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Mental Health and psychotherapy: How the Torah world has evolved and the challenges
patients and therapists must consider
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Ruach Ra’ah: Tremendous Halachik sensitivity for mental well being
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The Sages taught: In the case of a city that is surrounded by gentile troops or a river that has
swelled beyond its banks, and this also applies to both a ship tossed about at sea and an
individual who is being pursued by gentiles, or by thieves, or by an evil spirit, which may lead
him to harm himself, they sound the alarm even on Shabbat
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The Gemara (Taanit 22b) relates that if someone is “pursued by a ruach ra’ah,” understood by
Rashi as mental turmoil or melancholy, they are allowed to fast even on Shabbat (ordinarily a
forbidden act) to counter it

Status of a Shoteh
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§ The Sages taught: Who is considered an imbecile? One who goes out alone at night, and one who
sleeps in a cemetery, and one who rends his garment. It was stated that Rav Huna said: One does not
have the halakhic status of an imbecile until there are all of these signs present in him at the same time.
Rabbi Yohanan said: He is considered an imbecile even due to the appearance of one of these signs. The
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§ With regard to someone who is at times sane and at times insane, at the times when he is sane. he is
considered halakhically competent for all purposes and is obligated in all the mitzvol. And when he is
insane, he is considered insane for ail purposes. and is therefore exempt from the mitzvot.

Various levels of a Shoteh- in and out of sanity vs. complete insanity
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Neither a sale nor a purchase involving a mentally incapable or emotionally unstable individual
is binding, nor are the presents he gives effective. Instead, the court must appoint a guardian for
such a person, just as it appoints guardians for minors.
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Part 2: Considerations in earlier Poskim to seeing therapists- Why the bad rap about
psychologists and therapy?

May one see a non Jewish psychologist?
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Difference between going to non Jewish doctors and psychologist
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Rav Moshe reasons that since psychological therapy relies “entirely on the many words they
speak with the patient to know what thoughts he suffers from, and they advise him how to
behave,” one must fear that they may at times give advice against the laws of Torah and even
against the fundamentals of faith or norms of modesty. By contrast, he notes, a secular doctor
treating purely physical ailments with medications poses less spiritual risk, as “their heresy has
no connection” to the treatment. Rav Moshe therefore rules that one should seek a therapist
who is a Torah observant Jew, or at least obtain assurances from a non-religious therapist
“‘that they will not speak anything contrary to matters of faith or mitzvot of the Torah.” If such
conditions are met (and the therapist is a qualified expert who can be trusted to keep their
word), then it is permitted to undergo therapy.

Harsher language expressed about working with therapists at all
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Extreme opinion: Can we rely on evidence based medicine which relies on data from Jews vs.
non Jews
(1762-1839) nyp |n'o nyT NI* 1910 onn N"iw .11

'NONII PTNNNY DT NNX NWRY IT IXI9 AT XDIN NWY OXT N0 T"op "o 2"win ivan D n"an mal
0"IDYY IT XIS NWY DX M7 WA In X7 110 ¢y 119" PTNNIY INK R "7 1107 NINK QWX N1
A"y T "1 A"y K™ ™A 2" 1" nawa 'MnxkT N oY on'w "'oian "R 'RT Divn 9" na
A"UYW RYX PTRNNY DTR "9RIWY 1T ARI9N NWYY InI7 11¥IN D" "'91a 7an "wnii DXpY I7ONRT ININR
... " X7V "N 9"a APTRNK K7T (1D AT 7w INKI9T 7y non7 7'n

Poskim demonstrate sensitivity to Mental lliness
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HaRav Asher Weiss, Responsa Minchat Asher 134 (Certain excerpts)

A student who is devout and G-d fearing suffers from Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD)
and for the most part is unable to say a bracha or shema according to halacha, and sometimes
spends a lot of time trying to say G-d's name properly to no avail, and experiences a lot of
anguish. According to the doctors who are experts in this [condition] the treatment is to never go
back in prayer, and if he does not feel he said the prayer properly, he should not make another
try. In this way, the doctors hope to save him from his distress.

