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The Modern Orthodox Jewish Client in the Clinical Encounter


The clinical encounter between mental health professional and client is directed towards a joint mission of healing through the implementation of an array of psychotherapeutic techniques. While the mode of therapy will differ according to each professional’s area of expertise, the underlying psychological principles that serve as a roadmap for each therapy session are woven into the very fabric of the culture-bound interaction. It is nearly, if not utterly, impossible for a clinician to parse out the cultural influences underlying his/her training in psychotherapy from the psychological constructs when working with a client, since the psychological techniques he/she chooses to utilize are themselves laden with cultural ideals and norms. From this it would seem logical that for a clinical encounter to be productive, both therapist and client should identify with the same culture in order to ensure that they agree upon the culturally constructed psychology that facilitates therapy sessions. While this interaction paints quite the pretty picture, oftentimes a therapist may not fully identify with the cultural values and norms of the client or vice versa, making it difficult for an effective therapeutic relationship to develop. A most poignant example of a clinical encounter involving multiple cultures is seen with a Jewish client associated with the Modern Orthodox movement and a therapist who is unfamiliar with this bicultural worldview. The Modern Orthodox Jewish client identifies strongly with secular American culture, yet also remains deeply committed to the Jewish belief system and the accompanying culture. The road to a successful clinical encounter in this instance is fraught with challenges, since the Modern Orthodox patient not only has difficulty fully identifying with the culture of the therapist, but also brings a unique worldview into the therapy room, presenting an amalgam of American culture and religious Jewish culture. The mental health professional is thus presented with a client who is bicultural, a most interesting and challenging situation for a therapist to face. 


While the dominant secular culture within a society is often the most influential for therapist and client, another culture may be present that impacts the clinical encounter to some degree. Religion, as a vehicle for the transmission of culture, serves to mold the minds of adherents to fit within the culture delineated by religious scruple. This framework spans from conception of the wider world to conceptions of the self and the interplay between these two components influenced by cultural affiliations (Geertz). The distinction between religion as impacting the individual and community on a spiritual plane and on a cultural plane is an important one to note. To study the cultural aspects of psychological processes pertaining to the clinical encounter, it is appropriate to focus more on religion as a tool for cultural transmission rather than for spiritual purposes.

While there are religious groups that rely solely on their own religious culture to navigate the world and thus possess a single cultural identity, there are also religious groups that involve themselves in the surrounding secular culture, creating for their adherents a bicultural identity. These religious groups identify with secular culture yet refuse to compromise their religious devotion, integrating the surrounding culture’s values into their cultural identity stemming from their religious beliefs. Simultaneous identification with a religious group and the surrounding environment thus creates a bicultural worldview for religious adherents invested in their surrounding environment, allowing devotees to become partially immersed within two cultures.


  Judaism within American society is paradigmatic of a contemporary bicultural experience. While it is primarily a religion and thus involves various ritualistic practices and beliefs, Judaism also has resounding effects on cultural identification, which refers to the sharing of particular attitudes and morals of a specific group. These two facets of Jewish identity are often positively correlated since identification with the culture naturally succeeds adherence to the traditions and values prominent within the religion. A client who has strong tries to the Jewish culture yet is also thoroughly involved in the surrounding secular culture will have, in effect, a double cultural, or bicultural, identity. When this is the case, one culture will ultimately prove to be more salient in the life of the “double agent,” depending on the situation and the specific time in the person’s life. This seemingly perpetual shifting of identification with either culture can be troubling at times to the individual constantly having to reanalyze their cultural identity leanings. (Friedman, et al.) Perhaps the movement within Judaism that most strongly feels this constant shifting of cultural identity is the subgroup within the Orthodox movement known as Modern Orthodoxy, a group consisting of individuals devoted to Jewish tradition and law yet also enmeshed within the surrounding secular culture.


Within the Orthodox movement of the Jewish faith, there are many subgroups that pride themselves on remaining devoted to traditional Judaism in this modern age. Perhaps figured most prominently are the Chasidic Jews, those who sequester themselves away from outside society, and the Modern Orthodox Jews, whose who incorporate outside society into their identities but not at the expense of their faith and practices (Wikler). Because of the many divisions within the Orthodox movement, there are unavoidable prejudices and sensitivities that Orthodox Jewish clients bring into the therapy room. Even within Modern Orthodoxy, there are marked divisions pertaining to particular beliefs and practices. While these differences are indistinguishable to the outsider, something as insignificant as the decision to dress just a bit more modestly than one’s friend can cause psychological strife and accompanying indecision to those affected. Minor decisions like this will mark a Modern Orthodox individual as being more closely identified with their Jewish culture versus more closely identified with the surrounding secular culture. For a therapist unacquainted with these minor discrepancies of practice, it can be incredibly difficult to comprehend the full weight of the issues brought into the therapy room by the Modern Orthodox client.


