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small group-therapy sessions among 
them. This the rabbi has been doing 
successfully. In addition, he partici­
pates in meetings held regularly on 
each floor of Maimonides Hospital, at­
tended simultaneously by both patients 
and staff. At these meetings everyone 
present is encouraged to express his 
feelings towards other people who 
either live or work on the floor and 
offer constructive criticism concerning 
the manner in which services are ad­
ministered to patients. 

From what has been said it is appar­
ent that the rabbi of an Orthodox 
long-term hospital for the aged must 
have a thorough understanding of the 
needs of geriatric patients, an under­
standing of hospital organization and 
an understanding of staff members. He 
must also be a warm individual who 
feels comfortable in his relationships 
with both patients and staff. However, 
in order that he be able to do his work 
effectively, he must be given the status 
commensurate with his important func­
tion. He must be recognized as a full-
time professional department head on 
a par with other professional depart­

ment heads. 
In summary, this paper, after outlin­

ing briefly some o f the needs of geriat­
ric patients and some of the beliefs and 
aspects o f Orthodox Judaism, describes 
how the rabbi of a geriatric long-term 
hospital conducted in accordance with 
the Orthodox Jewish tradition, gives 
guidance in relation to the mitzvot o f 
Judaism and helps create the special 
conditions required for their perform­
ance, in the process making it possi­
ble for the patients to satisfy some of 
their basic emotional needs as they 
carry out the requirements of the 
mitzvot. T h e rabbi, in helping create the 
special conditions needed for the per­
formance o f the mitzvot must do so in 
cooperation with other department 
heads. Hence he must understand hos­
pital organization and be able to work 
effectively with colleagues. He must 
understand personality structure and 
be capable o f developing warm rela­
tionships with patients. In order to 
carry out his work effectively he must 
be engaged on a full-time basis as the 
head of an important professional de­
partment. 
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j N discussing the single-parent 
X family, while some of my comments 
deal with syndromes existing in all 
single-parent families in our Western 
culture, I am addressing myself in par­
ticular to the Jewish lower- and 
middle-class family in our society, thus 
omitting some of the singularities of 
families of Black, Puerto Rican and 
other "minority" groups. Similarly, I 
will not deal with the unwed mother 
although recent statistics have shown a 
slight increase in their numbers. T h e 
single-parent family to be discussed in 
this article is the family wherein one of 
the parents lives separately due to di­
vorce or permanent separation, or 
wherein a parent is missing altogether 
due to death. 

As a result of an external event, be it 
divorce or death of one parent, the 
other parent is left in the position of 
carrying the daily responsibility for the 
children. This includes the providing 
of nurture (emotional and physical) 
and leadership (decision-making and 
discipline) at least on a day-to-day basis. 
In the event of death, the total respon­
sibility is left for the surviving parent, 
whereas when the parents are divorced 
or separated, the partial but heavier re­
sponsibility lies on the parent who is 
the caretaker of the children. While 
there are some elements common to 
both types of families, such as the fact 
that the remaining parent has both 
quantitatively as well as qualitatively a 
greater responsibility for the raising of 
the children, there are great differ­
ences between families where a divorce 
occurred and a family where a parent 

* Presented under the auspisces of the Jewish 
Welfare Board "Consultation on the Single Pa­
rent Family," February 26-27, 1974. 

t Also private-practice consultant. 

has died. 
These differences have to do with 

the reality as well as with society's at­
titude towards divorce, with its subtly 
expressed disapproval. Death tends to 
evoke sympathy, compassion and pity 
and an at least temporary wanting to 
do for the bereaved family. In contrast 
to this, divorce is seen as a deliberate, 
possibly avoidable, condition, the result 
of actions involving two grownups, 
both of whom are seen as responsible 
for the breaking-up of the family. 
Overt and subtle blame is expressed in 
relation to both partners and both may 
feel stigmatized. This, in spite of the 
somewhat paradoxical fact that one 
marital partner is often seen as having 
caused the breakup. Thus , in spite of 
the increasing awareness of mental 
health practitioners and society at 
large, who claim to perceive divorce as 
the end result of a dysfunctioning mar­
ital relationship, this view is not really 
integrated, largely because of our 
human tendency to seek and usually 
find, a scapegoat. Labels like "the guilty 
party," "the deserting, uncaring father" 
or in rarer instances, "the abandoning 
mother" reflect our attitude of con­
tempt and disapproval. Society at large 
reflects as well as plays into the family 
system which in its effort to find a new 
equilibrium often deals with the un­
settling event by projecting the blame 
onto the former marital partner. Puni­
tive actions and attitudes such as the 
pairing of visiting rights with support 
payments are frequent and often taken 
over by the community as represented 
by court lawyers and welfare agencies, 
each one representing one of the feud­
ing parties. T h e children themselves 
are represented least in their emotional 
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n e e d s . T h e y are o f t e n p l a c e d in a pos i ­
t i on in w h i c h they have to take s ides 
aga ins t o n e p a r e n t , usual ly t h e o n e w h o 
has left the h o m e . F o r his o w n r e a s o n , 
t h e chi ld t e n d s to j u d g e t h e p a r e n t w h o 
left m o r e harshly , a l t h o u g h d e e p d o w n 
h e h o l d s both p a r e n t s r e s p o n s i b l e for 
t h e b r e a k u p o f t h e h o m e . V e r y y o u n g 
c h i l d r e n m a y fee l this e v e n t h o u g h t h e 
p a r e n t has d i e d , s ince d e a t h o n a m o r e 
pr imi t ive level is e x p e r i e n c e d as d e s e r ­
t ion . T h i s is m o r e p r o n o u n c e d w h e n 
t h e fami ly s u r r o u n d s the d e a t h wi th a n 
aura o f secrecy w h i c h o f t e n l e a d s to a 
family t a b o o a n d t e n d s to a d d t o t h e 
chi ld's f e e l ing v a g u e l y gui l ty for w h a t 
has o c c u r r e d . 

