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An “Unorthodox” Therapy of an Ultra-Orthodox Adolescent
Judith S. B. Guedalia, Ph.D. Leah Haber, Ph.D.

Acting out can be an expression of a conduct disorder. When a person
experiences conflict, his or her frustrations are often played out through
inappropriate behavior, of which there are many subcategories. In the fol-
lowing case report, we will discuss an instance of conduct disorder and the
effective cognitive therapy as best exemplified by Colin A. Ross’s model.
It must be noted that not only the therapy model used but also the referral
itself can be described as “unorthodox” given the cultural realities of this
case, as will be seen.

The Patient

The patient, whom we will call Yisrael, was a sixteen-year-old boy
from a close-knit hasidic sect that, like many haredi groups, sets strict pa-
rameters on its members’ lifestyles. These communities are not open to
the attitudes or developments of secular society and attempt to shield their
members from its influences. Nonconformist behavior is frowned upon and
eliminated, especially violations of Orthodox Jewish law (halacha).]

Yisrael had already been expelled from one yeshiva entirely and from
the dormitory of another because of repeated incidents in which other boys
sexually stimulated him, brought him to ejaculate, and he did the same to
them. Yisrael stressed that finding willing partners was not difficult and he
never forced anyone to participate.

Understanding the Jewish position on masturbation is essential to ful-
ly grasping the severity of Yisrael’s conduct disorder. According to Kitsur
Shulhan Arukh, a popular work on Jewish law, “spilling seed” is among the
most severe prohibitions in the Torah, similar to that of adultery. Loss of
any potential for creating life is comparable to killing, and therefore one
who engages in it is ostracized. Many restrictions are placed upon the Jew-
ish male so that he should not come to perform this sin: he is not allowed
to think about women in a sexual way, he is not allowed to watch animals
copulating, certain foods are prohibited at night, and he may only sleep on
his side, not on his back or stomach.2 For a boy who cannot — or does not
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Cross-Gender Therapy: Views of Rabbis and Practitioners

Seymour Hoffman, Ph. D.

Recently, the focus of attention of religious/haredi mental health prac-
titioners has been on the issue of whether it was permissible to treat and be
treated by a therapist of the opposite sex.

Several months ago, the haredi director of the mental health clinic that
is under haredi auspices, raised in the staff meeting the issue of the halachic
propriety of religious/haredi therapists treating religious/haredi patients of
the opposite sex and informed the staff that he plans to raise the issue with
Rabbi Yitzchok Zilberstein, a highly respected decisor and halachic au-
thority for the hospital. The author who was employed as a supervising
psychologist at the clinic, decided to explore this issue via the interservs
of two orthodox mental health professional organizations, Nefesh Interna-
tional and Nefesh Israel, which comprise orthodox mental health practi-
tioners from Israel and the diaspora and also with a rabbi that he consults
with regarding halacha-psychotherapy issues.

Below are a selection of the many comments and views of rabbis and
mental health professionals that appeared on the interservs (and backchan-
nelled) regarding the highly sensitive, important and relevant topic, cross-
gender therapy, interspersed with the author’s comments.

1. Rabbi Yaacov Ariel, Chief Rabbi of Ramat Gan was asked the fol-
lowing question:
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Comment: (S. H.) Rabbi Ariel’s response to the question of same sex or
different sex therapists, in my humble opinion, reflects insufficient famili-
arity, knowledge and sensitivity to psychotherapy and the psychotherapeu-
tic process. The suggestion of stationing a staff member (“apitropus”) in
the treatment/evaluation room, besides compromising confidentiality and
being economically unfeasible, is also counter-therapeutic as psychologi-
cal treatment involves a process of developing trust, openness and confi-
dence over a period of time. The stationing of a female staff member (if
not for the purpose of doing cotherapy treatment) in the therapy room may
be communicating to the female patient that men cannot be trusted, which
is counter-therapeutic, especially to women who were victims in the past
of physical and sexual abuse by men. It is clear, when indicated (sexually
abused patient, dati/haredi patients) that one should explore in the begin-
ning with the new patient regarding their feelings in working with a thera-
pist of the opposite sex and respect their wishes.