In discussing the bicultural identity of the Modern Orthodox client and the underlying stresses that accompany this dual identification with often-opposing cultures, it will become apparent that a therapist unwilling to become familiar with this particular branch of Orthodoxy will be ill equipped to handle such a client in a clinical encounter. Judaism, in particular American Judaism, prides itself on promoting pluralism and discounting its reputation as a purely monolithic religion (Meyerstein). While further exploration into each realm of Jewish belief and practice, ranging from Ultra Orthodoxy to Reconstructionism, would provide for an interesting picture of how Jewish cultural identity affects therapy, an examination of the encumbered psyche of the Modern Orthodox individual will provide for an illustrative depiction of biculturalism as providing a challenge in the clinical encounter between client and therapist. Other denominations of American Judaism claim followers with bicultural identities, like the Conservative movement, but Modern Orthodox Judaism serves as a prime example of the constantly vacillating cultural identification since strong traditional Jewish culture remains intact along with the inclusion of secular culture. It is possible through an analysis of the bicultural identification of the Modern Orthodox client to fully appreciate the perpetual shifting of saliency between these two very influential cultures.

Modern Orthodox Judaism promotes the philosophy of “Torah U’Madda,” or more colloquially phrased, “Bible and Secular Knowledge.” This idea of encouraging the study of both Orthodox Jewish tradition and secular subjects is a central tenet of this subgroup of the Orthodox movement, and has great significance for the identity of each and every follower of this belief system (Lamm). While religious involvement certainly plays a role in the identity of each Modern Orthodox client, it is the inclusion of the secular culture that shapes the unique bicultural identity of this specific type of Orthodox Jew. To an outside observer, Modern Orthodox Jews are nearly indistinguishable from their secular neighbors. Men and women dress in typical western garb, yet a male will generally wear a yarmulke, or skullcap, on his head, and a female will choose to don more modest garments (Loewenthal). Even though adherents to the philosophy of “Torah U’Madda” cherish their involvement in the secular culture, they refuse to relinquish the traditional Judaism cherished by their forefathers. This includes monotheistic belief, a deep love for Israel, and a strict observance of laws like dietary prohibitions and weekly observance of the Sabbath (Loewenthal). The continued importance placed on observing “halacha,” or Jewish law, by the Modern Orthodox client must be made aware to the therapist treating this client, and should be viewed as far from a code of restrictions sans meaning and possible interpretation. Rather, Jewish law, or “halachic” obligations often serve as inspiration in a Modern Orthodox Jew’s day and must be understood by the mental health professional as such (Wikler). While maintaining traditional Jewish beliefs and practices, a Modern Orthodox Jew will also be involved in the surrounding culture, endeavoring to acquire secular knowledge and serve as “a light unto the nations.” The clinician working with such a client must bear all of this in mind in striving to alleviate the presenting distress brought into therapy.

A central dogma of Modern Orthodoxy that promotes the inclusion of Jewish principles into the secular culture, and thus strengthens such a client’s bicultural identity, is the belief that Jews have a responsibility to set an example for surrounding others. This Jewish ideal of being “a light unto the nations,” encourages Modern Orthodox Jews to act in such a way that bestows positive regard upon Judaism within the secular culture. While the ability to serve as role models for all of mankind is certainly rewarding, it can also induce pressure for the Modern Orthodox Jew to constantly be on his/her best behavior. The mental health professional working with a Jewish client aware of this intimidating responsibility must be cognizant of this and provide support accordingly. While this responsibility may seem burdensome, the desire to better behavior and interpersonal relationships comes along with it. Judaism places much emphasis on modeling God-like qualities in order to improve oneself, an important component of productive therapy (Meyerstein). As self-knowledge harbors self-improvement, a Modern Orthodox Jew will bring an awareness of their motivations and innermost thoughts into the therapy room in order to ensure that they can achieve the desired effects of self-improvement in therapy (Rabinowitz). This self-knowledge also allows a Modern Orthodox Jew to be aware of the constant internal conflict within him/herself regarding materialism and spirituality, evidence of the power each culture influential in their life exerts on his/her inner self (Rabinowitz). Thus, a therapist endowed with the responsibility of treating a bicultural client, a Modern Orthodox Jew in this case, must be aware of the constant tension felt by the client in response to the hold each culture has on his/her life.

