Pirke Avot 2.6

Despise no one, and call nothing useless, for there is no one whose hour does not come, and nothing that does not have its place.

Shimon ben Azai, in Pirke Avot 4.3

Do not give yourself over to sorrow or distress yourself deliberately. A merry heart keeps a person alive, and joy lengthens one’s days.

Wisdom of Ben Sira, chapter 30

It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.

Pirke Avot 2:21

Days are scrolls; write on them what you want to be remembered.

Bahya Ibn Pakuda

IV. Conclusion and Appendices

Appendix A

Secular Voices on Hope

Hope is itself a species of happiness, and, perhaps, the chief happiness which this world affords: but, like all other pleasures immoderately enjoyed, the excesses of hope must be expiated by pain; and expectations improperly indulged must end in disappointment.

Samuel Johnson (1709–1784), British author, lexicographer. Letter, June 8, 1762

“Hope” is the thing with feathers—
That perches in the soul—
And sings the tunes without the words—
And never stops—at all—

Emily Dickinson, “Hope” is the Thing with Feathers, (written c. 1861, published 1891).

Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out.

Václav Havel (b. 1936), Czech playwright, president. Disturbing the Peace, chapter 5 (1986, trans. 1990).

Hope is the feeling you have that the feeling you have isn’t permanent.

Jean Kerr (b. 1923), U.S. author, playwright. Felicia, in Finishing Touches, Act III.

Hope is the most sensitive part of a poor wretch’s soul; whoever raises it only to torment him is behaving like the executioners in Hell who, they say, incessantly renew old wounds and concentrate their attention on that area of it that is already lacerated. 

Marquis de Sade (1740–1814), French author. Letter, February 20, 1781, to his wife, from Vincennes prison. 

Hope, the patent medicine
For disease, disaster, sin.

Wallace Rice (1859–1939), U.S. poet, editor. Hope.

Ah, Hope! What would life be, stripped of thy encouraging smiles, that teach us to look behind the dark clouds of today, for the golden beams that are to gild the morrow. 

Susanna Moodie (1803–1885), Canadian author. Life in the Clearing, chapter. 1 (1853).
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