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Dealing with the Trauma after Covid 
 

 In March of 2020 the Covid 19 virus came to this country with a vengeance.  The 

hospitals were overwhelmed with Covid patients and hundreds of thousands died.  As a result 

of this virus, schools and businesses were forced to close and people were told to quarantine, 

wear masks and practice social distancing.  Many of us experienced the indescribable pain of 

losing a loved one or a friend.  All of us were forced to separate ourselves from loved ones and 

friends and experience disruption to our daily lives.  All of us faced the fear of exposure to this 

deadly virus and what it could mean to us. The experience of Covid has been a trauma for us all.   

A traumatic event is defined as an extremely stressful life occurrence where there is a 

perceived or actual threat to a person’s safety that happens “outside the range of usual human 

experience.”  Most of us go through life using expectations of predictability to guide us through 

the day.  In a traumatic event, these expectations are destroyed.  During Covid, our 

expectations for what the world should be were shattered causing stress for us all.  Traumatic 

events such as this pandemic or like 9/11, twenty years ago this upcoming week, can create 

catastrophic stress that can have long lasting impact on the community and the individual. 

Every individual and community experiences trauma at different levels of severity.  

Some individuals and communities are able to carry on through trauma with resilience while 

some people and communities need greater support to deal with the psychological 

consequences of dealing with such stresses.  However a person copes with such stressors, part 
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of the new reality after a traumatic event like the pandemic is the likelihood that the person 

and affected community will have been changed by the experience of the trauma and will 

incorporate it into their mindset moving forward.  In some cases trauma can even lead to 

significant emotional, spiritual, and psychological growth. 

An important way that trauma experts say that we should seek healing in a time of 

stress is to connect with others, particularly those who are our regular systems of support.  At 

the core of Judaism’s response to trauma is the encouragement to seek out connections to 

other people.  The Talmud provides a story illustrating the profound power of community to 

help in healing from suffering.  Once Rabbi Yochanan fell ill and his friend Rabbi Hanina went to 

visit him and asked, “Are your sufferings welcome to you?”  Rabbi Yochanan replied, “Neither 

they nor their reward.”  Rabbi Hanina said, “Give me your hand.”  Rabbi Yochanan gave him his 

hand and Rabbi Hanina raised him up from his sickbed.  The very act of feeling another person 

reaching out and making human contact lifted Rabbi Yochanan up from his suffering.  This story 

is an illustration that in times of stress people instinctively look to gather with the community 

for support.  A stressful aspect of the pandemic was that we were forbidden to gather in person 

in community to help deal with this trauma.  We were able to gather virtually over zoom and 

the fact that we have such technology was a significant help, but it just was not the same as 

being able to be together.   

Another way that trauma experts work to help people cope with such stressful 

experiences is through storytelling.  A person telling their story allows them to begin to wrestle 

with the distress they have experienced and equally important, to begin to make meaning of 

the experience.  By telling their story the person can slowly begin to integrate the trauma into 
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the narrative of their life, assimilating the trauma into their new reality.  Significant aspects of 

our Jewish story are the result of creating narratives to deal with collective trauma.  When the 

Second Temple was destroyed, the ancient Rabbis created a new narrative to help the Jewish 

people survive the trauma.  In the Talmud we are told that when Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 

appeared before the Roman General Vespasian during the siege of Jerusalem he told Vespasian 

that he accepted the Roman destruction of the Temple, but he made one request, that he be 

allowed to create the first yeshiva in the city of Yavneh.  He believed that God now wanted the 

Jewish people to move from focusing on sacrifices at the Temple to study of Torah.  In response 

to one of the worst traumas in our people’s history Rabban Yochanan created a new way of 

being Jewish.  This story in the Talmud is an illustration of the Rabbis acceptance of this 

transformation.   As we move forward from the pandemic, our Jewish tradition provides a 

model for how we can form a narrative to help us make meaning of the trauma of Covid.   

 The experience of ritual is an additional powerful tool to cope with traumatic 

experiences.  According to trauma expert Martin DeVries, “rituals help individuals control their 

emotions, order their behavior, link the sufferers more intimately to the social group, and serve 

as symbols of continuity.”  The recitation of the Mourner’s Kaddish is a significant ritual 

moment in dealing with the trauma of the death of a loved one.  Most people are surprised to 

learn that the Kaddish says nothing about death; it is an Aramaic liturgical poem that 

repeatedly praises God’s great name.  Over time it became associated with mourning and now 

it is an essential ritual in Judaism to recite Kaddish when mourning the death of a loved one.  

The actual words of the Kaddish are secondary in importance to the ritual practice of its 

recitation that serves as a symbol of our mourning.   
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Jewish tradition has also developed a prayer called gomel for a person to recite upon 

living through or witnessing a life threatening event.   The prayer is recited in the presence of a 

minyan.  The person who has experienced the event stands in front of the group and recites, 

“Blessed are you, our God Eternal, Your majesty fills the universe-through your generosity I 

have experienced your goodness.”  The group then responds, “May the Source of goodness 

bring you goodness at all times.”  This ritual helps the person engage in several positive 

psychological and spiritual steps in dealing with trauma.  It requires the person to connect with 

the community.  It allows the person to share with the community the story of what happened 

to them.  This ritual connects the person to Jewish tradition through the recitation of a Hebrew 

prayer in our traditional prayer service.  Throughout our lives we have expectations of what 

should happen in our world.  Traumatic events upend those expectations and cause us to face 

the reality that much of life is mysterious and outside our control.  The recitation of this gomel 

prayer has us recognize the mystery that is beyond our understanding and then provides us 

with hope for the future that whatever beneficence allowed us to survive will continue for us 

into the future.   

As we continue to cope with the trauma of Covid, let us pray for a time in the upcoming 

New Year when this virus can be fully under control and we can join together in reciting this 

gomel prayer thanking God for allowing us to live through this event.   
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