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It Takes Two To Tango

Baal T

eshuva Marital Patterns

Rav Daniel Gefen MFC - Individual and Couples Counseling .
dgefen78 @gmail.com | 054-8439531

The phenomenon of returnees to orthodox Judaism
- known as “Baalei Teshuva" - has been the
focus of little serious research. Having counselled
several Baal Teshuva couples struggling to save
their marriages, the causes of their apparently
numerous challenges has become a fascinating
topic of research for me. | set out to conduct a
number of interviews with Baal Teshuva married
men, focused on uncovering what they believe are
the causes of these difficulties. My assumptions
were based on anecdotal evidence collected from
my own acquaintances as well as my experience
counselling this population. Perhaps the emotional
and psychological scars prevalent in Baalei Teshuva
could explain their marital instability. Or perhaps
the ongoing difficulty of integrating an entirely new
lifestyle and set of beliefs was responsible for the
conflict between Baal Teshuva couples. Could the
difference in family backgrounds between Baalei
Teshuva and FFBs prove too great a chasm to
bridge, preventing successful unions of this type?
Lastly, perhaps this research could be used to
answer the question on the lips of many young
Baalei Teshuva: “Should | seek a Baal Teshuva
to marry since we will be heading in the same
direction spiritually, or would the stability of an
FFB (frum from birth) mate lead to a more secure
marital bond?"

Of the unambiguous interview results, the
most forceful concerned the latter question. All
interviewees concurred that shared spiritual
direction was a vital component of a successful
marriage, although there was a perhaps surprising
caveat to this conclusion: one of the interviewees
was married to an FFB but insisted they were
indeed heading in the same spiritual direction.
This highlighted one of the obvious flaws in the
generalisation we tend towards: an FFB can be
growing spiritually, while a Baal Teshuva may
well have passed his peak and be on the decline
spiritually.

All of the interviewees agreed that Baalei Teshuva

tend to have “emotional baggage” and they
expected FFBs to be more stable emotionally and
spiritually. Having said that, they did not believe
that marital discord was an inevitable consequence
of these emotional scars.

Moreover, similar family backgrounds proved
to be of little significance in the success of these
partnerships. The one Baal Teshuva who married
an FFB reported that their differing backgrounds
actually complemented one another. He was able
to gain first-hand experience in what an FFB family
with a long-standing religious tradition looks and
feels like, while his wife was able to benefit from
the worldliness, broad education and outlook that
he brought from his secular background. Baalei
Teshuva who married Baalei Teshuva revealed
that a shared (lack of) spiritual family background
counts for little ultimately. There were still inevitable
differences in parenting styles, cultural differences,
and so on, which more than compensated for any
conceivable benefits of having a shared secular
background. However, there was some suggestion
that a Baal Teshuva spouse might be better
equipped to understand and be able to empathise
with a Baal Teshuva spouse going through family
difficulties, since, obviously, the FFB will likely have
little or no experience of the rejection and scrutiny
that a Baal Teshuva faces from his or her family.

All interviewees reported being unprepared for
marriage. Some even held the institutions where
they (or their wives) had studied accountable for
their lack of preparation, claiming they had been
pushed into marriage too early. The danger in such
a move was obvious: was this newly-religious
person genuinely committed to religion? Would
married life, with all its potential pitfalls, prove too
great a pressure, leading him or her to abandon
religion when things get tough? Sadly, anecdotal
evidence suggests this is a pattern which many
Baal Teshuva couples follow, and the interviewees
indicated that this danger had been overlooked. [H]
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