I think from a professional and therapeutic point of view, that it is in-
judicious and counter-productive (if not administratively unfeasible when
there is a preponderance of one of the sexes that receive/deliver psycho-
logical treatment) to insist that all patients be seen by same sex therapists,
as there are patients who feel that they can derive more benefit by being
treated by a therapist of the opposite sex (either because of highly negative
and traumatic experiences they had undergone with same sex significant
figures in their lives or their wish to be treated by a therapist of the oppo-
site sex for the purpose of having the opportunity to undergo a “corrective
emotional experience” by being treated by an accepting, supportive and
empathic therapist of the opposite sex after suffering from exploitation,
degradation and rejection by significant people of the opposite sex in their



a female co-worker. I understand that some methods of therapy are more
problematic with regard to [the arousal of] *“sinful thoughts’ than others.
My halachic ruling does not relate to any specific method. It leaves the
decision in the hands of the psychologist when to continue the therapy
and when to discontinue it. If the psychologist sees that a certain method
of therapy is problematic, he will have to consider whether he should con-
tinue and utilize it.

The central question is whether we should entirely forbid men to treat
women (as a preventative " fence” to the Torah laws — “7n% 30 Wy ”),
or should the matter be left to the discretion and the yirat shamayim of
each individual therapist. Similarly, one could deliberate whether a specific
therapeutic method should be entirely precluded. I maintain that the matter
should be left to the discretion of the psychologists, and each one will de-
cide according to the methods of treatment that he has to offer, and accord-
ing to his own yirat shamayim, whom he will treat and in which manner.
This also reflects the view of our Sages (Kiddushin 82a) who do not entire-
ly forbid professional occupations that involve close contact with women.
Ezra the Scribe even instituted that peddlers pass through the villages and
go from house to house to sell perfume and jewelry to the women.

May Hashem bless all those who perform their holy tasks in accordance
with our holy Torah.

Comment: (S. H.) It seems to me that Rabbi Bar-Ilan is simply saying
that if the therapist is involved in “active listening”, as he should be, there
is little room for “hirhurei aveirah”.

Rabbi M. Feinstein contended that people can sit on the beach if re-
quired for health reasons if they feel they can focus their thoughts appro-
priately (Igrot Moshe EH 1:56). It appears that Rabbi Bar-Ilan’s responsa
is consistent with Rabbi Feinstein’s views since he also relies on the “yirat
shamayim” of the therapist. If he feels that the treatment of a specific pa-
tient is causing him or her to sin, he will feel obligated to either terminate
the treatment and transfer her to another therapist or discuss the matter with
his supervisor or colleagues; if he still feels emotionally/sexually involved
with her, he will feel obligated, halachically and professionally, to termi-
nate working with her. And since Rabbis Feinstein, Shternbuch, etc. are of



the opinion that people should only be treated by G-d fearing therapists,
the danger of transgressing Torah prohibitions is significantly decreased if
not eliminated.

Below is the question sent by Dr. Michael Bunzel, the director of the
haredi clinic mentioned above who is of the opinion that “there was a lack
of consensus on the issue and that poskim had not really been formally
addressed as to the halachic appropriateness of cross-gender therapy”, to
Rabbi Yitzchak Zilberstein:
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Rabbi Zilberstein concludes that the administrator of the mental health
service is obligated to ensure the separation between the male doctor and
female patient and female doctor and male patient. If this is not possible,
one should consult the rabbi of the hospital regarding each case.