I n e i t h e r case , c h i l d r e n fee l that they 
have abso lute ly n o c o n t r o l o v e r the ir 
des t iny a n d that t h o s e w h o are s u p ­
p o s e d to pro tec t t h e m , n a m e l y the ir 
parents , have fa i led to d o so. T h e i r a n x ­
iety d u r i n g a n d after the i m m e d i a t e 
crisis ge t s h e i g h t e n e d a n d t e n d s to g e t 
e x p r e s s e d e i t h e r t h r o u g h a c t i n g o u t 
(aggress ive b e h a v i o r o f s y m p t o m s ) o r 
the e v e n t i tse l f ge t s d e n i e d , wi th t h e 
resu l t that f e e l i n g s a r o u s e d by the loss 
are ne i ther fully e x p r e s s e d n o r w o r k e d 
t h r o u g h , but r a t h e r t e n d to g o u n d e r ­
g r o u n d . M o r e o v e r , contrary t o o t h e r 
t raumat ic e v e n t s in t h e l ife o f a ch i ld , 
d e a t h o r d i v o r c e o f a p a r e n t f inds b o t h 
t h e r e m a i n i n g p a r e n t a n d the o n e w h o 
has left — in case o f d i v o r c e — in a 
v u l n e r a b l e pos i t i on w h i c h in t u r n , 
m a k e s it h a r d for h i m to susta in t h e 
ch i ld in his o w n f e e l i n g o f loss. I f the 
marital p a r t n e r fee l s h e has b e e n d e ­
s e r t e d by h i s m a t e , h e a lso fee l s a n g r y 
a n d rage fu l , or , in t h e case o f d e a t h , 
s a d d e n e d a n d h e l p l e s s . T h u s , at a t i m e 
w h e n the ch i ld w o u l d m o s t n e e d suste ­
n a n c e a n d e m o t i o n a l availabil ity o n the 
part o f t h e p a r e n t , the latter is o f t e n so 
p r e o c c u p i e d wi th his o w n f e e l i n g s as 
not to be real ly avai lable to the ch i ld . 
I n s t e a d , p a r e n t s t e n d to s ee c h i l d r e n as 
e x t e n s i o n s o f t h e m s e l v e s , a s s u m i n g that 

they s h a r e the ir f e e l i n g s a n d they re ­
s e n t any e v i d e n c e that the ch i ld m a y , 
a n d in fact s h o u l d , react d i f f erent ly . 

W h i l e I h a v e d e s c r i b e d s o m e 
d y n a m i c s w h i c h t e n d to ge t set in to m o ­
t ion w h e n a p a r e n t l eaves t h e h o m e 
p e r m a n e n t l y , it is o f c o u r s e e v i d e n t that 
d i v o r c e o r d e a t h are n o t p a t h o g e n i c o r 
e v e n h i g h l y p r o b l e m a t i c for all fami l ies . 
T h e way a fami ly dea l s wi th any 
c h a n g e , e spec ia l ly o n e w h i c h has seri­
o u s e m o t i o n a l impac t s , d e p e n d s o n t h e 
basic e m o t i o n a l h e a l t h o f the fami ly , 
w h i c h i n c l u d e s the s p o u s e w h o has b e ­
c o m e a n o u t s i d e r . O f e q u a l i m p o r t a n c e 
are such factors as the a g e s o f t h e chi l ­
d r e n , t h e e c o n o m i c a n d h e a l t h s tatus o f 
t h e fami ly a n d t h e e x i s t e n c e o f m e a n ­
i n g f u l s u p p o r t s y s t e m s s u c h as the e x ­
t e n d e d k i n s h i p a n d c o m m u n i t y re ­
sources . I n fact, t h e r e s e e m s t o be a 
rec iproca l r e l a t i o n s h i p w h i c h g o e s 
s o m e w h a t l ike this: t h e y o u n g e r t h e 
c h i l d r e n , t h e m o r e d e p e n d e n t b o t h t h e 
r e m a i n i n g p a r e n t a n d his ch i ld are o n 
the s u p p o r t sy s t ems for physical , social 
a n d e m o t i o n a l survival a n d we l l -be ing . 
It is r egre t tab le h o w little the m o s t 
natura l r e s o u r c e p e r s o n , t h e absent 
s p o u s e , is u s e d in o r d e r to c o m p e n s a t e 
for t h e lack. 

