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Psychology and Judaism: (see publications) The title of this essay immediately raises the question of the possible relationship between psychology, imagined to be a universal scientific discipline, and Judaism.  How, that is, that a profession usually associated with medicine be affected by religion at all?  When we recall that our perceptions of psychology as a scientific discipline are still largely shaped by the methodologies of the natural sciences and medicine,
 we see that this question is no less relevant today than it would have been in the nineteenth century, when psychology was deemed “the offspring of philosophy and experimental physiology.”

We must be clear at the outset, therefore, that the term psychology here does not refer to neuro-physiological parameters that may affect human behavior.  Rather, we take up psychology as an idea that guides systems of normative conduct, emanating from one’s beliefs about the meaning of life and death.  In introducing psychology as a system of ideas affecting behavioral patterns of everyday life, we have in mind not only Jerome Burner’s notion of “folk psychology” (Acts of Meaning, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990) but also the idea of psychology as a set of culturally shaped Platonic ideas that mold one’s world view, nowadays internalized very early in life due to the socializing power of the media.  Our underlying assumption is that deeply entrenched beliefs about what makes society and psychological growth possible operate today as Platonic ideas, or meta-codes, for interpreting and assigning meanings to life.  These codes usually are inculcated through the religio-cultural environment surrounding people during crucial periods of their life.

That events and personal experiences always take on meanings that are socially determined was best argued by Gregory Bateson (Steps to an Ecology of Mind, New York: Ballantine Books, 1972), who equated the processes of interpretation to a telecommunication mechanism.  In such a mechanism, a signal is differentiated from noise because the former constitutes an accepted pattern of redundancy that helps the receiver (who recognizes it as a signal only because it is redundant) understand the meaning of the message.  The repetitive regularity of a telecommunicative noise turns it into a perceptible, meaningful message, a fact that implies, in turn, that “the concept of redundancy is at least a partial synonym of meaning” (p. 414).  Similarly, to make sense of their world, people acquire redundant regularities of meaning from the religious-cultural systems to which they are repetitively exposed.  This means that if you scratch the surface of any norm regulating psychology or psychotherapy, you will find behind it a theology or a theosophy that has manifested itself in various secularized norms and interpretations of reality.  The result is that, through Max Weber’s sociology of religion, which argues that social norms usually are secularized patterns of religious ethics, we may comprehend, for instance, how, in Iranian-Shiite culture, death in a suicidal war can be perceived as a direct path to paradise and as a desirable form of self-actualization.  Similarly, by tracing the Calvinist-Protestant work ethos, we can understand the American secular WASP’s contrary view that salvation and actualization come only through hard work and that one belongs to the “elect” only if he succeeds materially.

What emerges from this approach is the recognition that there is, in fact, a distinctive psychology of Judaism and that, contrary to the misguided notion of the “Judeo-Christian tradition,” we must differentiate between the conventional Christianized psychological norms predominating in the west and the Jewish ethical system.  Arthur Cohen points out in The Myth of the Judeo-Christian Tradition (New York: Schocken,  1971;p. XVIII) that, “the Jewish factor in Christian civilization...was all but obliterated.”  It was “reclaimed, rather like a prehensile tail” largely through the fiction that whatever was once Jewish is now Christian, such that Christianity itself constitutes the “larger more sophisticated economy” of the “new Jews.”  But contrary to this pervasive view, an examination of how the Christianized West was affected in the sixteenth century by Protestant individualism, while Judaism remained highly collective, shows how two essentially different psychological systems emerged.

In this regard Matthew Arnold’s classic distinction between Hebraism and Hellenism is pertinent.  William Barrett (Irrational Man, New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1962), who studied Arnold’s dichotomizing conceptualizations, explains that the core differences between the two cultures revolve around the phenomenon of “detachment.”  While, allegedly, “detachment was for the Hebrew an impermissible state of mind, a vice rather than a virtue” (p. 76), Greek philosophy was constructed on the ideal of detachment: “the word ‘theory’ derives from the Greek verb theatai which means...to see and is the root of the word theater.  At a theater we are spectators of an action in which we ourselves are not involved...the man of theory...looks upon existence with detachment” (p. 77).

Consequently, we might argue that the contemporary individualistic psychology summed up in the motto “do your own thing” is embedded in a Greco-Christian idea of detachment.  By contrast, the still dominant collective Jewish I-Thou doctrine of “Arevim” (bondsmanship), discussed in detail below, which deems each Jew responsible for his brother, is unique and serves as a canonical guide within Jewish institutional life, represented, for instance, in operations such as Hadassah and the United Jewish Appeal, which take care of and responsibility for Israel.

Before speaking more specifically about the uniquely Jewish psychology, let us better understand how, through a process of apologetic compartmentalization, many Jewish psychologists have disguised the specific Jewish ethic and the distinctive psychological paradigms it created.  This apologetic process begins with Freud himself, who, in Moses & Monotheism (, in describing the psychology of the “Oedipal man,” posited that human growth is possible only through symbolically killing — that is, detaching oneself from — one’s father.  This approach continues in the work of contemporary Jewish psychologists (among them orthodox rabbis), who, in their attempts to reconcile Freud’s Christianized Oedipal psychology, must apologetically bracket their own Jewish ethical orientation.

Freud, an emancipated nineteenth century Jew, accepted the Hegelian-Marxian idea of progress, which postulated that the world’s history develops deterministically through a continuing series of conflicts in which the young and fit replace the old, decaying class or nation.  In positing his parallel Oedipal theory, Freud explicitly understood that the religion of the new “Pauline Oedipal” son replaced the religion of the old Mosaic father, now to be considered a fossil (pp. 109, 111, 113, 175).  In portraying psychoanalysis as an unavoidable confrontation with one’s “Oedipal original sin” — the guilt of killing and replacing the old unfit father — Freud argued:

Paul, a Roman Jew from Tarsus, seized upon this feeling of guilt....  This he called original sin: it was a crime against God....  In reality this crime...has been the murder of the Father....  Paul, by developing the Jewish religion further became its destroyer....  Christianity marked a progress in history....  From now on, the Jewish religion was, so to speak, a fossil....  The way in which the new religion came to terms with the ancient ambivalency in the father-son relationship is noteworthy....  The fate of having to displace the father it could not escape.

Deeming this process of Oedipal development to be universal, Freud repeatedly stated that “it is the fate of all of us to direct our...first hatred and our first murderous wish against our father” (Complete Psychological Works, Vol.4, London, Hogarth Press, p. 262).

Two patterns of detachment emerge clearly from Freud’s Oedipal psychology and from western individualism at large:

1)
the Hegelian-Marxian intergenerational detachment following from Freud’s developmental theory of Oedipal growth, and

2)
the interpersonal theory of Darwinian egoistic detachment via the process of survival of the fittest, which may be recognized today as the psychology of detachment that says, “Do your own thing.”

To illuminate how these doctrines impinge on Jewish psychological formulations, we turn to two cases involving a contemporary Orthodox psychologist.  Through these examples we shall see how reconciling Freud with Judaism leads to a distorting of the unique Jewish psychology of teshuva (repentance) and, moreover, blurs the differences between the western notion of an ego-centered psychological Darwinism and the Jewish collective psychology of bondsmanship, referred to above, which recognizes the possibility of self actualization in helping the other (alter-centrism).

The Freudian psychologist Moshe Spero, an Orthodox Jew, describes his treatment of a Baal-Teshuva — a secular Jew who came to accept Orthodox religious beliefs and practices — who identified with the Talmudic rabbis Aqiba and Resh Laqish.
  The former, who started his studies at the age of 40 years, gave the newly observant Jew the hope that he might still be able to master the intricacies of Talmud study; the latter was a fitting model because he became a known Talmudic scholar even though he once was a highway gangster.  Spero (p. 152), probably one of the most prolific writers in Jewish psychology, reports proudly that instead of fostering this man’s identification with these Talmudic heroes, whom Spero denounced as folkloristic figures, he helped him succeed “over the course of several months” to excavate his “deeply suppressed hate for his parents.”