It is the halacha that the first obligation a person has is to do whatever is required to find healing
from this illness and for this it is even permitted for him to bypass and not do mitzvot in the
Torah...

And this I learned from the Chatam Sofer who wrote of a child deemed to be insane and
answered whether it was permifted to send him to an institution where they will take care of him
and there is a chance of healing him and taking him out of the category of "insane" and making
him obligated in mifzvot. However, this institution has non-kosher food...



And this is similar to that which Chazal say in BT Yoma 85b, that "one may violate one Shabbat
so that he [later] can keep many Shabbatot." So if we do not allow him to skip mitzvot even a
little, he will never heal and will continue skipping mitzvot. It is preferable because of his distress
that this is the way to go.

HaRav Asher Weiss, Responsa Minchat Asher 128 (Certain excerpts)

And the source for these things we find in the Midrash of Tehillim 45, "My heart whispers good
things" is to say that if one cannot confess with his mouth, his heart can whisper in teshuva, and
G-d will accept his confessions; and David says to Shlomo, my son know G-d your father, and
serve him with a full heart and free soul.”
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Responsa of the Titz Eliezer (R' Eliezer Waldenberg) 12:18:8

And also in dealing with the topic of saying Berkat HaGomel — | saw an important Rabbi from
Israel who wrote to pasken in respect to the mentally ill and these are his words: “It seems to
me that also mentally ill, even though it doesn’t [obviously] lead to life-threatening situations
they are nonetheless required to bless because it is also in the category of the sick person who
is healed... and the law is that anyone who is healed need to bless birkat hagomel, yet perhaps
we should exempt him from blessing Gomel because his healing isn’t clear considering that he
might have a relapse and it shows he wasn't actually healed! But anyone who clearly healed
should bless.”

Part 3: Practical Challenges in the realm of the therapeutic process

a. Lashon Harah for Shidduchim/Business Deals
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The heter of speaking about another “L'To’eles”:
a. Don't have to believe everything that you hear as fact.
b. Can't exaggerate and one has to stick to the facts.

If you are telling someone something to release one’s anxiety then it is I'toeles.
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Listener can even side with a discord to alleviate stress and minimize a machloket- the therapist
can listen and validate if the intent is to diffuse the situation
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18. Rav Eliezer Melamed Peninei Halakhah, Family Chapter 1:18
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Depends on the type of psychological treatment/approach
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Trying to better understand one’s parents and judging favorably
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19. Abusive Parents Chapter 1:19
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(1) Honoring parents / Abusive parents- trying to gain some perspective
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(2) There is the need, indeed, to distinguish between parents who are prone to lose their
understanding and give in to anger, raising their children in an uncompromising rigid fashion,
and yet whose basic intent is positive and between those who are cruel and behave in a sadistic
form towards their children. To the first group, honoring and judging giving the benefit of doubt is
due. However, sadistic behavior endangers body and soul, and therefore it is imperative to stop
it. And we need to support and strengthen the child that suffers sadistic abuse, and make clear
that this suffering has nothing to do with the child being guilty of anything. All the more so when
we are speaking of sexual abuse. It is clear that we need to rescue such children from such
expected dangers. (And it is important to be aware that there is also need to differentiate
between disgusting and ugly behavior and sexual abuse, and there are those who err on this
and create difficult problems.)
(3) Indeed, even in such a terrifying and complicated reality, one needs to find a way to give the
evil parent the benefit of doubt, and explain to the child that the behaviors that the parent




engages in are forbidden from the outset, and one should never ever repeat them, and yet that
the parent seems to suffer from a condition or iliness, whether physical or spiritual, and so the
parent sinned. The more the child can understand that the parent that abused them is sick, the
more the child will be able to make sense of the moments of kindness that the parent engaged
as if the parent was a regular parent. The child will be able to remember fondly those moments,
and they might form the basis of the child's strength for forming good and healthy bonds with
their own future children.
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(2) Question: Does the mitzvah of honoring parents apply to parents who are evil, who
transgress constantly, or maybe there is the case of parents who destroyed their virtues so
much that the children are exempt from honoring them?
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Other Practical challenges to consider

