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BE A (SMALL) MOUNTAIN

Every child knows the answer to the question: “Why was the Torah given
on Har Sinai?” Hashem chose to give the Torah on a small, plain mountain
with nothing seemingly special about it, and not on a huge, high mountain,
or a beautiful mountain adorned with trees and flowers, because Torah can
only be given where there's humility.

But Reb Moshe Kozhnitzer, citing the Nachlas Shimon, asks: “Why did
Hashem give the Torah on a mountain at all?” If it was so important to
stress the importance of humility, why not give the Torah on level ground
somewhere in the desert, or perhaps in a valley or canyon?

The Nachlas Shimon answers this by pointing to a passuk in this week's
parshah: “Ve'itchem yihyu ish ish lamateh, ish rosh levais-avosav hu—And
with you there shall be a man, a man from each tribe, a man who is head of
his father’s house.”

The threefold repetition of the word “ish—man” teaches us, he says, that
while a person must be aware that he is nothing but a mere mortal, he must
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opposition or ridicule. This is why the Torah was given on a mountain — a

When it comes to relationships, as important as it is to be humble,
considerate, and kind, it's just as important to avoid self-obliterating in the
name of caring for others. A person should never be at the mercy of other

Pa rs h as people or allow himself to be taken advantage of. However nice and humble
Bamidbar we may prefer to be, and as special an attribute as anavah is, there are
times when we have to stand up for ourselves and for what is right, and
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Dear Rabbi Gruen,

| find your speeches very insightful and Torah'dig, and was wondering if you could
help me with an issue | am dealing with.

My father-in-law and two of my sisters-in-law have a personality disorder. With
my father-in-law we have a decent relationship baruch Hashem, meaning that
when he is capable we are good with him, and when he is not we just wait for it
to pass and set boundaries if need be (like my husband telling him that he cannot
speak to him if he bad-mouths me). My two older sisters-in-law are a different
story, though. They are constantly meddling into our life, trying to control us, and
finding (often imaginary) reasons to be upset at us. They don’t speak to us most
of the time, and it can sometimes take weeks to hear from a third party why they
are currently upset at us.

We are in therapy to learn how to deal with this, but it will take a while until we
actually learn how to implement everything we are learning there.

Recently, my sister-in-law called my husband and started yelling at him that
| should not be growing in Yiddishkeit when the family is fighting (b”"H we are
growing together and | recently took a step that is visible to others). My husband
just ended up excusing himself, and ending the call. | am learning not to let their
comments get to me, but for some reason | was very shaken up and it is extremely
painful to watch my husband choose between his wife and his family members
even when he ultimately chooses me. | must clarify that we have a beautiful
marriage and my husband is extremely devoted to me, but when he talks to his
sisters he very often cannot stand up for himself.

I'm not sure I'm being completely clear about the whole situation, but | hope you
can offer some guidance with the information you do have.

My question is how far do you think we should have a relationship at all, and do
you have any tips on how to deal with them in general?

Thank you.

Since | don't know anything more than what you have written, it's hard to
know which personality disorders you're referring to, or who decided upon the
diagnosis. While | have no reason to doubt you, there are unfortunately many
cases where a label is stuck on a person without genuine justification, which
leads to a cascade of behaviors which only serve to exacerbate any problems
that do exist.

There are different ways of understanding the nature of “disorders”
and different theories regarding how they are best dealt with. Anyone can
understand that labeling a person “crazy” is likely to bring out the worst in
them, and also that distancing oneself from a “crazy” person is unlikely to be
the best course of action if the person is only a mild variation from the norm.
However, there certainly are situations where it's extremely difficult to interact




with such people and times when creating distance is
truly and sadly the best approach.

Interacting with people with personality disorders
can be extremely draining. Based on the scenario you
describe, I'm glad that you have not fallen into the trap
of taking responsibility for their behavior, as doing so
is a common mistake and isn't helpful. Unfortunately,
there are well-meaning people who encourage the
healthier family members to assume responsibility for
their “poor, hurting relatives.” Regardless of how much
someone is hurting, there is no excuse for unacceptable
or abusive behavior, even if the narrative they tell is
that they were “provoked.”

There is a middle ground between blaming oneself
for an unwell person’s outbursts and becoming furious
with them, and that is having rachmanus. A person
who is so fully in the grip of his emotions that he is (or
seems) incapable of logical, rational thought really is
pitiable.

My personal belief is that many or even most
personality disorders are the result of hypersensitivity
gone haywire, where, for whatever reason, a person
is so flooded with emotion at even the slightest
provocation that they simply “lose it." It's painful to
live with or have to deal with such outbursts, but the
“disordered” person is even more of a rachmanus
because they are incapable of forming stable, loving
relationships with anyone. Feeling pity for them helps
to overcome resentment and anger and can make it
easier to deal with them.

Often, someone can be exhibiting such irrational
behaviors that people are tempted or even encouraged
to bring it to their attention and show them how
ridiculously or unacceptably they're behaving. This
approach is never productive. People in the grips of
such a disorder lack the awareness necessary to see
themselves from the outside. It's not unknown for such
people tosee theirveryissuesinthe people around them
and to blame others (usually those closest to them) for
being the “crazy one.” Even if they do recognize that
what they're doing is wrong, they will attribute it to
the “fact” that they're living with someone “crazy”
(perhaps with the exact disorder they are dealing with),
which is what makes them “react” the way they do.