In a second case,
 Spero attempted to reconcile the Jewish notion of bondsmanship, which refers to a condition under which “the arev-bond undertakes almost completely the role and obligations of the other” with the psychoanalytic process of “transference.”  The problem is that, by superimposing apologetically the Jewish communal notion of bondsmanship on the individualistic process of psychoanalytic “transference,” the collective, egalitarian idea of mutuality inherent in bondsmanship is distorted.  Transference refers by definition to a non-egalitarian process in which a powerful psychoanalyst uses his “knowledge” (as Michel Foucault indicated) to control, or, better, to manipulate, the analysand to take responsibility for his or her unconscious “resistance:” projections and sexual attraction toward the analyst.  The state of bondsmanship, by contrast, especially in the common Talmudic notion that “All of Israel are bonded to (and so responsible for) each other” (B. San. 27b), refers to the egalitarian notion of unconditional mutual responsibility that each Jew has for his or her fellow.  To be sure, in transference the psychoanalyst undertakes an overall measure of responsibility for the total psychotherapeutic process.  But transference, in which an analysand is manipulated to accept the analyst’s interpretations of his or her unconscious drives (because, after all, laymen are unable to decipher the language of the unconscious), constitutes an apologetic and cynical reduction of the communal psychology of the Jewish doctrine of bondsmanship.

Paradoxical dialogues in Midrashic interpretation: Contrary to this apologetic trend, in which Jewish psychologists bracket their Jewish commitments and attempt to prove that the Jewish heritage illustrates Freudian ideas, it is possible to trace to the Rabbinic system of midrashic exegesis the roots of the contrary, pluralistic-democratic ideas of freedom to choose one’s own interpretation of life and worldly events.  A definitive account of how this psycho-philosophical principle of dia-logic co-existence derives from the midrashic system of hermeneutic pluralism is in order.

Diverse hermeneutic systems take different stands on the ability of a single datum to support more than one meaning.  Some psychological hermeneutics adhere to a dialectic either/or principle, which finds it necessary to replace a false interpretation that is eliminated with the one true explanation that has been identified.  In dia-logic systems, by contrast, two interpretations may co-exist.  The first, Aristotelian either/or system is embedded in the idea of conflict; the hyphen in the dia-logic principle of paradox, on the other hand, is rooted in the Platonic or Buberian I-thou idea, according to which truth stands between two co-existing, alternating or even opposing positions.

Interestingly, this principle of paradoxical interpretations stands at the foundation of many ideas central to Judaism.  These ideas include the notions, for instance, that God’s midat hadin (quality of rigorous sternness) and midat harachamim (quality of merciful compassion) co-exist.  At the very heart of Rabbinic Judaism, indeed, stands the concept of the written and oral Torahs, both revealed by God even though, prima facie, their texts seem sometimes to contradict each other.  In interpreting canonical documents, the principle of paradoxical interpretations is further invoked, for instance, to explain the fact that, while the written Torah often specifies the death penalty, the oral Torah condemns as murderous any Jewish court that carries out this penalty even once in seventy years (B. Mak. 7a).

Even as it was used to comprehend contradictions between the oral and written Torahs, so the principle of paradoxical interpretations applied in the resolution of apparent contradictions within the written Torah itself.  A classic example is the verse, “And the Lord God said, it is not good that the man should be alone, I will make him a help against him” (Gen. 2:18).  Gen. Rab. 17:3 explains the two seemingly contradictory concepts, “help” and “against,” by applying a hermeneutic principle that reads them independently of each other.  The woman will become man’s right-hand “help” if he deserves it; but if he does not deserve it, she will turn “against” him.  A similar interpretation makes Israel’s deservingness of future redemption dependent on the freedom of choice to do good or evil.  Here the two contradicting words beita achishena (Is. 60:22), which mean literally “I shall hasten it” (achishena) and “in its due time” (beita), were also read independently (Song Rab. 8:12) to mean: redemption will occur in due time if Israel does not deserve it (beita); but if they deserve salvation, I will hasten it (achishena).

This principle of paradoxical interpretations stands in opposition to “double bind” theories (see G. Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind, New York: Ballantine Books, 1972), which postulate that socialization via “double messages” may lead to psychotic breakdowns.  By contrast, we refer to the Midrashic principle of “Al-tikrei,” which means literally “don’t read,” and is a catch-phrase for the full sentence, “Don’t read (the biblical text) as it is written, but, by switching or changing the letters, read it in a different way to reveal an alternate meaning.”  The relevance of this paradoxical principle in the present context is that it entails the possibility of retaining two contradictory interpretations of a textual passage.  This hermeneutic, which has extensive psychological implications, appears about 180 times in the Rabbinic literature,
 and some of its occurrences, in prayers and/or turned into popular slogans, remarkably affected socialization of Jews throughout the ages.

One of the most famous uses of the al-tikrei passages, recited by traditional Jews daily in the morning prayers, refers to Is. 54:13: “All your sons shall be taught by the Lord, and great shall be the peace of your sons.”  Concerning this verse, B. Ber. 64 says, “Do not read ‘your sons’ (banayich) but ‘your builders’ (bonayich).”  Thus, while Isaiah states that peace shall be brought upon the Israelites’ children (“sons”) in general, the Talmud rereads his words to refer to “your builders” in particular, thus establishing a distinct ethical imperative to participate in the rebuilding of the Jewish nation.

In our current discussion, at issue is whether this mode of interpretation intends completely to replace and erase the original textual reading or only to add to it another level of meaning.  Judah Eisenstein, editor of the Otzar Yisrael encyclopedia, answers this question by noting that both Maimonides and Nachmanides stressed that such formulations add an alternative interpretation to the biblical text but do not negate the original reading.  Indeed, Nachmanides held that the hermeneutic idea inherent in the “al-tikrei” form allows even two contradictory interpretations both to be true.  This is possible insofar as the biblical text is sufficiently powerful to endure both meanings.  It is, accordingly, exactly the possibility of such an alternative that creates what I have termed a dia-logic, or alternating, hermeneutic system.  The reading “your builders” does not replace dialectically the original words, “your children.”  The new reading, rather, facilitates the dia-logic possibility of accumulative progress, according to which “your children” become “your progressing developers.”

Having posited that this ancient midrashic system of hermeneutic pluralism possibly comprised the bedrock of the democratic notion of dialogic co-existence, we may proceed now to introduce four different psychological dimensions, the first two entailing a time element and the subsequent two relating to space.  The four subtitles, formulated in a comparative style, are articulated as four systems of psychological dialogues that people usually maintain on various levels with their surrounding environment:

1.
The intergenerational psychology of Abraham’s binding of his son, Isaac (“Aqeda”): Here the possibility of maintaining a total personal identity by rearranging the intergenerational continuity between the “Abrahams” and “Isaacs” will be compared to the Oedipal psychology of intergenerational conflict.

2.
The intrapersonal psychology of return to Judaism (“Teshuva”): In this section the possibility of recomposing one’s failing past according to the idea of repentance will be compared to the deterministic linear time conception of one’s past that follows from the concept of “original sin.”

3.
The interpersonal psychology of bondsmanship (“Arevim”): In this section the communal idea of self-actualization via helping the other (alter-centrism) will be discussed by comparing it to the ego-centered actualization psychology of Darwinian Survival of the Fittest.

4.
The superpersonal psychology of “PaRDeS”: This section discusses two dialogical levels: a) the hermeneutic notion of PaRDeS which provides a dialogical bridge between the rational-physical world and one’s irrational-mystical world, and b) the dialogical system of sexuality, which provides a bridge for regulating the flow of energy between the yetzer (carnal desire) and the yetzira (spiritual creativity).

We discuss each of these psychological paradigms in turn.
The intergenerational psychology of Abraham’s binding of his son, Isaac (“Aqeda”): While not oblivious to the universal phenomenon of intergenerational tension, based on the story of Abraham’s binding of this son Isaac, the Jewish Aqeda psychology nonetheless assumes that maintaining a consistent total identity depends at least partially on people’s ability to reconnect their life story to their ancestral roots.  This is hardly to say that Jewish Oedipal tales, as well as Biblical and Talmudic interpretations, evaded the phenomenological possibility of intergenerational tension, including the presumed incestual drive; they clearly did not.  Of interest to us here, rather, is the differential pattern of the proposed religio-cultural solution  Judaism offered to this intergenerational tension.

Since the Oedipal psychology of intergenerational detachment appears to be congruent with the Hegelian Marxist idea of progress via conflict that can be resolved only by eliminating the old unfitting father, nation or class, the neo-Freudian scenario of psychotherapeutic patricide follows.  As a result, the approach taken in the following excerpt from Fritz Perls’ Gestaltist therapeutic dream analysis (Gestalt Therapy Verbatim, Lafayette: Real People Press, 1969; pp. 221-222) seems not an exception but the rule in most neo-Freudian therapies (F = therapist; J = patient):

F:
So find somebody else to kill...

J:
My mother...how can I kill her?  I want it to hurt....  Oh!  I killed her....  Into the swimming pool, all filled with acid, and she dove in.  There’s nothing left....  You deserved it.  I should have done it a long time ago.  There aren’t even any bones left.  She just disappeared....  And then I sorta felt good.  I should have done it a long time ago.

