
The Power of a Word
The Baal Shem Tov famously said 

that when a Yid is busy all day try-
ing to make a living, and just about 
forgets about Hashem all day, but 
when the time for Mincha comes 
and he realizes that it’s time to dav-
en, he gives a krechtz about how he 
just spent the day, and he runs into 
some alley and davens Mincha, even 
though he has no idea what he’s say-
ing in his prayers,  that krechtz of his 
has tremendous power up in Sha-
mayim, and is Bokeya Rekiyim!

The Trisker Maggid in his sefer 
Magen Avraham references this vort 
and explains the opening possuk in 
our Parsha: “Balak saw everything 
Elokim did to the Emori”. This is a re-
mez to the “saying” of a Yid, mean-
ing the Tefillos of a simple Jew who 
is merely “saying” his prayers. Balak 
could not get over the fact that even 
simple folk have such meaning in the 

eyes of Hashem and such an amaz-
ing impact on the world. 

We often do not appreciate the 
power of our words. We don’t real-
ize that with a good word, with one 
smile or a single compliment, we 
have the ability to turn someone’s 
life around. With one positive remark 
we can erase someone’s bad mood or 
hard feelings. 

Many people run from person to 
person trying to get help for prob-
lems they are experiencing, while 
sometimes a single good word at the 
right time could do so much more. 

To Hashem, a Yid’s word is pre-
cious, even if he doesn’t know what 
he’s saying. Maybe it doesn’t quite 
work that way in our relationships, 
but actually it doesn’t take much 
to say something sincere that will 
brighten the day of those around you. 

• • •
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Hi, Rabbi,

I listened to your Shalom Bayis tele-course and read your book and found both extremely enlight-
ening. Understanding what a key role natural sensitivity plays in relationships, and how it can be 
dealt with efficiently was a real eye-opener. I feel like it will really help my marriage BH.

From your book I see that both my wife and I are naturally hyper-sensitive, what you term “The 
UV”, but my wife is a bit more so. While  I’m not sure if it’s related, I’m saying this to give some 
context to my question.

Although my wife wasn’t officially diagnosed by a doctor, I’m pretty sure she has anorexia. I know 
she isn’t eating and is exhibiting real symptoms. Can you advise how I am to deal with this situa-
tion and encourage her to go for help?

I am waiting to hear from you and thank you so much for your reply!
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Before I begin, I want to make it clear 
that problems such as eating disorders are that problems such as eating disorders are
very serious. A simple response to your 
question is not an answer, nor a cure, for a 
situation of this magnitude. It appears that 
the questioner is aware of this, but I want 
to underscore it for the rest of my readers. 
This type of problem generally requires pro-
fessional and experienced one-on-one guid-
ance and help. There are organizations that 
deal with this specifically and will gladly of-
fer any help or guidance necessary.

DDisclaimer: I will now address how to send 
ssomeone who really needs help to get professional 
aadvice, yet I must preface this by saying that this is 
aa very sensitive discussion, which is often misused 
iin relationships. I chose to address this topic 
ddespite the pitfalls of discussing such matters, in 

I order to provide clarity and information which I 
hope will be applied correctly. Please don’t jump hope will be applied correctly. Please don’t jump 

nd always to conclusions upon reading this an
be sure to discuss such matters one-on-one with be sure to discuss such matters one on
ssomeone you trust to make sure you are applying
this correctly in the situation it is intended for.
II am addressing it here in reference to what 
sseems like a serious eating disorder, although 
there are similar situations in which this applies 
aas well. It’s clearly extremely important to get 
gguidance every step of the way, not only for the 
pperson suffering from this disorder, but for those 
aaround as well.

•
When it comes to sending anyone other

than yourself for help, it’s often far from sim-
ple. This is especially true when the person 
in question denies that they have any sort of
problem – a common characteristic of those 
suffering from eating disorders.

Furthermore, the sufferer will often 
counter that you, the one sending them for 



help, is the one who really needs to go to theraapyp ,
while they aree perrfefectly fine.