T h e p a r e n t o f very y o u n g c h i l d r e n , 
h o w e v e r wel l a d j u s t e d a n d h o n e s t l y fac­
i n g wi th his c h i l d r e n the partial o r total 
loss o f the o t h e r parent , f inds h i m s e l f 
in a m o s t p r e c a r i o u s s i tuat ion . T h e 
m o t h e r is h o m e b o u n d in o r d e r to care 
f o r h e r y o u n g c h i l d r e n , yet mi s se s 
acute ly the c o m p a n i o n s h i p a n d c o m ­
p a n y o f the mari ta l p a r t n e r . E c o n o m i ­
cal ly, she is o f t e n f o r c e d to c o n s i d e r or 
actual ly u n d e r t a k e o u t s i d e e m p l o y m e n t 
— p r e m a t u r e l y f r o m e i t h e r h e r o w n o r 
t h e ch i ldren ' s p o i n t o f v iew — a n d in 
case she d e c i d e s to d o so , s h e is d e p e n ­
d e n t o n the h e l p o f h e r family o r t h e 
c o m m u n i t y . E v e n in the o p t i m a l s i tua­
t ion , w h e n a fami ly e x t e n d s i tself 
a n d / o r fami ly day-care o r ch i ld -care 
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c e n t e r s are avai lable ( a n d w h i c h c o m ­
m u n i t y c a n boas t o f the r e a d y a n d suf­
f ic ient availabil ity o f s u c h resources?) 
t h e r e m a i n i n g p a r e n t , usual ly the 
m o t h e r , has to c o p e a f ter a d a y o f w o r k 
wi th c h i l d r e n w h o are e m o t i o n a l l y 
n e e d y , w i t h o u t g e t t i n g a d e q u a t e s u p ­
p o r t for h e r s e l f in h e r o w n r ight . 

I f a f a t h e r is left w i th y o u n g c h i l d r e n 
to c a r e for , his s i tuat ion is e v e n w o r s e 
b e c a u s e o f cu l tura l a n d societa l e x ­
p e c t a t i o n s a n d l imi ta t ions . Less wel l 
e q u i p p e d than the m o t h e r to deal with 
y o u n g c h i l d r e n , h e d o e s not e v e n h a v e 
t h e c h o i c e to stay h o m e a n d care for 
t h e m e v e n o n a t e m p o r a r y basis , unt i l 
m o r e p e r m a n e n t p l a n s c a n be m a d e . 
T h i s r e p r e s e n t s o n e o f t h e m o s t u n c o ­
v e r e d n e e d s in the c o m m u n i t y , s ince 
e v e n if h o m e m a k e r serv ice is avai lable , 
it is g i v e n wi th s tr ings a t t a c h e d a n d for 
o n l y a s h o r t t i m e . It is rarely e x t e n d e d 
to serve g r a n d p a r e n t s w h o m a y be will­
i n g to partially care for the c h i l d r e n in 
the a b s e n c e o f b o t h p a r e n t s , but c a n n o t 
a s s u m e the full responsibi l i ty . T h u s , 
fa thers are o f t e n f o r c e d i n t o d e c i s i o n s 
w h i c h are n o t t h o u g h t t h r o u g h wel l : 
w h e t h e r the c h i l d r e n are p l a c e d wi th 
relat ives o r wi th s t r a n g e r s (in a fos ter 
h o m e or inst i tut ion) , p lans are usual ly 
m a d e o n the s p u r o f t h e m o m e n t , 
w i t h o u t full c o n s i d e r a t i o n as to the p r o s 
a n d c o n s o f a s i tuat ion . T h u s , a n o t h e r 
s e p a r a t i o n o c c u r s at t h e very m o m e n t 
w h e n c h i l d r e n a n d p a r e n t n e e d e a c h 
o t h e r mos t . Referra l s to social a g e n c i e s 
at such a p o i n t are usual ly very h e l p f u l 
a n d can avo id d e c i s i o n s w h i c h a d d to 
ra ther t h a n so lve the p r o b l e m s i tuat ion . 
Ses s ions wh ich i n c l u d e the n u c l e a r f a m ­
ily g r o u p a n d the i n t e r e s t e d relat ives , i f 
c o n d u c t e d a p p r o p r i a t e l y by a therapi s t 
or c o u n s e l o r , m a y p r e v e n t poor ly c o n ­
c e i v e d p lans w h i c h m e r e l y are b a s e d o n 
practical aspect s w i t h o u t t a k i n g the 
m o r e c o m p l e x e m o t i o n a l c l imate in to 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