F:
Say this to the group. 

J: 
It felt good!  I should have done it a long time ago.

One need not be a professional therapist in order to realize that the therapist’s encouragement of this thirty-five year old patient to “say this to the group” is geared to help her to kill her mother symbolically and publicly in order to become “healthy” by separating from her according to the prescribed individualistic Western-American social norm of “detachment.”

Since the idea that psychological or psychotherapeutic growth is possible only via patricide permeates most western theories of personality, it is interesting to compare this idea, available in various versions of the classic Oedipal myth, with Isaac myths.  For though it appears that most of the thematic elements comprising the Oedipal myth were quite popular in medieval tales and fables, these stories are quite different from those presented from a Jewish point of view.  In the Greek Oedipal myth and the Judas Iscariot legend,
 the sons (Oedipus and Judah) marry their mothers, who according to some versions even bear their children.  In various Jewish Oedipal myths, by contrast, the consummation of the incestuous relations is miraculously prevented at the last moment.  Let us follow the sequence of events in a medieval legend about the biblical Joshua, son of Nun (see Rav Pealim, 1894):

The father of Joshua lived in Jerusalem, and his wife was childless, and this righteous man was praying in the presence of his wife, and God listened to him.  And it was so that while she was pregnant, this righteous man tormented himself and weeped day and night non-stop; and this was bad in the eyes of his wife, and she said to him: you should have been happy because God listened to your prayers...and he told her...that he was told from Heaven that this son that will be born to him will decapitate him....  And it was so that when she gave birth and it was a son and his mother took for him a basket (ark)...and she put the child in it and she threw it into the river (Nile), and God arranged for a big fish (whale) to swallow the basked....  And it was the day when the king made a feast for his ministers and slaves and he caught this fish...and opened it and there was a boy crying...and the boy grew up in the king’s palace and he made him the hangman....  And after these things this righteous man (Joshua’s father) sinned against the king of Egypt and the king ordered the hangman to decapitate him and take his wife, sons and property to himself, as was customary those days.  And as he approached his mother to copulate with her, then the whole bed filled up with milk from her breasts.  And he became very alarmed, and he took a spear to kill her, because he thought that she was a witch, but his mother remembered the words of his father, the late righteous man, and she answered him saying: it is not witch-craft but the milk with which I nursed you, because I am your mother, and she told him the whole event, and he immediately separated from her...as he did not know that it was his father, and he repented (p. 23)

Notably, in many non-Jewish medieval versions of the Oedipal myth, the father-killing theme is entirely lacking, and the incestuous marrying of the mother ends in a dialogic rearranging continuity.  An example is the famous Gregory legend, in which the son, after discovering that he is married to his mother, not only repents but is allowed to become Pope (see Gesta Romanorum, 1891).  The fact that Freud, nonetheless, chose the patricidal Oedipal myth as a key narrative for the construction of his dialectic paradigm of growth and progress demonstrates that it was not only the incest theme but its concomitant theme of patricide that Freud believed characterized human development.

Again, while in the famous medieval legend about Pope Gregory, an incestuous relationship between mother and son is actually enacted, in the Jewish version of this tale, which appears in various anthologies under the title Mamzer Talmid Chacham (“The Talmudic Scholar Bastard”), the actual consummation of the incestuous relationship is prevented at the last moment, as happened in the fable concerning Joshua.  In one version for example:

the husband sat and heard the whole story, and he was utterly startled: it became clearly known to him that this woman was his mother...and (he) gave praise and gratitude to God, for bestowing upon him great charity, so that he did not commit such a grave sin as to depend sexually on his mother.

Nonetheless, as alluded to earlier, it is not the denial of the intergenerational tension — including the incestual drive — that characterizes Jewish socializing dicta.  Rather, the focus of those dicta is the need to overcome this natural trend.  Indeed, B. Shab. 130a states:

It was taught: R. Simeon b. Gamaliel said: “Every precept that [the Israelites] accepted with joy, e.g. circumcision...they still observe with joy.  But every precept that they accepted with displeasure, e.g. the forbidden degrees of consanguinity [incest]...they still perform with strife [quarrel].”

Even commentators such as the famous Maharal of Prague (see Chidushey Agadot Hamaharal, part 1) note that it is natural for people to be sexually attracted to their immediate kin.  It appears, therefore, that only the Hegelian theme of progress via patricidal replacement is distinctive  in the story of Oedipus.

It further is clear that Freud chose the patricidal story of Oedipus as his paradigmatic narrative even though he was familiar with Judah’s legend, which was cited by his student Otto Rank.  Similarly, he most probably was acquainted with Pope Gregory’s legend, about whom Thomas Mann wrote his famous novel, The Holy Sinner.  It seems rather that the focus upon the Oedipus story which includes the patricidal element reflects Freud's desire to create an emancipated "Godless" universal psychology of personal development which concurs with Hegel's dialectic idea of progress via replacement.   

Furthermore, it is important to point out evidence showing that the dialogical norm of intergenerational continuity was known already in ancient midrashic texts and fostered in the Jewish tradition.  Emphasizing how Israel’s anti-incestuous nature differed from the dialectic mode of progress of gentile nations, the ancient (first or second century) Midrash Tanhuma (Vayeshev) stated:

Why did the Scripture engage in writing their [the gentiles’] genealogy...except...to publicize that they are all the children of incest.  And so it says: “The sons of El’phaz: Teman, Omar, Zephi, Gatam, Kenaz, Timna, and Am’alek” (1 Chron. 1:36) and [in the Torah it says], “Timna was a concubine of El’iphaz” (Gen. 36:12).  It teaches us that [Elifas] married his daughter...and later it says [about someone else’s genealogy], “Ana the son of Zivon....”  This teaches that Zivon copulated with his mother, and she gave birth to Ana so that he was his brother and son....  But God brought Israel close to him...as it is written, “Yet I had planted thee a noble vine, wholly a right seed” (Jer. 2:21).

To understand how an appropriate resolution to intergenerational tensions was consistently inculcated in Jews, we now may examine the “Aqeda” paradox.  The Aqeda is presented in most Jewish texts as a Kierkegaardian test of faith, meant to condition Jewish “Isaacs” stubbornly to retain faith in the biblical promise of dialogic continuity with Abraham, “even when a sharp sword is laid upon their neck” (B. Ber. 10a).

With this theory of dialogic continuity of progress in mind, we may understand why, on the one hand, even those rare interpretative texts that depict Isaac as having been killed report that he subsequently was brought back to life,
 while, on the other hand, massive child sacrifice, modeled by the Aqeda, was relatively permissible only during the Middle Ages, when, for instance, Jewish continuity was concretely threatened by the Crusaders’ coercion of Jewish children to convert to Christianity.

What we have then are two models of progress:

1.
the dialectic paradigm, in which the idealization of the actual filicidal killing-sacrificing of the son-Jesus may trigger progress via the actual Oedipal elimination of the father-generation, so that the son rules instead of the father;

2.
the dialogic paradigm that idealizes Isaac’s “patricidal” faith in a last-minute avoidance of Abraham’s “filicidal” pressure to facilitate continuity of the son’s ruling after the father.

In conclusion, let us emphasize that the recomposition of total identities by using the Aqeda theme to reestablish intergenerational continuity has been used successfully by many psychotherapists and educators.

The intrapersonal psychology of return to Judaism (“Teshuva”): This inner time dimension purports to encounter the cyclistic meta-code of teshuva with the deterministic linear intrapersonal time dimension of the “original sin” meta-code.  Concurrent with the intergenerational time dimension inherent in the Aqeda psychology, the teshuva meta-code begins from the assumption that in order to maintain a coherent total identity, people need a normative system for re-biographing or recomposing their past failures so that they may be linked into a personal life-story with which they can live.  Thus, if people have internalized the Christian “original sin” meta-code, which, according to Ricoeur (The Conflict of Interpretation, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1981, p. 269), represents “a hereditary vice” and “an original guilt,” then this “Oedipal guilt” cannot be shaken off.  However, if people internalize a belief in the cyclistic teshuva (repentance) meta-code, which means literally “turning,” then they may reinterpret their past failures so that their life story will be recomposed into a new resonant melody.  But how does this cyclistic possibility for recomposing life-stories emerge from a Jewish psycho-philosophy, which the teshuva psychology presumably epitomizes?  One of the most quoted socializing statements about the possibility of teshuva is cited in the name of Resh Laqish, who prior to becoming a major Talmudic sage was allegedly a highway gangster.  He asserts that “repentance (teshuva) is so great that premeditated sins are accounted as though they are merits” (B. Yoma 86b).

