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          I have watched aghast at the news of the Fort Hood, Texas massacre by—of all people—a psychiatrist.   
          This was a one-of-its-kind event.  The wonder is that it hasn’t happened before—if not by a physician, then by another soldier, given the pressures and terrors of war that reverberate through a military base.
“Heal Thyself”

          This violent disaster is a heartbreaking example of the importance of “Physician, heal thyself.” That biblical phrase, so often repeated in popular culture, alludes to the willingness of physicians to heal others while sometimes being unwilling or unable to see that they are also in need of healing. 

          Like others in the medical profession, Major Nidal Malik Hasan took an oath that includes a promise to “…abstain from whatever is deleterious . . . .”  Clearly, Major Hasan snapped.  We can surmise that the stresses of his job contributed to a compromised mental state, even as more news surfaces about extremist religious ties.  
          Some people will take it as evidence that psychiatrists are crazy, just as they suspected!  It’s truer to say that some psychiatrists, even many, are attracted to the profession because of their own personal issues.  At the same time, it is also true that having a grounded awareness of their own very human inner conflicts also helps make many of them better physicians, because they have greater empathy for their patients.  But how does one acquire a grounded awareness? 
          The snap of this doctor’s tether to sanity emphasizes the importance of therapists having done their own work, seated in the patient’s chair. It also underscores the importance of a psychiatrist having  support from within their own ranks, not just to begin, but to continue—over the long haul—in the difficult work of listening to the pain of others.
          Doing their personal work cannot afford any guarantees, but it is an essential step in the professional preparation of anyone who is to successfully provide psychiatric treatment.  Likewise having the ongoing support of other psychiatric professionals, in handling challenges that arise, greatly increases the probability that they will maintain a truly healthy and effective response to life, and to treating their own patients.
“Trauma Is Contagious”
          The violence at Fort Hood prompted me to locate a passage I had read in Judith Lewis Herman’s Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 1992).  These are some of Herman’s comments about working with traumatized patients:  “Trauma is contagious.  In the role of witness to disaster or atrocity, the therapist is at times overwhelmed.  She experiences, to a lesser degree, the same terror, rage, and despair as the patient…The therapist may begin to experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder…Engagement in this work thus poses some risk to the therapist’s own psychological health…Therapists who work with traumatized people require an ongoing support system to deal with these intense reactions.  Just as no survivor can recover alone, no therapist can work with trauma alone.”
 

          I have spent years in the patient’s chair, slowly and surely working through painful memories with my own listening and caring psychiatrist.  I feel sympathy for those patients who were in Major Hasan’s care and may now feel that their sorrows burdened him—or may feel anger at him for betraying a trust that, as a professional, he could handle the weight of their pain.  For reasons we may never know, he didn’t heed the signals from his own heart that he needed help.

A Stranger to One’s Heart

          The catastrophe at Fort Hood is a reminder that it is possible to complete medical school and to pass the rigorous psychiatry board exams and still be a stranger to one’s own heart.  It is hard to screen for emotional integrity through interviews or written tests, as any human resources professional can attest.  Major Hasan’s superiors are doubtless as horrified as the rest of us, though that is no comfort to families of the victims. 

          My hope is that people with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder—and I am among them—would not respond to Major Hasan’s actions with personal despair.  Instead, my wish for them is that they would realize this:  the vast majority of psychiatrists and psychotherapists are in the profession because they care deeply about the well-being of their patients.   Virtually all of these professionals take on this challenging work because they want to help people become whole again.  

          Of course, the victim’s families have themselves suffered horrific personal trauma in their loved ones’ violent deaths.  For them, too, my wish is that they will find it possible, in time, not to judge the psychiatric profession by this isolated incident, and that they will feel, rather than ashamed or wary, secure in seeking professional support to help them heal.
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