21. Going to therapist of the opposite gender

Hakirah 33 © 2023 322 : Hakirah: The Flatbush Journal of Jewish Law and Thought

Halachic Decisions Are Determined by How the Question Is Presented: Cross-Gender Therapy
By: SEYMOUR HOFFMAN®*

A few years ago, the chareidi director of a mental health clinic under ultra Orthodox auspices in
Bnei Brak believed that there was a lack of consensus on whether cross-gender therapy was
permissible. He believed that poskim had not formally addressed the halachic appropriateness
of it, and therefore directed the following question to Rabbi Yitzchak Zilberstein:

The Question Posed by Dr. Michael Bunzel to Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein

Question: As part of the treatment given in a mental health clinic, some cases require a deeper
and longer relationship with the patient than in standard cases. For example, anxiety or light
depression can be treated without going into deep marital and emotional issues. But the
treatment of personality problems and crises of life occasionally requires a deep relationship
between therapist and patient. In our clinic, we are in need of guidelines whether to prefer
treatment by a therapist of the same sex or whether to direct patients solely on the basis of
professional classification. As the director of the clinic, am | obligated to enforce segregation



between the two sexes despite the severe objection of the staff members who are not “disciples
of the Yeshivah world?”

Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein's Response After a lengthy halachic analysis, Rabbi Zilberstein
concluded that the administrator of the mental health service is obligated to ensure the
separation between the male doctor and female patient and the female doctor and the male
patient. If this is not possible, one should consult the rabbi of the hospital regarding each case.

Dr. Bunzel summarizes: The result of my inquiry is a psak written by R. Yitzchak Zilberstein,
shlit’a, who answers questions internationally on issues of medical and psychological import.
Signed onto his psak are the Gedolei HaDor of our generation, in addition to leaders from
different sectors.

Current signatures include: HaRav HaGaon Chaim Kanievsky, shlit’a, HaRav HaGaon Shmuel
HalLevi Vozner, shlit’a, HaRav HaGaon Aharon Leib Shteinman, shlit'a, HaRav HaGaon Nissim
Karelitz, shlit’a, HaRav Hagaon Shimon Ba’adani, shlit’a, HaRav HaGaon Shmuel Auerbach,
shlit’a, HaRav HaGaon Shmuel Kamenetsky, shlit’a, HaRav HaGaon Gershon Edelstein, shlita,
HaRav HaGaon Yehuda Silman, shlit'a, HaRav HaGaon Mordechai Gross, shlit’a. More
signatures are still arriving from Israel and abroad. | also encourage others to sign on other
rabbanim whose opinion is respected in your local community.

Attached you will see the psak which everyone can read for themselves, which effectively says
that psychological treatment should be rendered by therapists of the same gender. Exceptions
need to be clarified on a case-by-case basis with a competent rav and expert mental health
practitioner who can justify exceptional cases.

As far as | know, this is the first time (perhaps since the gett of Klives 250 years
ago) that so many gedolim have joined together in a basic position of psychology and
psychiatry. We should all be positively overwhelmed with the message implicit in the
great number of signatories. Mental health care has become accepted and even
encouraged in the religious community; indeed, it is a fact of life. The purpose of the psak
is to delineate the parameters under which therapy will be consistent with the spirit and letter of
halachah. This psak is a guide to which setting should be used in the case of Torah observant
individuals.