Prima facie the translation of this Talmudic assertion into psychotherapeutic terms would mean that from a curative-rehabilitative perspective, a person who experienced failures may declare that he “hopes to have a good past in the future.”  Having been reared to think in Western, historically based terms, we would probably dismiss such a declaration as senseless, because we were taught to believe that our past is a closed book.  Accordingly, we train our ex-criminals or ex-mental patients to redeem themselves either in a present based on a “here and now” existential salvation or in a “not yet here and not yet now” futuristic “clean leaf” rehabilitation scheme, asking them, in essence, to erase or accept their unchangeable failing past.  By advocating such rehabilitation formulas, however, we rarely come to full terms with the problem of whether and how people are really capable of trading or integrating their old “Mr. Hyde” selves with reborn, “clean leaf, Dr. Jekyl” ones.

In essence the question is why Western people must hide their past failings.  Why should we not  be able to correct our past in order either to bridge the cognitive gap that separates the amnestic death of that failing past from an existential “here and now” rebirth, or to minimize the “cognitive dissonance” brought about by the psychoanalytic confrontation between our conscious, guiltful past and our neurotic present?  Indeed, by examining the possibility of rehabilitation within the political sphere, we may learn that powerful people are rarely satisfied with a “clean leaf” schema that allows them only to do their best in the future without erasing the possible social stigma that they incurred in their doubtful past.  Consequently, we feel sympathetic to such people if they demand a re-reading of their failed past.  Similarly, in concluding his study about federal witnesses whose past life and identity had to be buried and erased in order to protect them from potential revengers, Fred Montanino stated:

the witnesses’ protection experience tells us that...we construct reality from the world around us, and past life and interaction are essential parts of this construction....  The protected witness experience teaches us further that...we cannot escape responsibility for our own past performance, nor can we easily assume a rightful place in collective social life without some recognition of it.  We cannot totally divorce ourselves from others who have been part of our social life without losing the part from which we seek to divorce them.

Thus, the dialectic divorce from past identity, be it criminal or “schizophrenic,” advocated by the “new leaf” rehabilitation formula seems insufficient and even unworkable when examined through such extreme cases as Protected Federal Witnesses or degraded political personalities seeking rehabilitation.

Accordingly, Resh Laqish’s statement about teshuva must be understood as a Talmudic effort to institutionalize a social-cultural norm by which repenters will not merely be given a new chance from now on but will be granted full “biographic rehabilitation,” actually being permitted to correct, reinterpret, or assign new meaning to their past failures.  Otherwise, it would be impossible for premeditated sins committed in the past retroactively to be “accounted as merits.”

This psychology for recomposing one’s failing life history would seem inconceivable if it did not derive its normative social legitimation from a canonical system of hermeneutic tradition. Indeed, a careful examination of Talmudic and midrashic interpretative methods reveals that this is precisely how biographies of Biblical sinners are retroactively recomposed.  While the Rabbinic literature provides abundant examples of re-biographing, here I introduce by way of example only the classic case of King David.

David’s adulterous sin: The story is related succinctly at 2 Sam. 11:3-4: “And David sent and inquired about the woman.  And one said, "Is not this Bathshe'ba, the daughter of Eli'am, the wife of Uri'ah the Hittite?  And David sent messengers and took her; and she came in unto him, and he lay with her.”  But while the Biblical description is straightforward in describing David’s sin of adultery, B. Shab. 56a offers an initial revisioning of the episode:

R. Samuel the son of Nahman said in the name of Jonathan: “Whoever maintains that David sinned is nothing but mistaken; for it is written, ‘And David behaved himself wisely in all his ways, and the Lord was with him’ (1 Sam. 18:14).  Is it possible that sin came to his hand, yet the Divine Presence was with him?”

The Talmud reconciles this seeming contradiction by offering a rereading of another biblical verse: “Then how do I interpret [the verse], ‘Why have you [David] despised the word of the Lord, to do what is evil in his sight?’ (2 Sam. 12:9).”  The Talmud concludes that, “David only wished or intended to do evil [adultery] but actually didn’t:”

Rab observed: Rabbi, who is descended from David, seeks to defend him and [so reads 2 Sam. 12:9 in] reverse in David’s favor.  [Thus] the “evil” [mentioned] here is unlike every other “evil” [mentioned] elsewhere in the Torah.  For of every other evil in the Torah it is written “and he did,” whereas here it is written “to do;” [this means] that he desired to do, but did not.

In presenting this creative rereading, the Talmud does not hesitate to admit that Rabbi’s familial loyalty (“who is descended from David”) contributed to his willingness to interpret the verse in David’s favor.  Yet the very subtle distinction between the intention or desire to do evil and the evils that were actually committed is an important step in David’s rehabilitation.

Interestingly while the notion that there was only intention to do evil appears here as a mitigating reinterpretation of what the Bible presents as an actual sin, matters are not so simple as this at all.  Rather, the midrashic re-biographing of David epitomizes the infinite possibilities inherent in a hermeneutic multiple-choice system.  This is clear since, according to a much cited Talmudic dictum (B. Yom. 29a), formulating the “intention” to sin is worse than actually sinning.  To reconcile this apparent problem, in interpreting the continuation of 2 Sam. 12:9, B. Shab. 56a states the following:

“You have smitten Uri'ah the Hittite with the sword:” you should have had him tried by the Sanhedrin but did not.  “And have taken his wife to be your wife:” you have marriage rights in her, for...everyone who went out in the wars of the house of David wrote a bill of divorce for his wife.

This passage reflects the Talmudic principle that “there is no early and no late in the Torah” (B. Pes. 6b), everything having been conceived in God’s mind at the same time and revealed together at Sinai.  Otherwise it would be impossible to claim that the Talmudic dictum that soldiers must deposit a tentative writ of divorce before going into battle (to avoid unresolved widowhood) was already known and followed during David’s time.  The impact of this reading is to claim that there was neither sin nor even intention to sin.

As in most other cases, the Talmud and the Midrash use David’s subsequent full repentance as a pivotal point to begin to reverse, via various hermeneutic methods, the meaning of David’s earlier sins, so that it becomes possible to present him retrospectively as a perfect role model for other prospective repenters.  Indeed, along these lines, one passage states (Shocher Tov, Tehilim 51): “This is what David said to God, ‘...if you accept me, all criminals will make up with you, and everybody will look to me, and I shall testify that you accept repenters.’”

Thus, the hermetic approach to the past embedded in the Christianized “original sin” meta-code and the hermeneutic approach to the past rooted in the midrashic teshuva meta-code produce two diametrically opposed psychological systems.  The linear conception of the past constitutes a hermetic inner time perspective, while the hermeneutic orientation to one’s past emanates from a cyclistic orientation concerning one’s intrapersonal rehabilitative recomposition of his past.

To be sure, according to the hermetic model, reinterpretation of the past is possible.  It differs however from the open hermeneutic paradigm in that it allows only one fundamentalistic, predetermined interpretation.  For example, the psychoanalytic psychologist Roy Schafer (The Analytic Attitude, New York: Basic Books, 1983, pp. 219-224) describes openly how he manipulates his analysands to accept only one reinterpretation of the past, grounded in the “sex-aggression” cause inherent in the “Oedipal original sin” meta-code:

The analyst’s retellings progressively influence the what and the how of the stories told by analysands....  The analyst slowly and patiently develops an emphasis on infantile or archaic modes of sexual and aggressive action.

Moreover, by stressing that in contrast to the hermetic conception of the past only the hermeneutic perception of past failures allows “re-biographing,” one should not be misled to believe that biographic recomposition of one’s past is possible without behavioral changes in the present.  Rather, the first step in the sequence of re-biographing is repentance in a specific present.  This is a prerequisite for re-composing the past, which can be only a second step. 

The story of Jacob’s sons’ callous selling of their brother Joseph (Gen. 37:18-28) serves as a good case in point.  What first appeared to be a sinful act subsequently was reinterpreted by Joseph himself, who assured his brothers retroactively, “As for you, you meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today” (Gen. 50:20).  As step no. 1 in this process of re-biographing, Joseph subjected his brothers to the severest test of repentance, their ability to resist the same temptation to sell or turn in a brother even when circumstances seemed to demand and warrant it.  This was the case when presumably only Benjamin had sinned by stealing Joseph’s cup, leading Joseph to declare, “Only the man in whose hand the cup was found shall be my slave; but as for you, go up in peace to your father.” (Gen. 44:17).  Only after his brothers withstood the test of “absolute repentance”
 did Joseph use retrospective reinterpretation, step no. 2, to rehabilitate his brother’s, asserting, “God meant it for good.”