Below is a selection of comments by religious mental health practition-
ers, dati and haredi to the topic under discussion:

1. Comment: (Dr. Chana Bar-Joseph)
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2. Comment: (Dr. Robert Lebovits)

I am not sure I understand the question being posed, or more pre-
cisely, why this question is being framed only in regard to therapy
with chareidi clientele. If there is a halachic requirement that clients only
be seen by therapists of the same sex, surely that ought to hold for all
our Jewish clients of whatever religious orientation they might have.
On the other hand, if it is not mandated by halacha but rather a mat-
ter of cultural sensitivity why is psychotherapy being singled out from
other healthcare specialities for accomodations? Shouldn’t men only be
seen by male physicians, nurses, OT/PT therapists, etc. and vice ver-
sa for women so as to not disturb the sensibilities of chareidi patients?
I fear that by pursuing a policy of matching therapists and clients by sex



we are inferring a unique character to psychotherapy that implies it needs
to be viewed with more concern and suspicion than any other healing art
and its practitioners are somehow less professional in their behavior and
ethics. Psychotherapy is certainly a very intimate experience, perhaps more
so than any physical examination or treatment. Yet it is grounded in the
principle of trust that derives from the knowledge that therapists will not
exploit or take advantage of clients in any way. Anything can be brought
up in treatment safely, even romantic impulses toward the therapist, and
will be addressed therapeutically for the client’s benefit. Any attempt to
preclude or limit the client’s experiences so as to avoid material that might
come forward is not serving the client’s best interests.
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4.1 am a haredi therapist from New York and I do couple, family and
individual treatment, the latter with women only since my rabbi prohibited
me from treating men in individual therapy, neither dynamic nor CBT, and
B. H., I have had success in my endeavors.

5. Comment: (Dr. Robert Lebovits)

I find the therapist’s actions troubling because they were clearly self-
serving. The psak she  received prohibiting her from treating men indi-
vidually means that she is unable to engage in standard practices inherent
to marital and family therapy. It is common and often times most therapeu-
tic for a spouse — or a given child — to be seen alone to examine personal
issues that may be impacting the relationship or family dynamics. Thus
any accomodation she makes so as to continue to treat couples and families
as per her halachic parameters comes at the expense of the clients for her
benefit, not theirs. She has no idea to what degree her inability to meet with
husbands or male children may be chilling the therapeutic process when
such contact would be especially valuable.



I have real concerns when “innovations” in practice are driven by hala-
chic rather than therapeutic considerations. The therapy was not kosher, only
the therapist. I do recall reading articles in regard to the potential dilemma of
yichud in individual treatment and how that can be managed. Obviously, the
shaila of yichud is only relevant when the therapist and client are unrelated
and of opposite sexes. If cross-gender therapy was considered impermissible,
why would it be necessary to concern ourselves with the potential for yichud?
MDs have no greater cheskas kashrus than therapists and are equally likely
to violate boundaries, yet poskim have no problem with a mumcha of either
sex treating both men and women? Effective family and marital therapy
typically involve occasional individual contacts with spouses or children of
the oppposite sex according to many experts in those modalities.

6. Comment: (Nachum Klafter, M. D.) Observant therapists and physi-
cians have been treating patients of the opposite sex for many decades with
full guidance from their rabbonim.

There are two central, halakhic principles which form the basis for a
presumption that professionals are capable of carrying out their profes-
sional duties with clients of the opposite gender while observing appropri-
ate professional and halakhic boundaries.

7990 on7eaya M (literally “a professional is mentally preoccu-
pied with his professional work”), also referred to in the halakhic
literature as ynox%=2 pow. This principle states that there exists in
the halakha a presumption that professionals in the course of their
work will maintain a professional frame of mind and will relate
to their clients in a professionally appropriate manner. This is
why physicians are permitted to examine female patients who are
undressed, whereas in an ordinary, non-professional setting, the
halakha forbids men from deliberately gazing at the female form.
Although this reasoning behind the principle is intuitive, its ap-
plication to professional psychotherapy requires an understanding
of the underlying halakhic prohibitions, which are not intuitive.
I will therefore review the basic Talmudic and halakhic sources.
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