A Similar Question Posed by the Author (Seymour Hoffman) to Rav Naphtali Bar-llan
Rabbi Naphtali Bar-llan, communal rabbi in Rehovot, Israel, was presented with the following
question by this author:

Question: | work as a psychotherapist in a chareidi mental health facility where men and
women are provided with psychological treatment. Is it permissible for therapists to treat
patients of the opposite sex? After a lengthy halachic analysis, Rabbi Bar llan concluded: The
central question is whether we should entirely forbid men to treat women (as a preventative
“fence™ to the Torah laws, nmY aro(, or should the matter be left to the discretion and the yiras
Shamayim of each individual therapist. Similarly, one could deliberate whether a specific



therapeutic method should be entirely precluded. | maintain that the matter should be left to the
discretion of the psychologists, and each one will decide according to the methods of treatment
that he has to offer, and according to his own yiras Shamayim, whom he will treat and in which
manner. This also reflects the view of our Sages (Kiddushin 82a) who do not entirely forbid
professional occupations that involve close contact with women.

Trying to be a kinder community in the realm of supporting mental health

22. See the Intro of Rav Rimon to the sefer Nafshi B’sheilati, by Rabbi Yonatan Rosensweig and
Dr. Shmuel Harris
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Letter of Endorsement for the Book Nafshi Beshe elati

There are many discussions in the Gemara and Rishonim regarding the
category of “shoteh” and its definition. For example, the Rambam writes
(Hilkhot Edut 9:9): “The testimony of the shoteh is invalid by Torah law,
because he is not obligated in the commandments. Not only a shoteh who
walks around naked, breaks vessels, and throws rocks, but anyone with
mental impairment such that his judgment is constantly impaired....”
The topic here is not how to relate to the shoteh, but rather regards his
definition as someone obligated in commandments. There are many
sources that say so, and then there are others that are “concerned lest
he become mentally impaired” (Bava Batra 147b, and others). Meaning,
there are halakhic guidelines that take a sick person’s mental state into
account (here too we can discuss whether the problem is the fact that
his mental state will be impacted, or whether the concern is that this will
lead to a physical illness; for example, in the case of the person “seized
by a bulmos” in Yoma 83a-83b).

Over the course of history, and especially in our generation, we
can see greater and greater sensitivity to people’s mental state and to the
proper ways to deal with them.

In the last decades, and in particular in recent years, there has been
significant progress in the world of mental health. The halakhic world
can give instructions in cases of mental health problems, but even more,
can give strength to those suffering from these problems. The more a
rabbi is aware of the world of mental health and the halakhic principles,
the more he will be able to help those who suffer.

For example,  have seen many cases in which proper work of rab-
bis in cooperation with psychologists and psychiatrists treating people
suffering from OCD helped their treatment significantly. In these kinds
of cases, halakha is capable not only of providing instruction but of aid-
ing the treatment itself.
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Another example is aphasia. After a stroke or another traumatic brain
injury, difficulties with speech and understanding can develop. In apha-
sia, a person is able to understand, but their ability to speak and express
their thoughts in words is impaired. Because of this difficulty of expres-
sion, the community may act in inappropriate ways, or ignore the situ-
ation. I gave a talk about this a year ago (upon the invitation of Koach
Eitan, an organization dedicated to raising awareness about aphasia). A
week later, someone approached me and told me that he saw someone
in synagogue suffering from aphasia, approached him, and helped him
follow along in the siddur, and he saw how much it helped. The more
the rabbinic world is aware of mental health challenges such as these,
the more we will be able to help halakhically and practically.

A community is measured by how much attention it pays to those
who suffer physical and mental difficulties, and by whether it knows how
to respond properly to them.

The work of Rabbi Yonatan Rosensweig together with Dr. Shmuel
Harris is extremely comprehensive and important. They took all of the
major topics in this field, and invested both in thoroughly understanding
the realities and the relevant sources, and in the way to practically apply
them. This book also contains ample material for anyone interested in
studying this topic. In this way, the book is also a resource that will, God
willing, encourage further study of these important issues.

The authors possess great merit, as their work provides strength
to people struggling with mental illness.

With God’s help, may we all merit good physical and mental
health, and may we be sensitive to those around us, to strengthen and
encourage them, both those struggling with physical illness and those

struggling with mental illness.
May God’s blessing rest on you,

Yosef Zvi Rimon