Indeed, in a series of studies of Israeli ex-convicts who became repenters (baalei teshuva), interviewees frequently used the midrashic reinterpretation method to indicate how their behavioral change in the present allowed them to recompose their past.  One repenter said: “I want to remember this [criminal] period in my life so that I shall be reminded from where I came and to where I was able to go, from a low pit to a high roof.”  Another noted: “I don’t have to forget my past....  Out of bitterness came forth sweetness.”

In the first citation, the famous Talmudic slogan “from a high roof to a low pit” (B. Hag. 5b), which refers to a disgraceful fall from a highly respectable position, was reversed and rephrased to depict “ascent through descent.”  In the second citation, Judg. 14:14 — “from the strong came forth sweetness” — was paraphrased by inserting the word bitterness in place of the word strong.  Likewise, using this method of recomposing life stories in psychotherapy was found to help people to reestablish a comprehensive biographical identity with which they could better live.  In one case, a patient’s frequent visits with his mother previously had been interpreted as inappropriate dependency; the recomposition process re-biographed these visits as favorable efforts to honor the mother.  In another case, a mother’s voluntary devotion to taking care of a sick, lonely woman was perceived by her daughter as a testimony to her own being neglected by that mother; the process of retroactive recomposition facilitated her perceiving of her mother’s conduct as an appropriate “role-modeling” act.

In conclusion, since a similar pattern of successful recompositions of failing life stories was noticed when people suffering from mental disturbances adopted the cyclistic meta-code inherent in the teshuva psychology, it appears that the Midrash provides a reversed law of causality.  Indeed, the late J.B. Soloveitchick, a leading authority in Jewish philosophy and law, appears to state this unequivocally (The Halakhic Man, Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1983, pp. 114-115):

the law of causality, from this perspective, also assumes a new form.  The future imprints its stamp on the past and determines its image....  The cause is interpreted by the affect, moment a by moment b.  The past itself is indeterminate....  It is only the present and the future that can pry it open and read its meaning....  The main principal of repentance is that the future dominates the past and then reigns over it in unbounded fashion.

At the heart of repentance, as we have seen, thus is not the forgetting of the past but the ability to recompose the past so as to use it in constructing a better future.

The interpersonal psychology of bondsmanship (“Arevim”): The communal dimension of the motto “Kol Yisrael arevim ze baze” (“all the people of Israel are sureties one for another,” B. B.Q. 92a) shifts individuals’ focus from psychological time to their interaction with their psycho-social surrounding.  The idea of “Arevim,” which puts the other (alter) in the center, constitutes a diametric opposition to the ego-centered “do your own thing” psychology that emanates from the Darwinian concept of the survival of the fittest.  Accordingly, a clear distinction can be made between the ego-centered psychology emanating from the Protestant self-actualizing-salvation ethic and the Jewish psychology that follows from the alter-centered “Arevim” ethic of self actualizing-salvation through the other.  For generations, accordingly, Talmudic imperatives such as “one who solicits mercy for his fellow while he himself is in need of the same thing will be answered first” (B. Shav. 39a) have expressed the Jewish attitude towards communal welfare.

It is possible to demonstrate how the alter-centered “Arevim” psychology was systematically inculcated from the tribal structure that functioned during ancient times, continued in the interpersonal psychology that facilitated the survival of Hasidic communities, and appears still in such contemporary voluntary associations as Hadassah or the United Jewish Appeal.  To be sure, the interpersonal “Arevim” psychology of alter-centered actualization is not to be confused with a collectivizing psychology such as comprised communism.  While it has been claimed that in collectivizing systems the individuality of the self may be undermined, in the interpersonal psychology inherent in the “Arevim” system, the self — the “I” — is never obliterated but retains a dialogical position vis a vis the “thou” through a process that may be termed “reciprocal-individualism.”

The crux of reciprocal-individualism, the desire to facilitate alter-centered actualization in the “Arevim” community where people are different from each other but not indifferent to each other, was used by the philosopher Hugo Bergman (Dialogical Philosophy, Jerualem: Mosad Bialik, 1974 , pp. 247-248) to explicate the differences between the Hegelian dialectic principle and Buber’s I-thou philosophy: “It is worthwhile to compare the dialogical principle and the dialectic principle of Hegel...[for] Hegel’s synthesis swallows...the thesis and the antithesis into a more engulfing synthesis...[whereas] this is not so among those dialogic philosophers, according to whom the engulfment really preserves both.”  In this way, the “I” remains “I” and the “thou” remains a “thou.”  But what are the ideological-theosophical roots of the alter-centered “Arevim” psychology?

To apprehend the historical components of Jewish alter-centrism, it seems useful to consider the dynamics of give and take.  In his introduction to the Zohar, Ashlag explains how the human desire to receive divine influx would be impossible without perceiving God’s equal or even greater desire, even his need, to give or bestow holiness on the human world.  Similarly, according to Hasidic ethics, the best context for actualizing the pleasure one may derive through interpersonal giving is relationships involving education or love.  In such relationships, self-fulfillment is meaningless until the interacting partner provides the proper feedback to indicate that the message was fully received and perceived.  To visualize how two unequal partners (child and father, student and teacher) can fully convey what they feel or think only through narrowing and contracting the matter or theme to be conveyed, one may use the “funnel” metaphor provided by the Maggid of Mezeritz (Maggid Devarav LeYaacov,  Lublin, 1927, p. 47), the successor of the Besht, the founder of the eighteenth century Hasidic movement:

When the Rabbi wants his student to understand his broad mind, and the student cannot apprehend it then the Rabbi-teacher contracts his mind in talk and letters.  For example, when a person wants to pour from one container to another and he is afraid to spill, then he takes an instrument called a funnel, and by this the liquid is contracted...and he will not spill.  So it is when the Rabbi’s mind is contracted in talk and letters which he says to the student, and through this the student can apprehend the teacher’s broad mind.

Thus, contraction is a prerequisite to alter-centered revelation — giving — in the human and divine worlds.  Divine contraction as a precondition for emanation is best illuminated in Buber’s poetic words (Bepardes Hachasidut, Tel Aviv: Devir, 1963, p. 104):

How could the divine infinite (eyn-sof) become a contracted God which roams the worlds to carry out His creation through acts of contraction?...  Why did the infinite divine, as an absolute personality, vis-a-vis stand nothing, become a personality which stands vis-a- vis a receiver?...  [It is] because of the desire to find a receiver, so that the divine will be able to bestow His light upon it.

Following the above it appears that western ego-centered “do-your-own-thing” psychology encompasses a basic misunderstanding of the need to give.  The kabbalistic analogy of God’s need to give or to bestow may be understood on a human level by picturing an artist’s incurable need to “give” the pictures he paints.  One may imagine that if an artist were locked up for life in his studio to paint as much as he desired but that no human eye was permitted to glance at his work, he would eventually die or attempt suicide.  Consider the self-endangering risks anti-establishment writers are willing to take in totalitarian states when they distribute underground copies of their work.

Self-actualization thus would be largely self-defeating if it culminated in a simplistic psychology of “doing my own thing.”  If I follow literally the “democratic” imperative of “doing my own thing as long as I do not hurt others,” those others might still hurt me by obstructing “my own actualizing thing,” for instance, if they refuse to receive what I want to give as an expression of my self-actualization.  In this sense, then, the line between giving and receiving becomes considerably blurred, with giving becoming ipso facto receiving.  Indeed, reception theory,
 which shifted focus from studying the text and its author to assessing the role of the reader, suggests by its very definition that if there would be no reader to receive the author’s writing (“giving”), his text would be quite meaningless.  Similarly, the declarations “I am a therapist!” or “I am a teacher!” would be rather meaningless if there were no one to receive the therapy or the teaching.  Giving, in this dia-logic sense, is not a unilateral altruistic act of good Samaritanism but a reciprocal process of mutual dependency: A might be willing to receive B’s actualizing-giving under the condition that B or C is willing to receive A’s actualizing-giving.

Now, if reciprocal-individualism, which concurs with Buber’s I-thou stance, stands neither for massifying collectivism (in which one runs away from one’s self into the mob) nor for isolating ego-centered individualism (in which one runs away from the mob), how are we to envision the interpersonal “Arevim” psychology of egalitarian or balanced give and take?  One model can be referred to as the Zebulun and Issachar exchange contract.

The Zebulun and Issachar exchange contract: The earliest sources concerning the contract between the tribes Issachar and Zebulun are the legends and commentary that evolved around the biblical descriptions of these two tribal brothers.  The first elements of the legend were based on Jacob’s blessings of his sons (“Zebulun shall dwell at the haven of the sea; and he shall be a haven of ships....  Issachar is a strong ass crouching down between two burdens;” Gen. 49:13-14) and Moses’ blessings of the tribes (“of Zebulun he said, ‘Rejoice, Zebulun, in thy going out; and Issachar, in thy tents;’” Deut. 33:18).