One of the reasons why this can happenis that living
or interacting with someone disordered is so stressful
that it actually can cause others to behave in less-
than-optimal ways. This is why even trained therapists
are sometimes taken in by the manipulations and

distortions of such an individual and end up blaming the
other spouse for starting the downward spiral. Others
cause as much damage not by blaming the victim,
but by stressing how crazy their disordered spouse is
and focusing on self-protection or even fighting back,
which just makes things worse.

It's very challenging to deal with someone so
triggering, especially if you are being blamed for it, and
it's important to seek out the right help — help that
actually helps, and provides solutions.

Setting healthy boundaries will definitely be
part of a solution. Every relationship depends on
healthy boundaries, although they may not need to be
intentionally and consciously enforced. However, with
people who are emotionally unbalanced, setting and
implementing boundaries is both difficult and vital, as
otherwise, the healthier person can get sucked into the
other person’s orhit.

It seems from your letter that you and your husband
have already made an excellent start in establishing
boundaries. While everyone wants to just “get along”
and be nice, sadly this is not always possible. Part of
getting along sometimes entails drawing red lines, in
order to maintain one’'s sanity.

One important thing to keep in mind is that the
purpose of setting boundaries is not to create distance.
On the contrary: boundaries are what enable us to
connect, and this is what we all want to be able to
do, in a healthy way. Therefore, it's important for you
to clarify to your relatives that you would very much
like to be able to have an open, easygoing relationship,
and yet you simply can’t hold a conversation with them
if they start verbally abusing you or others, or making
unreasonable demands, and so forth. Always stress
how much “I love talking to you, and it's only when you
start saying nasty things about my husband/wife etc.,
that | feel the need to change the subject or end the
conversation.”

Obviously, with your father-in-law, there is the
added consideration of kibbud av va’eim and one has
to be careful not to be disrespectful. It's important to
consult with a Daas Torah before setting boundaries,
and not to decide how to do so on your own. In general,
when you focus on how difficult it is for you to deal with
a certain attitude or speech, rather than what they are
doing wrong, you're on the right track and can avoid
ever being disrespectful.

BAMIDBAR 5785

TORAH LESSONS FOR THE HOME



Boundaries have two aspects to them: establishing
them and enforcing them. A boundary that isn't
enforced may as well not be there at all. It's important
to determine in advance the outcome that will always
transpire if the red lines are crossed. Then, you have a
discussion with your relatives, in a calm moment, during
which you gently tell them the consequences they can
expect if they refuse to respect your red lines.

You should make it clear that the consequences are
not punishments, and that this is nothing to do with you
being angry at their behavior. It's a simple cause-and-
effect, as you can no longer tolerate certain things that
you are making known in advance.

The outcomes you decide on must be implemented
regardless of how they decide to react. This might mean
hanging up the phone, or not visiting. While you must be
firm, you should also remain calm and avoid sounding
disrespectful or confrontational.

Establishing boundaries means that you remain in
control of your own life. Therefore, if a family member
tells you that you are “not allowed to grow,” you simply
ignore them, because it has nothing to do with them at
all. As mentioned, it's important to consult with a Daas
Torah when it comes to parents, but generally speaking,
one is not obligated to obey even a parent in such a case,
as their child’s growth has no direct impact on their life.

It's hard to get technical, but usually, if someone
counters with “consequences” of their own, such as (as
you describe) not talking to you for weeks on end for
no good reason, as sad as it
is, and as much as you want
to be peaceful, it's better to

simply ignore their behavior and not attempt to placate
them. Don't address their “hurt feelings” — just continue
to call them on the phone as if nothing happened. Don't
get sucked into other people’s version of reality, and
don't try to disprove their narrative, thereby giving it
credibility as something that merits attention.

| understand that it is difficult to see your husband
having to choose between his family of origin and his
wife. Know that this can happen even in families where
no one is “personality-disordered,” and appreciate what
your husband is doing for you. Don't take his devotion to
you for granted. Too many marriages flounder because
one of the spouses doesn’t want to make such a choice,
or makes the wrong one. Although it's far from the
optimum outcome as far as you're concerned, appreciate
the choices he makes and thank him for them. Tell him
how much it means to you that he stands up for you and
won't let his father or sisters bad-mouth you. Tell him
how much you wish it wouldn’t be that way.

I cannot know from the few details you have provided,
but it's actually possible that your sisters-in-law are
jealous of your excellent shalom bayis. They may not
even be aware of this themselves. But this is a dynamic
| have seen, where people who are jealous of a good
relationship between husband and wife actively set out
to ruin things. Tragically, in some cases they succeed.

Baruch Hashem, you and your husband are making
the right choices for the right reasons, and | hope you
will find here support and encouragement for continuing
in the right direction.

TORAH LESSONS FOR THE HOME: BAMIDBAR 5785

To contact Rabbi Gruen please call 718.841.6557 or e-mail rabbhigruen®lehair.org
To subscribe to receive the weekly essay, please email parshalessons®@lehair.org

Please feel free to send any questions, on this topic
or any topic to RabhiGruen®@Lehair.org



