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Abstract

The paper examines various aspects of the relationship between

Judaism and counseling, including: theories of personality and

development, counseling and psychotherapeutic processes, and special

issues and concerns in dealing with the Jewish co:mmunity. The paper

is based on a comprehensive review of both Judaic and counseling

literature, and points at many similarities, as well as some

differences, in theory and practice.
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Ben Bag-Bag said: Delve in it (the Torah) and delve in it

(again), for everything is included in it. (Avoth 5:22)

When I undertook this study, I was somewhat skeptical of the

application of these ancient words of the Talmud to modern counseling

theory and technique. I am not skeptical anymore. The review of the

literature in which we shall presently engage demonstrates that

classic Jewish sources predated and anticipated modern counseling

theory by hundreds, even thousands of years. The Torah - the

all-encompassing Jewish heritage of law and ethics - has in fact a

special branch devoted to character development and behavior

modification - that of "Musar". An exact definition of Musar is

almost impossible, but let us nevertheless see Epstein's definition

quoted by Gottlieb (1975, p.112), and use it as a tentative guideline:

The improvement of moral- character through a process of self-

education. This process consists of three stages:

(1) The subjugation of all evil desires and impulses through
-

the constant discipline of the will-power.
..

(2) The recognition ,of' one's own faults and failings as a

result of honest self-analysis and self-criticism: and



Judaism and Counseling

4

(3) 'nle conscious effort at the improvement of character,

making of virtue a second nature.

Alas, this definition is too brief to suffice - in truth, this

entire paper may be viewed as a definition of Musar.

However, Judaism - in the form of Musar - encompasses an

extremely broad spectrum of theory, process, and concerns, all of

which we will hopefully touch upon - although necessarily briefly. It

is therefore worthwhile pointing out specifically, the fact that the

counseling encounter is actually alluded to in the Bible. We find in

Proverbs [Mishle] 12: 25: "[If there is] a worry in the heart of a

person, he should remove it, and gladden himself with a good thing."

The sages Rabbi Ami and Rabbi Asi in Talmud Yuma 75a lend this

"removal" complementary interpretations. One holds it to mean simply

"he should remove it from his mind", while the other takes it to mean

"he should remove it by speaking it over with others". The

commentators (see Rashi, Malbim) explain how the interpretations

complement each other, and the end of the verse: A person who has a
..

worry in his heart should remove it by speaking it over with his

friend, who will console him and give him advice on how he may gladden

his heart.
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Yet this but a small example of the amount of modern theory to be

found in the Torah. Let us proceed to examine in detail the theories,

processes, and concerns, of classic and modern Judaic sources, in the

light of modern counseling theory.

However, we must note that the paper does not attempt to

distinguish between counseling and psychotherapy. The distinction

between the fields is at best vague and ill-defined (see Stefflre and

Burks, 1979) and for our purposes, there is no reason to require us to

resort to a distinction, as in underlying theory, the two fields are

essentially congruent. For the most part, we will attempt to utilize

the viewpoint of the behavioral school of counseling.
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PART I: The Judaic Theory of Personality and Development

Free Will vs. Determinism

Every man is endowed with free will; if he desires to bend

himself toward the good path and to be just, it is within his

power to reach for it, and if he desires to bend himself toward

the corrupt path and to be wicked, this too is within his power

There is none to either force things upon him or decree

things against him ... but he alone, of his own free will, with

the consent of his mind, bends to any path he may wish to

follow. (Rambam [Maimonides], 1965, Laws of Teshuvah 5 :1-2;

Spero, 1980, p.36) .

Thus expressed, Judaism's view of the cause of behavior, stands

in direct contradiction to the views of behaviorism, expressed by

Skinner (1974):

Operant behavior is called voluntary, but it is not really

uncaused; the cause is simply harder to find. The critical..
condition for the apparent exercise of free will is positive

reinforcement, as the result of which a person feels free and

calls himself free and says he does what he likes or what he



Judaism and Counseling

7

wants or is Eleased to do ... . Man is perhaps unique in being a

moral animal, but not in the sense that he behaves morally; he

has simply constructed a social environment in which he behaves

with respect to others in moral ways (pp. 54, 231).

Rambam (1975, Eight Chapters, chap. 8) proves that Judaism

maintains that "all of man's actions are given over to him... .

'!here is no compulsion on him nor is there any external cause which

makes him incline toward a virtue or a vice, except for his being

disposed by temperament so that something is easy or difficult for him

. ..," from both Biblical and Rabbinical sources, and the very

foundation of religion, "If man's actions were done under compulsion,

the co:rmnandments and prohibitions of the law would be nullified and

they would all be absolutely in vain, since man would have no choice

in what he does ... . Reward and punishment would also be sheer

injustice. .. ."