In the Talmudic period of the second to fifth centuries C.E., Zebulun was described as a merchant, and Issachar’s burden and tents were described as the burden and tents of Torah.  The fact that Zebulun was mentioned first in both blessings, although he was younger than Issachar, gave birth to the famous interpretation that Zebulun and Issachar made a partnership.  Zebulun dwells at the haven of the sea and goes out sailing with his merchandise and earns and gives into the mouth of Issachar, who sits and studies the Torah.  Zebulun came before Issachar, since Issachar’s Torah was due to Zebulun (Rashi on Deut. 33:18).  From a historical point of view it is of interest to stress that, in spite of some evidence indicating that Zebulun was indeed a sea merchant and Issachar a judge, it was a legend, gradually transformed into an ideology, that was translated into a contractual and contractional tradition instructing the rich (not necessarily of the tribe of Zebulun or sea merchants) to purchase their salvation by supporting poor Talmudic scholars.

To lead the reader directly to our major paradigmatic case study, let us skip now from the Talmudic period to eighteenth century Hasidic culture to demonstrate how the Issachar and Zebulun model was revived in Hasidic spiritual-material terms as an alter-centered contract model.

According to Yaacov Yosef (Toldot Yaacov Yosef, Jerusalem: Agudat Beit Vayelifaly, 1963), the student and friend of the Besht, early Hasidim used the doctrine of “form” and “matter” strictly to reestablish the alter-centered contractional relationship that prevailed between Issachar and Zebulun.  Indeed, according to him, an exchange system should prevail between Issacharian form and Zebulunian matter on the interpersonal and the intrapersonal levels.  Hence, he stresses (p. 243):

Since similar to the individuality within one person, the soul and form are not to feel superior over the body and say that it is a holy soul, ...and even more so the body is not to be arrogant over the soul as it holds the soul...as they need each other like a man and a woman, each one being half a body — so it is in the collective, the Talmudic scholars and righteous are not to say that there is no need for the masses, since they support the Torah, ...and even more so the masses are not to say there is no need for Talmudic scholars, or to feel arrogant against them since their livelihood is due to them, ...and so, each one is half and with both together, matter and form whether in the collective or within the individual, it becomes one full person.

The interpersonal “Arevim” psychology exposes the futility of the equality myth that is predicated only on one materialistic salvation ideal as compared to the apparent utility of a social structure with a multiple (Zebulun and Issachar) actualization system.  The difference between the Protestant-Darwinian ego-centered salvation psychology and the alter-centered Zebulun and Issachar actualizing exchange system distinguishes accordingly between multiple roads to one salvation ideal and multiple modes of actualization.

Nonetheless, by tracing the roots of the Zebulun and Issachar interpersonal exchange system, one may realize that the “Arevim” paradigm also comprises an organic socio-psychological theory.  Accordingly, the Hasidic notion of organic interdependency between matter and form (body and soul), which portrays for example the “people of matter” as the congregation’s feet and the “people of form” as its eyes, seems to concur with Emile Durkheim’s conception of modern society in the terms of organic solidarity between various functional sections (organs).

In socio-psychological terms, this organic interdependence may be conceptualized as a two directional process, leading both outside the self and inside the self.  Accordingly, the Zaddik (“righteous teacher”) may reach the other by going outward to meet that other on the other’s level or by going inward to correct his own self, because, in light of the organic “Arevim” principle, the process of “tikun” (self correction) includes correction of the other.

While reaching out on the other’s level constitutes today a popular dictum in various practice theories adhering to the postulates of group dynamics, it is interesting to note that this principle was formulated already in the eighteenth century as a canonical imperative of Hasidic ethics.  This is expressed in Nahman of Bratzlav’s parable of the “indic” (turkey),
 used nowadays as a classic metaphor for psychotherapeutic oriented groups geared to enhancing human relations.  The parable, which speaks of a prince who believed himself to be a turkey and so sat naked under a table and ate only sunflower seeds, is as follows:

While all the doctors hired by his father, the king, could not cure the prince, there was one wise man who got also undressed, sat with the prince under the table, introduced himself as a turkey, and ate sunflower seeds until the prince found it strange that a wise man should behave in such a fashion.  Thus they both decided that turkeys could dress, eat other food, etc., and finally both came out from under the table and behaved like humans again.

The symbolic alter-centered idea of uplifting the other by going down to his level is quite clear in this parable and is conveyed in the very idea that the Zaddik must go down to reach the masses by telling them simple allegoric stories.  But let us turn now to the more radical “Arevim” principle of “tikkun,” which posits the possibility of changing the other’s conduct via self correction.

Although the Hasidic imperative of tikkun refers primarily to the human capacity and obligation to correct the divine disorder caused during the primordial “breaking of the vessels,” it entails also self-correction.  Thus the Besht (Keter Shem Tov, Jerusalem: Rosen, 1975, p. 21) states, “If a person had the opportunity to observe a transgression and he should feel [the need] to correct himself...then he will bring back the wicked person after he includes him through unification.”  Upon initial consideration of this imperative, one may wonder why the anormative behavior of the other should be casually related to the same anormative behavior in myself, and, further, how should my correction of this particular behavior simultaneously correct the other’s behavior?  To understand this process we should distinguish between the one-directional “copying” model of Albert Bandura or between the passive, reflective, looking glass metaphor of Charles Cooley and George Herbert Mead,
 and the double-mirror model of the Besht.  While Bandura construes the possibility of “identification” as one-way role-modeling or “copying” and while, in the Meadian looking-glass model, the self evolves from a social mirroring process, there are no assumptions as to whether and how a role-taker (the one who looks at the social mirror) or the copier affects the significant other’s or model’s behavior in an interactive situation.  However, the double-mirroring paradigm, which may be termed the Beshtian mutual-emulating scheme, proposes a reflective process of double-mirroring, in which both interacting partners are affected simultaneously.  The active-dynamic double-mirror concept assumes that if my interacting partner persistently repeats a certain kind of anormative behavior, then my performance in regard to this specific behavior must have been similarly anormative or insufficiently normative and persistent to serve its reflective modeling purpose.  My correction of this behavior should reverse the process, for unlike modeling, emulation is a two-directional mirroring process.  Indeed, Yaacov Yosef (p. 259) interprets the verse “who is a wise man?  He who learns from everybody” (M. Ab. 4:1) by using the mirror metaphor (about two hundred years before Charles Cooley) by noting: “A wise man is the one who learns from everybody like someone that looks in the mirror and knows his own faults by seeing the faults of his fellow man.”

A common example of such mutual self-correction is when a teacher suddenly lowers his voice to bring attention to the fact that both he and his students have been shouting over one another’s heads.  A similar example involves a parent who notices a child eating in an unmannerly way while important guests are present.  Rather than reprimand the child in front of the visitors, the parent corrects his or her own eating habits in the hope that the child will emulate that behavior.  Mutual-emulation via double-mirroring, by contrast, occurs in a case, for instance, in which a father or politician preaches observance of rules such as traffic laws or honest reporting of one’s income.  If the child or follower indeed corrects his driving or tax reporting, the father or politician may in turn be forced to adhere to his own preaching and to correct a second time a behavior that, at first, he may not in fact have been that concerned about at all.

Indeed, in a research project that compared various clinical supervision methods in family psychotherapy it was found that therapists’ self-corrections (enacted according to instructions received via earphones) were enhanced (corrected twice) when the person treated improved his conduct via emulation that functioned as a mirror for the therapist.

The Superpersonal “PaRDeS” Psychology: If a consensus could be established that at one time or another, and especially during periods of crisis and uncontrollable predicaments, all people have a need to communicate with the transcendental world of metaphysics, then the ecstatic experience should be conceived as the major means for bridging the natural and the super-natural worlds.  The term ex-stasis, meaning to stand outside oneself, is known among students of mysticism as unio mystica, which refers to an effort of the soul to depart from the body in order to unite with a higher divine entity.

Since the process of the soul’s departure from the body encompasses on the one hand the human perception of the death experience while on the other hand it comprises a state of exaltation, our discussion of the superpersonal dimension will be divided into two sections:

a)
The first will present the Jewish “PaRDeS” as a psychological bridge between people’s material-rational world of Peshat (“surface meaning”) and the mystic-irrational language of the Kabbalistic Sod (mystical meaning), which may help them to deal with unexpected calamities and their fear of death.

b)
The second section introduces the ecstatic bridge between the energy producing yetzer (sexual drive) and the super-material state of yetzira (spiritual creativity), which encompasses the mental experience of attaining the muse or the exuberant feeling of romantic love.