In line with the inner struggle perturbing the traditional Jew affiliated with the secular world is the tension between the opposing values of American culture and Orthodox Jewish culture. In secular American culture, there is a strong emphasis placed on the needs and wants of the individual, encouraging people to stop at almost nothing to succeed in their own pursuits. In contrast, traditional Judaism places the utmost importance on community, promoting a collectivistic worldview that puts family-oriented behavior before behavior that solely benefits the self (Schlosser). A Modern Orthodox Jew must walk the fine line between these two cultural schemas, striving to conform to the ideals of both cultures. Even within each disparate culture, there is a pressure to conform to certain cultural expectations, whether it is communal or individualized expectations. Within the culture of traditional Judaism, a Modern Orthodox Jew feels compelled to comply with religious laws that often seem unyielding and unforgiving (Strean). Within the surrounding secular culture, a Modern Orthodox Jew feels pressure to pursue individual ambitions to signify their immersion into the culture. Thus, wherever a Modern Orthodox Jew turns, he/she faces relentless pressure to comply with cultural ideals and norms in conjunction with mediating between the goals and values of each culture he/she identifies with. The therapist dedicated to such a client must be aware of this struggle for the Modern Orthodox Jew and enable him/her to reconcile his/her identity as a bicultural individual.

While a Modern Orthodox Jew most certainly may feel as though Jewish laws are prohibiting and unrelenting, it is important to remember that underneath these seemingly impervious demands lies an abundance of meaning and symbolism. Despite an observant Jew’s awareness of this, it may be difficult at times to follow Jewish law when certain laws are completely incongruent to secular societal norms. A therapist must understand the context in which a client’s psychological strife is presenting, realizing that these laws are givens in the eyes of his/her client and must be viewed as such, no matter the consequent psychological problems.  If, for example, a Modern Orthodox male is struggling with homosexuality, a stringent prohibition according to Jewish law, his therapist must not condone such behavior as being socially acceptable, but must leave his/her own belief system at the door when working with a client who accepts the prohibition of homosexuality to be a given (Loewenthal). For a therapist to give proper therapeutic support, he/she should develop an understanding of certain issues that arise regarding religious law and guide clients appropriately (Meyerstein). It may even be beneficial for a therapist to develop relationships with religious authorities in order to become more knowledgeable in Jewish law and have the ability to refer clients to speak with specific rabbis when overwhelmed by religious prohibitions (Loewenthal). 

In addition to this difficulty when treating Modern Orthodox clients, other issues may arise when diagnosing those clients with a bicultural worldview. Upon first encounter, a Modern Orthodox Jew appears to be completely immersed within the surrounding culture and is assumed to identify primarily with American cultural norms. But as explained previously, a Modern Orthodox Jew’s worldview is thoroughly affected by Jewish beliefs and values. Thus, when a client of this religious persuasion presents with religiously appropriate behavior that may seem abnormal to an unsuspecting therapist, psychopathological diagnoses will often be assigned to this unwitting client (Loewenthal). As an example, prevalence studies have suggested that Jewish clients are more prone to developing Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, as the personality trait of obsessionality is seen more commonly among the religious population (Loewenthal). While this may be plausible to an observer of the Ultra-Orthodox since they are outwardly scrupulous about certain matters, Modern Orthodox Jews do value this trait as well but may not express it as apparently as their fellow observant Jews do. Thus, a therapist who sees behavior that seems to be obsessional in a Modern Orthodox client may immediately conclude that he/she suffers from OCD, instead of understanding that certain religious behaviors are not in fact pathological. It is unfortunate that specific psychopathologies, like OCD, are wrongly overrepresented among Orthodox Jews as a consequence of therapists unfamiliar with Orthodox Jewish beliefs and practices.

Another issue that may present itself in the clinical encounter between therapist and Modern Orthodox client is the perception the client may have of being misrepresented and misjudged by the therapist (Loewenthal). This fear of being inaccurately judged and represented will prove to be a hindrance to the formation of a healthy therapeutic relationship. When entering into treatment, it is imperative for both parties to feel at ease with each other. If a client feels as though his/her therapist has no means by which to understand his/her particular bicultural mindset, they will be constantly surveying how they are representing themselves and the Modern Orthodox system. This fear of being misjudged will lead to somewhat ineffective treatment since the client will never fully let their guard down, conscious of the fact that the mental health professional they are seeing may never be able to fully empathize with them. Thus, it is imperative for the therapist to prove knowledgeable about Judaism in the clinical encounter in order to ensure the most effective treatment possible.

As a therapist working with a Modern Orthodox client learns about the underlying significance behind seemingly obtuse religious beliefs and practices, he/she will soon come to realize the unparalleled support network a Modern Orthodox Jew has within their community (Strean). Not only is there an abundance of social support within the tight communities Modern Orthodox Jews usually reside, there also exists a tremendous amount of spiritual and psychological support with the help of rabbinic authorities and other religious leaders. Despite this outpouring of support a Modern Orthodox Jew often encounters when facing a dilemma, it is often beneficial to seek the outside counsel of a mental health professional trained in psychological counseling. Jewish patients often come to therapy with a variety of common symptoms. These include neurosis, depression, personality disorders, and substance abuse (Meyerstein). 

