
Deeper than
the Surface

In this week’s Parsha, we find 
the pesukim that we say every 
day during Krias Shema, “And you 
should place these things upon 
your hearts and your souls…” The 
Kotzker Rebbe asks a very perti-
nent question. Why are we told to 
place them onto our hearts; why are 
we not told to place them into our 
hearts? He then goes on to explain 
that every person has a time when 
his heart opens up. And so, while 
one may not always have the abil-
ity to access the depth of his heart 
and get things “in there” he can 
put them on his heart: think about 
them, desire them, focus on them, 
and then when he does have a mo-
ment of inspiration and his heart 
opens these beliefs enter his heart, 
he will become a changed person. 

When we perform acts of kind-
ness to our family members, we 
don’t always notice that it enters 
their hearts immediately. You com-
pliment, do a favor, help out, and yet 
it doesn’t seem as if it made much 
of a difference to them – yet. Be 
aware that these actions are placed 
upon their hearts and eventually, 
this action makes its way in and 
bears fruit. You might also want to 
try to pile so much goodness onto 
their hearts that the sheer volume 
causes it to penetrate. In either 
case, you can be sure that every 
small action makes an impact on 
your relationship, and it’s always 
worthwhile to lay on the good as 
thick as you can. 
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Dear Rabbi Gruen,

In a shiur I once heard from you, you mentioned codependency. I was wondering if you can ad-
dress how much dependence is necessary in a marriage and how much is unhealthy. At which 
point is it considered codependent? I feel like there needs to be a certain amount of depen-
dency of a wife on her husband.

Let me elaborate a bit so you understand where I’m coming from. There are many situations 
that have me wondering if I am too dependent. For example: we moved out of the city for 
better housing options. Since I live far away from my family and most shopping is not within 
walking distance, I depend a lot on my husband to drive me around and do my shopping for 
me. While he does this gladly, it becomes a problem when he is not available and I get upset, 
or when I feel like it’s really hard for him and I feel guilty about it.

Another example is that on long summer Shabbos afternoons I am very lonely, so my husband 
stays around for most of the day. Sometimes, though, he likes going to shul early to learn be-
fore Mincha. Since his shul comes home very late on Motzei Shabbos, I end up being alone for 
many hours. I know that it isn’t my place to mix into where and how he davens, but when this 
happens, I can’t help but feel that if he would care enough about me, he would come home by 
the zman. I know he does care, but I can’t help feeling this way.

Am I being codependent? Please give me some clarity in this area.
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Relation hshiips can be confusing. Al-
though you are very close to this person, though you are very close to this person
you don’t know how much you should be 
depending on each other, or if you should be 
depending on each other at all.

Before I go on, I’d like to clarify some 
terms so that readers won’t be confused. 
First there’s Dependency, which means 
when two people depend very much on one 
another. Then there’s Codependency, where 
one person acts as if the other is, or should 
be, dependent on him. There’s Indepen-
dence, where one doesn’t need the other 
at all. And finally there’s Interdependence, 

on’t NEED where two healthy individuals do
each other to survive, but share each other’s each other to survive but share eac
strengths and benefit from the relationship. 
It’s healthy for a couple to be interdepen-
dent and can benefit from one another, and 
share each other’s strengths, qualities and 
abilities to enhance life and appreciate their 
relationship to the max!

•
It’s a common misconception that 

healthy people don’t really need each other. 
They are perfectly capable grown-ups who 
can take care of themselves. They get mar-
ried because it’s nice to have children, and 



maybe even have a companion to enjoy life wiithth, 
but really, theye  canan do just fine on their own.

That is not t whwhat a healthy relationship isis.

Many wwhoh aare mistaken about this,, tend to 
ththinink abbouout marrriage and relationshipss (and pos-
siblblyy babout manny other topics as welll)l) in terms of 
black and whitte;e; all or nothing.g  Thihiss caauses them to 
think that if depeenndencyy iis s not healththy, it’s probably 
just better to not bbee ddependent att all, and act as if 
essentially we don’t need to be toggethther in the first 
place. However, besides the faactct tthahat the Torah 
tells us “it is not good for man to bee aalolonen ”, peooplplee
definitely do need each other on a prpraactiticacal l level. 
Yes, even very capable and bright individuals need 
more than just a connection to other people.

•
Furthermore, with all this misguided focus onn

independence, it can make those of us who do de-
pend on each other feel guilty or inadequate. We 
might wonder, “Why do I need my spouse’s approv-
al?” “Why can’t I get this done myself?” But the 
truth is, all of us need our spouse’s approval and 
assistance! It is a completely normal, natural, and 
very necessary part of life.

Hashem designed a perfect world in which a 
person cannot do everything by his or herself. We 
must rely on each other to fill in where our abilities 
lack.

•
Clearly, even when a couple marries, they 

should each still retain a sense of individuality and 
stand on their own two feet. We should not depend 
on each other completely. We have to be able to 
carry on even when our spouse isn’t nearby or oth-
erwise unavailable.

However, if we have a problem being at all de-
pendent on our spouse, that is when we should be 
concerned. The need for complete independence 
is not natural and unhealthy. So many people fend 
off their spouse’s offers for help, or reject them out-
right, for fear of appearing needy or dependent.

A young man related to me that he likes to cook 
the meat for Yom Tov in his house. He knows his wife 
appreciates it, but she has never indicated that she 
needs him to do this for her. One year, he deciddeded ttoo
experiment and told her that he thinks he wowonn’t be 
doing the meat that year. She was shocked. “WhWhyy 
not?” She asked him. “Oh? You want me to make 
them?” He asked her, testing the waters. “Nah… 

no! I don’t need you to make it. I just want to know
how come you decided not to do it this year.” And 
so, their conversation went in circles, with him of-
fering to do it if she needs him to, and she refusing
to admit that she very much did.