Together, these two sections concern the preventative-immunizing aspect of dealing with the irrational fear of death or inexplicable personal predicaments and the possibility of reaching ineffable elated experiences of mental inspirations.

Ecstasy for experiencing mystic “Sod”: To present the Jewish concept of “PaRDeS” (which will be explained below) as a psychological bridge between the rational-material world and the irrational supernatural world of the unknown, let us pose the following rhetorical questions: If Max Weber is correct that since the rise of Protestantism in the sixteenth century we are witnessing in the West the gradual predominance of rational, calculated thinking as a sole criteria and evidence for salvation and divine election, then is it not plausible that socialization would aim to inculcate only the language of rationality?  Likewise, if Michel Foucault (Madness and Civilization, New York: Random House, 1967, p. X) is correct that until the Renaissance “madness and non-madness, reason and non-reason are inextricably involved: inseparable,” while “the end of the eighteenth century affords the evidence of a broken dialogue...in which the exchange between madness and monologue of reason about madness has been established only on the basis of such a silence,” then has not Protestantism indeed banned the irrational thought system?  Consequently, if Western Protestantism has excluded the mystic-irrational language from its text, what happens to people’s eternal irrational fears of the transcendental unknown and the unexpected unrationalizable predicaments that will forever haunt people in our “imperfect world,” as Weber posited?

Now, since ecstatic-mysticism was not banned by Jews, Eastern Shamanists, and pre-Protestant Westerners, our next query could be the nature of the Jewish impact, if any, on conceptions of the ecstatic unio mystica experience, which was perceived as the attempt of the soul to depart from the body.  To begin with, it is of interest to point out that Michael Screech (Erasmus: Ecstasy and the Praise of Folly, London: Penquin, 1988, p. 49), for example, who studied Erasmus’ classic pre-Protestant Praise of Folly, stresses that “for centuries before Erasmus, ecstasy had come to mean the state of a Christian who had been raptured outside himself, his soul ‘leaving his body’ in the process.”  Screech emphasizes nonetheless that Christian notions of ecstasy owe their understanding not only to Platonic thought but also to Jewish scholars, such as the first century philosopher Philo, whose writings were highly influential in shaping the Greco-Western formulations of ecstasy.  One example, Philo’s interpretation of God’s “leading Abraham outside” (Who is the Heir 76-85), will suffice:

“He led him outside and said “Look up into heaven” (Gen. 15:5)....  [He led him] outside of the prison-houses of the body, of the lairs where the senses lurk, of the sophistries of the deceitful word and thought; above all He led him out of himself, out of the belief that he thought and apprehended through intelligence which acknowledged no other authority and owed no allegiance to any other than itself.

Following the brief accounts of the nature of ecstatic unio mystica, construction of a theory that construes ecstasy as a psychological bridge between the natural and the super-natural worlds could be accomplished only by using rational terms to expound irrational experiences, such as fear of death, because our present psychological orientation is by definition rational.  Accordingly, the analogy of the immunization procedure against physical epidemics may be applied to portray ecstatic exercises as immunizations against the fear of death on the metaphysical level.

Thus, if the prescription against the possible contraction of a disease in the physical world requires the introjection of small doses of bacteria, which are presumed to cause a specific disease so that the human organism will develop natural antibodies against the illness under consideration, the same process may be envisioned on a metaphysical level.  If ecstatic unio mystica is perceived in experiential terms that simulate the death experience, during which the soul presumably leaves the body, then the experiencing of doses of “temporary death” may be perceived as an immunization against the fear of permanent death.  On a clinical level this means a reversal of a principle practiced by behavioral therapists.  Instead of asking people to accompany an imagined experience of phobia with relaxation exercises, they are instructed to experience a guided state of ecstasy following their imagined fear of death simulation.  Indeed, in Dialogue with Deviance, my study of the psychosocial dynamics of kabbalistic Hasidism, I interpret the famous Hasidic notion of descent for the sake of ascent as a desensitizing immunization device.  I suggest, accordingly, that one may understand Hasidic normative prescriptions as instructions for overcoming depression or the feeling of failure.  Thus the Besht states, for example, that the verse “‘There is no righteous man on earth who will do good without sinning’ (Eccl. 7:20) [means] that when a person does only good the evil impulse seduces him, whereas when the evil impulse realizes that he has in him a part of the evil inclination, he will leave him alone.”  The prescription against the disease of temptation described by the Besht is thus portrayed as a straightforward immunization manual that may be read as follows: Consume or inject a small dose of germs (e.g., anti-evil impulse germs) that cause the disease that threatens to contaminate you, and your organism will develop natural antibodies against the illness under consideration.

Moreover, the kabbalistic-Hasidic immunization model may be expanded now to include a variety of irrational experiences.  Thus, acquiring the irrational language of mystic Sod may be instrumental in preventing permanent psychotic detachments from reality.  If individuals encounter stress, disaster, or manic joy, for instance, they need not be overly alarmed if they are allowed to understand their resultant experiences (delusions or hearing voices) either in the rational language of reason or in the mystic language of unreason, which they learned to master in the course of their socialization.

Nonetheless, a Cartesian linguistic model will be of little help to the modern person unless a linking dimension is available to enable the bridging between such rational and irrational thought systems.  This linking dimension may be found in the Jewish multifaceted interpretative system known as PaRDeS.  The etymological history of the concept PaRDeS is insignificant, but it is important to know that the term refers generally to the concept that the Torah and other sacred texts may be interpreted on four levels or, rather, according to four different thought systems: P(eshat) (“simple”) stands for the simple, straightforward, literal and rational meaning of a verse, which could be understood as going by the written letter.  R(emez) (“implication”) refers to the philosophical truth inherent in an allegoric or symbolic meaning of a word, derived either by reading the word or several words as an abbreviation of other words, by breaking a word into its constituent elements, or by recombining the letters of the word into a new word in order to derive a new meaning.  D(erash) (“search,” “interpret”) refers to the narrative and ethical interpretation of a word or paragraph by using an analogic story and parable or by using any other method that activates the imagination to expand, broaden, or change the meaning of the text according to traditional midrashic methods. S(od) (“secret”) refers to specific texts that include mystical-irrational interpretations of the scripture according to prestructured paradigms as outlined, for instance, in Kabbalistic books.  For our psychotherapeutic purposes, PaRDeS may be conceived as a threefold scheme in which one may incorporate remez under the general heading of derash, because, on the one hand, it means literally “hint or allusion,” which pertains to mystic sod, and, on the other hand, in actual usage it comprises specific narrative and hermeneutic techniques.

From the present psychological perspective, let us demonstrate that, by incorporating the mystic language of Sod as a normative interpretation outlet, the “PaRDeS” provides a psychotherapeutic bridge between the rational and irrational worlds.  In practical terms this means that if a frightened person rushes to a psychotherapist because he or she heard the voice of or was persecuted by Satan, the therapist could say, “Relax!  You will not be excommunicated as a schizophrenic, for we have a normative bridging system that legitimizes the alternating use of the rational Peshat interpretation and the mystical Sod language.”  Accordingly, this therapist might then proceed to help our frightened “patient” by using Job’s dialogue with God, which ended in God’s justifying and compensating Job, or by using kabbalistic or midrashic paradigms for normalizing the hearing of voices.

The predominate efforts to use ecstatic and other mystical experiences appear to have been geared towards energizing and nourishing the active mind.  A classical case involves Joseph Karo, the sixteenth-century author of the monumental Jewish legal code book, the Shulchan Aruch, who communicated with an angel, called by him the Maggid, apparently in order to energize his intellectual system.  However, insofar as Abraham Abulafia, the thirteenth-century father of ecstatic mysticism, advocated the use of devekut  (the Hebrew term for unio mystica) for attaining prophecy by portraying this ecstatic experience in erotic terms, this is the place for moving to our final account of how sexual ecstasy may function as an energizing bridge for reaching superpersonal spirituality.
Ecstasy for reaching spiritual creativity: Michael Screech (p. XVII) has already indicated “how powerful a contribution Plato had made to the doctrines of ecstasy with his teachings in the Phaedrus about the divine forms of madness which produce prophets, poets and lovers.”  Plato’s all embracing observation that ecstasy produces prophets, poets, and lovers may in fact be understood as the natural other side of perceiving ecstasy in terms of an immunizing procedure against the fear of death.  If by consuming “temporary death” in small doses one learns to control the fear of a permanent death, then it is only logical that the sexual act, which produces life, may be attained via a similar ecstatic experience.