This reactioionn mmost commonly occurs in n pep ople 
who are veryry ssenssitive. The “UV” will be deeeply hurt 
byby the insnsininuatioon that there might be ssomething 
wronongg wiw th themm, and any type of logogici  or reason 
will not appeal tto them.

As an examplple, sommeoeone once totold me that his 
wife suffers fromm aa very obvious s problem of ex-
treme anxiety. For the first few momontnths after their 
wedding, he refrained from bringginingg itit up, because 
he was uncomfortable to do so. Howweveverer, , the whhololee
time he was sure that she knew aboboutu it!t! IImam gine 
his shock when he finally did bring it up and told her
that there’s help to be had, and she vehemently de-
nied having any problem at all. She admitted thaatt
she suffered from it in the past – as a young chiildd
– but she was now completely cured.

It is often painful to witness how deeply a per-
son can bury themselves in their denial, to the point
where everyone else around them can see they have
a problem, while they fail to realize it themselves.

•
Using force or trying to successfully debate the 

need for therapy with your wife is very likely going 
to prove itself futile. However, that does not mean 
that you can’t express to your wife how you feel 
about it or what your opinion on the matter is.

You need to be very careful with how you phrase
your opinion, though, so as not to hurt her feelings.
Don’t tell her that she is crazy or in denial. Instead,
tell her that although you can be wrong, you strong-
ly feel that she can benefit from hearing the opinion 
of a professional, and you will greatly appreciate it
if she does.

There are situations where your wife’s prob-
lem directly affects you or your family,in which you
should not hesitate to tell her clearly that she is ig-
noring the issue and not  dealing with it responsibly. 
You can always add that you might be mistaken, so
that she doesn’t feel as challenged, and might even 
be inclined to try to prove you wrong, but you can be
clear about your opinion and stance in the matter.

•
If someone gets too defensive or tries to mamakeke 

you think that you are the one with the proboblelem, it
could be a form of manipulation to get you to retrtracctt
what you said. But if you did not say it in a hurtful way
or make it sound like a personal attack, you general-

ly need not back down from what you said. In fact,
sometimes the very fact that a person gets offended
can be indicative of the fact that they are aware of
the problem, if only on a subconscious level.

Don’t be discouraged if your wife makes you
feel bad for expressing your opinion, so long as
you make sure to say it nicely, and don’t give up if
you’re not successful after trying to bring it up once
orr ttwiwicce. Of course, you should not talk aboboutut iitt tten  
titimemes a day, but don’t be afraid to bringg it up at tthehe
riigght times as much as necessary, until yoyou’’re taken
seriously. Obviously, when she doess gogo ffor help, ac-c
knowledge and thank her for itt, , eeven iff ggoingg isis oonly
for her benefit. Don’t takee iitt fof r grgrananteted orr mmake her
feel like fiiiiinally she cacame aaroround.

•
Bearar iinn mind that even afterer youo  have a dedefinfin-

ititivivee diagnosis from a doctoor,, yyouo r battle with this
illness is far from over. Unnfof rttununaately, this is a very
difficult problem to treatt aandnd ooveverccomome,e, aandnd yyoou willl
still need loads of guidance, patience, and strengthh
to deal with it, as well as a hefty dose of prayer andd
siyatta Dishmaya.

One of the issues that are important to bebe aawawarere
of for yourself, is that this should nnotot ttururnn inntoto aa
codependency issue. Her problem is not your prob-
lem and you should not take ownership of it. It is
not your responsibility to prepare her food or call
her repeatedly throughout the day to make sure she
ate. When you believe that you are the one who can
solve her problem, she will end up relying on you to
do it for her, which is extremely unhealthy and gen-
erally counterproductive.

It may be very difficult to take a step back and
say, “This is what I have to say on the matter and
there’s nothing more I can do to help you”. You want 
to swoop in and make it all right! But while you can
and should suggest going for help, and offer her an
abundance of encouragement and support, it is not
up to you to solve the problem for her.

You might want to get yourself some guidance
on how to go aabout this in the most effective way.