I am not trying to say that this type of under-
handed play is something we should be engaging
in, but this story illustrates how a person who re-
fuusesess tto admit to their needs can end up ppayayining hthe e 
prpriccee. Sometimes there are consequeences for nonott 
bebeing able to show vulnerability and admmiti tthhat you 
do need, or maybe ‘want’, somethinngg sosomeone elsee
can offer them. If you have a ffeear of bbeing vvululnner-
able or needy, you are setettiting yyouoursrself upup for a lot
of difficulty.

I am a bigig proponentnt of noott only asks ing for 
things wwhehen you need them, buut eevven of crereatatining g
a a neneeed just so that you can shhowow your spouse that 
you appreciate when theyy hellpp yoyou. When you give
your spouse the feeling g ththatat yyou are ddepepenendedentnt oon 
them, and then you thank them for thheir kind as-
sistance afterwards, you have the opportunity too
deepen your relationship on an entirely different
level.

•
I once gave a series of talks on business rela-

tionships, and explained how partnership will suc-
ceed only when each partner needs the other. The
reason you take a partner should not be because you 
need someone to hold your hand in case you fall. It 
shouldn’t even be because you need his money, and 
if the business fails, he will take the loss. In a busi-
ness partnership, too, you should be in it together 
because you each have different strengths and you
need each other and complement each other. If you 
enter the partnership for any other reason, it will 
only end in resentment and aggravation.

When you each bring your own individual 
strengths to the partnership, your business has 
a greater chance of succeeding. Relying on other
people is nothing to be afraid of.

•
Even thohougugh we know thhat wwee neneeded eeacachh ototh-

er, wewe hhavavee to be careful not to become controlling,g
ovoverbeb aring or smothering. Just because your hus-
band offereed to bathe the kids one night when you
weree e hxhauststeded, , it doesn’t become his responsi-
bibilility forever and eever. Or, just because you had a 
bad day, ddoeoesnsn’t mmeaeann your wife needs to be in a
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sour mood, too. You can each conntrtribibututee whw atev-
er you are able, aandnd commmuniniccate witth h eachch oother 
inin aa hhealthy ffasashihion, but yoouu are still twwo sepapararate 
peoplel .

Youu dodon’n’tt hhave ttoo both enjoy the samme e things, 
to the same dedegreee, atat thehe ssame time, all thee time! 
YoY urr llovo ee dodoes notot ddepepenend on you meshing inttoo one 
being. It is about being aware that you each nneed 
each other, but you are not responsible for eaachc  
other’s hah ppiness or well-being – even while being 
a great t contntrir butor to it.

•
A lot depends on attitude and perspective. You 

can have two people dodoing ththee exact same thing, 
and onnee lolovevess itit wwhih le thehe other one hhatatese  it.

Two todddlelersrs ccanan bbe e plplaca ed in a playpen. OOnene is s 
bawliningg hhysterricicalally. Why? He feels confined! Let 
me ooutut of herere! Thhe e oto her is playing contentedly. 
WhWhy?? Hee was toldld tthahatt he is going in there so that 
otothhers won’t bother r hihim m and take away his toys. 
It’s a little bit like thee mmenentally challenged person 
who was happy to be locked into the psych ward 
so that he won’t become crazy like everyone else 
out there…

Some people enjoy relying on others, while 
others hate it. It depends a lot on how you do it, 
and not so much on what it is you’re doing. If you 
feel like your spouse is totally dependent on you 
or vice versa, know that there is something wrong. 
You should not be hating or resenting helping each 
other out. it should not feel like a sacrifice; rather it 
is an investment in the relationship.

•
Let’s take your situation as an example. In many 

Chassidishe communities, women don’t drive. For 
them, it is a completely normal part of life to rely 
on their husbands for transportation – especially 
when taking a car service isn’t an option. Just like 
a woman waits for her husband to make kiddush
on Shabbos – even though she can technically do 

it herself – ssheh  expecectsts hherer husband to drivee her 
to placees,s, wwheenenever ppossible. ThThatat isn’t consideered 
dependenncece, and momostst men do itt hhapappily and ggrar -
ciously.

Howeveerr, iiff youu wowoululdd demandd tthahat your huss-
babandnd ggivive you his s every spara e momentnt,, oror make him m
feel as s ifif it’t ss his fault that yyou don’tt ggete  to drive,
thenn he will obviously hate evevery minuutete and feel 
asas iif yoyou’re using and/or abusiningg him.

You u neneed to find a way to assk fforo andnd accept his 
help in aa wayy that does not takeke advvanantage of him,
and reemmember tto o show your apprreciatition for it, too. 
Just donon’t make hihimm feel like fillinng your needs are 
his sole rrese ponsibilitty.y

•
A A great barrier to satisfaction in relationships

is jealousy. When you choose to compare your level
of dependence with others’ level, or your spouse’s
availability for you versus others’, that is when you 
will begin feeling less than. If you keep your gaze 
focused inward, and you keep your dependence
healthy, then what others do or don’t do should be
of no concern to you.

Another thing to keep in mind is that it’s okay 
to be upset. Just like you might dislike when it’s
raining, there’s nothing wrong with being annoyed 
when your husband isn’t available when you need 
him or stays late in shul on Motzei Shabbos. It only
becomes a problem if you act out on that annoy-
ance by being angry at your husband or grouchy
with the kids.

If you can keep things in perspective in a ma-
ture fashion, and understand that while it is okay to 
rely on each other, you still get to live your lives as 
individuals, you will be able to move past that dis-
content and feel thankful for all the times you have
come to each other’s aid.

Wishing you all the best,

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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