Yet, we find on the other hand, clear manifestations of

determinism in Halakhah (Jewish Law). Some major examples are..
provided by Spero (1980). These include such critical concepts as

'1.

"hazakah" (behavioral norm), "um'dena" (presumptive expectation) and

"anan sahadi" (lit. "we testify", similar to a norm established by
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custom) . Spero cites numerous examples of the application of such

concepts to behavioral patterns. Although he also notes ~hat the use

of such concepts is circumscribed, it is clear that absolute

libertarianism is not neCessarily the attitude taken by Judaism

regarding human behavior. On the contrary, from such Halakhic

concepts it is clear that Jewish sources clearly recognize that human
;

behavior sutmits to enough regularity to make rational action

possible. Even more indicative of Jewish acceptance of behavioral

theories of human adjustment is Rarnbarn's analysis of character traits

and behavior based on social-learning theory, which we will examine

extensively in pt. II.

However, it is equally clear that behavioral and genetic

determinants cannot account for such uniquely human characteristics as

choice, intentionality or creativity. Skinner maintains that man is

not unique in his moral behavior, yet he is unable to explain man's

sense of morality - why a human being will sacrifice his life out of

loyalty to a symbol or belief. We are thus left with a ,dilemma we

must resolve - to what extent do each of the two contradictory factors.
of free will vs. determinism influence and cause human behavior?

A resolution of the dilemma is provided by Rabbi E. E. Dessler

(1964). He discusses the two sides of the issue, and likens the
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proponents of either position to two people gazing at a rectangular

piece of paper from different perspectives. One person is only

looking at the paper's surface, whereas the other only sees the width

of the page. If not for the fact that they know that the surface view

and the side view do not contradict each other, they would each

believe that the other's description of his l?erspective was

incorrect. Why in fact is there no contradiction? Because the

surface and width are two distinct dimensions which coexist, and

simply represent different traits of the object observed. Similarly,

human behavior is neither exlusively free, nor exclusively determined,

but is both free and determinable, depending from which viewpoint

behavior is observed. A similar thesis was advanced by Carr (1961).

In explaining the extent to which a person's free will determines

his behavior, Rabbi Dessler utilizes the following analogy: When two

nations go to war, the actual battles occur at the front. The area

behind the lines of either side is not under contention. If one

nation should emerge victorious in battle, and push its adversary back

sane distance, then when they engage again in battle, the engagement
..

will take place at the new front, while the area the one nation had

just conquered would be behind the lines and its sole possession.

Thus, in fact, there is only one front, although potentially the

entire area of both countries is under dispute.
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Free will may be understood in a similar manner. Every person

has free will, but only at the point where behavior he has consciously

decided to engage in, meets up with behavior which results from social

learniIB and is adopted by habit. This point or boundary is not fixed

but is in a constant state of flux. 'Ihe positioning of the boundary

is dependent on the result of a person I s interactions with the

physical environment, his own physical limitations, and interpersonal

challeIBes. If a person in a specific area follows an existential

course, taking responsibility for his destiny, and acting on the basis

of a subjective, personal, conscious decision, then that area of

contention falls into the realm of free will. If, on the other hand,

the person simply copes with the issue, allowiIB his environment,

physical limitations and inter-personal challenges to evoke within him

a reaction based on previously internalized behavioral determinants,
, -

then that area of contention falls into the realm of determinism.

As in the analogy of the two warring countr ies, so too in the

conflict of free will vs. determinism, the actual area of battle, the

front, is very restricted. On either side of that front are areas not..
under contention, which may be the result of previous conscious

decisions, or caused by behavioral determinants, which may be firmly

entrenched. Yet, no matter what the original cause of the behavior in

question, it must be internalized by an educational process. We may



Judaism and Counseling

11

take any given behavior, place it on a continuum, and measure a person

against that scale. We will find that parts of that behavior - or

trait - were originally generated by a conscious decision to strive

towards a goal - which that person then set out to reach by

self-education and training, whereas other parts were originally

generated by societal determinants which were then internalized by the

person. Wemay thus view all behavior as the result of a process of

education - the difference being in the cause of the behavior in

question - is it internally-generated, or externally- imposed. This

does not bear in any way on whether the behavior under examination is

positive or negative~- both positive and negative behaviors (in terms

of religious ideals, which beside keeping the Halakha involves

definitions of behavioral normality, which we will discuss in pt. II)

can be either results of free will or determinism.

While not negating the importance of positive behavior which has

been externally-imposed and internalized, Judaism, as an existential

religion, sees "mitzvat anashim mi-lumada" (Isaiah, 29:13) - rote

performance of commandments - as a lower-level of religious
..

observance, and Rabbi Dessler and others (cf. Rabbi Levovitz, 1980

p.132; Rabbi Sher, 1936) stress the preference for fulfillment of

religious precepts intentionally - as a result of a conscious will to

perform the commandments, and as the result of a free choice and