••
WeWe ooftften underestimate the effect that gettinng 

hehelp for ourselves can have in alleviating situations 
such as these e. If you would seek out guidance your-
self oon hhow toto ddeae l with your wife’s problem effec-
tiively, it will becomeme so much easier for you to bear.
Very oftenen ggetettitingg yyouour r personal guidance can actu-
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ally end up being extremely helpfuul l foforr yoyourur spouse
as well. Often whehenn a persrsonon iiss “handlleded”” prpropoperly,
mamanyny issues fafadede away.y  

This is ttrueue wwhehenn you’re strugglining with a 
spouse, a a chchilildd, or eveven jjust an acquaintancnce that 
yoy u have to deal witithh and d yyou feel like they are in 
aa difficfficulultt sisituatatioion. IItt might appear that it wwould 
be easier to send them for help, but by empoowwer-
ing yourself with the right tools, you might be takiingng 
the smarartetest course of action. Most of the time, they
will resesist yoour pleas to go for help anyway, and by 
forcinng g ththemem you won’t get anywhere.

Eating disorders on thheir own aren’t necessarily 
an intererpepersrsononal problemem, butt itit ddoes have cerrtat in 
interperersonanall anandd beb havivioro al aspectsts ttoo it, whhicichh
can be addreesssseded wwheh nn yoyou go for help. SSoo asasidee
from fifindndiing a ththerapist who specializes in eating 
disordderers, it cacan be hhele pful to get expert guidance
fofor otthhers who arere iinvnvololvev d as well.

•
Even once you are successful and your wife does 

go to therapy, keep in mind that it can become con-
fusing. Sometimes, perhaps not so much with eat-
ing disorders, but with other issues, especially with 
a therapist who isn’t experienced, the bystander can 
end up being labeled as part of – or even the cause
of – the problem. Of course there’s a chance that a
spouse contributes to the problem in some way, and 
should definitely accept any guidance they can get. 

On one occasion, someone told me that his wife 
went to therapy for her eating disorder. She told her
therapist that part of her problem was that she had
a lot of pressure before her husband came home to
get the house from clean to spotless, and that was 
what caused her to stress out this way.

The therapist promptly suggested that the hus-
band was suffering from OCD and sent him for help.
The truth was, this man never asked his wife to clean 
up the house for him in the first place! It was entirely
a figment of his wife’s imagination! Sometimes you

need to remememmber to o ststayay ffoco used, and don’t foorget
who thee papatiennt isis.

•
Often, when one pepersrson expererieiences a difficuul-

ty and goes toto ttheraapyy, itit becomes tthehe whole famm-
ilily’y’ss prproboblem withth fingers pop inting in alall directionss
and nobobodydy ggetting the help ththey really neneed. Please
don’n’t rely on your opinion aalolone to annswswer these
ququeestiiono s, as we are all too bbiai sed too determine
the corrrrecect and accurate answwerss to quuestions like
these. CConsisided r discussing it wiitth ann obobjective third
party wwhom youou trust, not someoone afraraid to tell you
the trututh, maybee yyour Rov or a ggooo d friend, just to
stay balalana ced and knknow what you’rre dealing with. 

•
ReR mememmber that as mucuchh asas yyouou or your children 

might be suffering, the person who is having it the
hardest is your wife herself. Treat her with com-
passion and empathize with her pain. It is similar
to when a child continually acts out in school and
is expelled. As much as you might find the problem
exasperating, it is they who are really suffering. 

Considering the fact that as you mentioned,
your wife is a more sensitive type, and it is possible
that the eating disorder is only one part of a bigger
emotional problem. You should definitely seek treat-
ment for the disorder - just like you would treat a
child who is stuttering as a result of trauma - but
keep an open mind that there might be deeper is-
sues that are expressed via the eating disorder and
those need to be explored and treated as well.

In closing, without feeling responsible, it is most
advisable for you to be aware of the powerful role
you can play in your wife’s recovery by being open to
getting help yourself and being mindful of the com-
mon pitfalls. And don’t forget the power of Emori -  a
kind word or a well-placed compliment can alleviate
a lot of her suffering and make her troubles easier
to bear.

Wishing you much Hatzlacha,

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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