The notion that devekut (unio mystica) represents two opposites — a temporary death and the life producing experience of sexual ecstasy — might now be better understood by considering how the Kabbalah tackled the affinity between life and death.  In the kabbalistic literature the idea of death by a kiss (mitat neshika) is so taken for granted and deeply established that it does not require further qualification and documentation.  Indeed, in the kabbalistic literature, the soul’s departure from the body, which occurs in the process of dying, is often termed life (chayim), and consequently the ecstatic experiences of sexual orgasm and “dying” appear almost as synonymous terms, because both are described in the anthropomorphic terms of the sexual union.  As a matter of fact, the first reference in the Torah to the term devekut as a verb explicates the natural drive for matrimonial sexuality: “Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave (vedavak) unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh” (Gen. 2:24).  Hence, the prescribed sexual cleaving (vedavak) unto one’s wife entails also the idea of separation and union according to the biblical command to “be one flesh,” which concurs with the required procedure for attaining unio mystica or devekut.  Thus, the soul’s separation from the body or man’s separation from his parents in order to cleave to his wife or to God symbolize the meeting point between life and death.

The enigmatic declaration “love is strong as death” (Cant. 8:6) thus may be better understood by interpreting it in light of another statement, “But ye that did cleave unto the Lord...are alive” (Deut. 4:4), suggesting that those who know the secret of cleaving (devekut) know the secret of life.  Sigmund Freud was accordingly on the right track in signifying the sexual drive as a pivotal life producing parameter.  It seems doubtful however whether the physician Freud succeeded in breaking open the chains imposed on him by the nineteenth century’s over emphasis on the natural sciences in order to incorporate also the spiritual dimension emanating from the sexual energy.

One need only to follow Freud’s own definition of neurosis as a mechanical disability to discharge the tension reducing sexual drive to realize that he defined sexuality exclusively in motoric instinctual terms.  When Freud (General Psychological Theory, New York: Collier Books, 1963, p. 180) states that “the...neuroses...came about by sexual instinctual impulses being rejected” and when he subsequently adds (p. 186), “All our analyses go to show that the...neuroses originate from the ego’s refusing to accept a powerful instinctual impulse existing in the id and denying it motor discharge” (p. 186), he reflects an unequivocally narrow physiological model of sexuality.

It seems needless to reiterate here what has been claimed so often, that according to Freud’s narrow instinctual theory of sexuality, spiritual creativity must be understood as a gloomy sublimated neurotic result of one’s incapacity to satisfy his tension reducing need for sexual discharge.  Silvano Arieti (Creativity: The Magic Synthesis, New York: Basic Books, 1976, p. 22), an internationally recognized authority on psychopathology, has for example attacked Freud’s formulation of creativity as follows:

The concept of sublimation or diversion of sexual energy from the original aim plays an important role in Freud's concept of creativity.  Thus, when sexual energy is not spent in the proper sexual activity, it is displaced and invested in pursuits, like the creative, which do not seem to be related to sex.  The creative person is a frustrated individual who cannot find fulfillment in sexual gratification or other aspects of life and who therefore attempts to find it in creativity.  In contrast to Freud’s view, however, the biographies of many gifted people who also had a rich sexual life seem to contradict such assumptions.

Concomitant with Arieti’s position, Anthony Storr (The Dynamics of Creation, Tel Aviv: Hapolaim, 1983) cites a psychoanalytic study that describes Van Gogh’s creativity as an attempt to sublimate his conflicting inner torments that presumably evolved from his compulsive masturbation and frustrated sexuality.  Consequently, Storr asks ironically whether we would have lost Van Gogh’s artistic contribution if he would have gone through a successful process of psychoanalysis.

Although Freud’s theory of sexuality is intricate, from the present perspective it is significant that he joined with other western scholars who pointed a blaming finger at the Christian religion as the “bedrock” for western neurotic repressed and oppressed sexuality.  Since Judaism as such never repressed sexuality or spiritual mysticism, our focus on the yetzer-yetzira sequence as a broader sexual paradigm that incorporates the possibility for reaching super natural ecstatic creativity becomes highly significant.

While the Jewish psycho-philosophy of sexuality is complex, a brief presentation will suffice to demonstrate how the physical sexual drive, yetzer, may nourish the spiritual creative yetzira.  Etymologically, the Hebrew words yetzer, referring to the physical drive or sexual impulse, and yetzira, literally meaning creation and creativity, are derived from the same root.  It is, however, the multiple use of this term that demonstrates how the sexual physical union provides a structural model for the broader union between the yetzer and the yetzira.  Thus, the word zur, which means rock or hard stone, is linked to the word zura, meaning form, in a way that comprises the essence of the relationships that, according to the philosophers, are to prevail between form and matter.

In The Guide of the Perplexed, the twelfth century Jewish philosopher Maimonides used, for example, a passage from Isaiah to indicate how the sexual union must be understood as a paradigm for the broader creative notions associated with the terms form and matter.  Isaiah stated: “Look unto the rock [zur] from which you were hown, and to the quarry from which you were digged.  Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you” (Is. 51:1-2).

Because the term zur is also used as a verb, yatzar (to form), we find also at Is. 43:7 a reference to God’s creation of the human species: “And whom I have created for my glory, if have formed [yetzartiv] him, yea, I have made him.”  Accordingly, David Bakan’s conclusion (Maimonides on Prophecy, Northvale: Jason Aronson, 1991) appears plausible that, in order to understand the sexual that is brought to mind as an allegory of a greater principle, “Maimonides thus seeks...to raise it to being a matter of the relationship between form and matter, with Abraham contributing the form, and Sarah contributing the matter” (p. 84).  If we add the terms yetzur, referring to the human being, and the term zir, meaning pivot, we have indeed an all-engulfing model of creativity that unifies the physical and spiritual under the roof of one term.  A person needs his or her yetzer, the drive that he or she may use freely and willingly as a zir (pivot) for infinite possibilities of yetzira (spiritual creativity or ziyur [painting]), for without these components he or she is not a yetzur — a human being.

Indeed, a classical aphorism that urges people to keep their sexual drive alive is cited in the name of the late thirteenth century Kabbalist Isaac of Acre, who declared that “a person who does not desire [or who has not longed for] a woman is lower than a chamor [donkey].”
  The word chamor symbolizes chomer — that is, materiality — and the implication is that such a person lacks the spiritual component of desire.  This antirepressive imperative, claimed Isaac of Acre, is only the first step in reaching the level of spiritual creativity.  To inculcate how the sexual desire of yetzer may be channeled, he used the popular tale about a street corner idler whose desire for a princess he saw coming out of a bathhouse turned into spiritual passion.  More specifically, when the idler attempted a pass at the princess, she responded by stating, “In the cemetery that thing will take place.”  Accordingly, the idler’s experience of desire while waiting in the cemetery for the princess who never showed up turned presumably into spiritual passion.

Thus, the idea that the yetzer as “physical desire” (cheshek gufani) should be neither repressed nor fully expressed but contracted so that the yetzira, “spiritual desire” (cheshek ruchani), may expand became practically a folk psychology that for hundreds of years exerted its canonical impact on all Jewish and some non-Jewish ethical systems.  The yetzer-yetzira sequence was inculcated to keep the yetzer alive by popular teachings such as one that emphasizes that, “were it not for the yetzer hara (evil), a person would not build a house and would not marry, procreate, and...deal in business” (Gen. Rab. 9:7).

Its psychotherapeutic applicability may be recognized in such cases as that of Mr. E.,
 a lawyer diagnosed as a schizophrenic, who was able to maintain a steady job by interpreting his revived sexual fantasies as spiritual energizers.  Thus, the yetzer as an energizer for the spiritual yetzira concurs with the Kabbalistic idea that emotional-ecstatic activities should nourish and enhance the intellectual-spiritual possibility of creativity but never control it.

Conclusion: The semantic association between the physical yetzer and the spiritual yetzira epitomizes the essence of the Jewish psycho-philosophy that is grounded in a search for a dialogical co-existence between matter and form.  While the terms yetzer, devekut, daat (copulating and knowing), mila (phallus and word), and arel (uncircumcised) encompass both the sexual-physical and the spiritual-metaphysical reality, this dialogic relationship refers to all four psychological dimensions presented in this essay.

Accordingly, a coherent total identity may be reestablished by reorganizing the psychological co-existence between one’s incorporeal past (ancestors and auto-biography) and one’s corporeal present.  And likewise the psychological well being may be maintained via the interpersonal co-existence between the material Zebuluns and the spiritual Isaachars much the same as the yetzer-yetzira continuum may preserve the intrapersonal balance between carnality and spirituality.
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