I recall the case o f a fa ther left w i th 

t h r e e y o u n g c h i l d r e n w h o , w h e n his 
w i f e h a d a s e r i o u s e m o t i o n a l break­
d o w n which r e q u i r e d l o n g t e r m h o s ­
pi ta l izat ion , t u r n e d to his in- laws, w h o 
a g r e e d to take care of the c h i l d r e n . 
T h e in- laws h a d n e v e r a p p r o v e d o f the 
f a t h e r as a sui table h u s b a n d for the ir 
d a u g h t e r a n d h e l d h i m r e s p o n s i b l e for 
h e r b r e a k d o w n . It was eas i er to b l a m e 
h i m t h a n to face their o w n gui l t o v e r 
the ir fragi le d a u g h t e r . I m a g i n e the 
s i tuat ion: the c h i l d r e n w e r e c a r e d for 
in a n e w t h o u g h n o t totally s t r a n g e 
h o m e by the ir g r a n d p a r e n t s w h o d id 
n o t fee l phys ica l ly q u i t e u p to the 
c h o r e . T h e y s e n s e d t h e host i le a t t i tude 
in re la t ion to t h e i r fa ther as well as t h e 
father's t e n s i o n w h e n h e vis i ted. H i s 
t e n s i o n was d u e t o his o w n f e e l i n g s re ­
g a r d i n g the way t h e y w e r e b r i n g i n g u p 
the c h i l d r e n . H e d i d n o t d a r e vo i ce his 
q u e s t i o n s , s ince h e was d e p e n d e n t o n 
the ir h e l p i n g h i m out . T h e m e s s a g e s 
w h i c h w e r e t r a n s m i t t e d by all a d u l t s in 
the s i tuat ion w e r e overt ly f r i endly but 
cover t ly host i le . T h e c h i l d r e n w h o al­
r e a d y h a d to c o p e with t h e t raumat ic 
loss o f o n e p a r e n t , the s o m e w h a t less 
t h a n total loss o f a s e c o n d p a r e n t a n d a 
n e w h o m e with a n e w set o f ru le s , w e r e 
c a u g h t in a n e t w o r k o f c o n f u s i o n s , 
m e s s a g e s w h i c h said o n e t h i n g a n d 
c o n v e y e d a n o t h e r . T h e fa ther felt i n ­
creas ing ly r e s e n t f u l , he lp le s s a n d 
c a u g h t a n d s ince h e was not a f i ghter , 
h e w i t h d r e w increas ing ly f r o m t h e s i tu­
at ion . T h e c h i l d r e n i n t e r p r e t e d this as 
a f u r t h e r s ign that h e d idn' t really care 
for t h e m a n d the in- laws w e r e on ly t o o 
g lad to have jus t i f i ca t ion for the ir n e g a ­
tive f ee l ings a b o u t h i m . W h e n t h e f a m ­
ily c a m e to the a t t e n t i o n o f the fami ly 
a g e n c y , the c h i l d r e n w e r e e x t r e m e l y 
diff icult a n d t r o u b l e d ; the fa ther was 
e m b i t t e r e d a n d t h e g r a n d p a r e n t s , w h o 
in a way h a d d o n e t h e best t h e y c o u l d , 
w e r e f ed u p a n d antagon i s t i c . It t o o k a 
l o n g t i m e a n d m u c h i n t e r v e n t i o n to 
rees tabl i sh t h e or ig ina l family by p r o -
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viding homemaker service and counsel­
ing, which enabled the father to come 
to grips with his own ambivalent and 
confused feelings and to help the 
grandparents get disentangled, yet re­
main in touch. T h e children needed to 
be permitted to talk about their own 
feelings in relation to their parents, 
which included the fantasy that mother 
would soon return and then all would 
be well and the anger they had with 
mother for her lack of caring for them 
properly which preceded the hospitali­
zation. They also had to learn to give 
up playing out the father against the 
grandparents and vice versa, which 
they had done in the past. 

There is a strong taboo in our society 
against expressing "bad" things about 
dead or mentally sick persons, in spite 
of the fact that these feelings exist in all 
of us and, if not expressed, tend to be 
acted out. 

We have so far considered some of 
the predicaments the so-called single-
parent family finds itself in both struc­
turally and emotionally. As already 
indicated, statistics tell us that the major­
ity of the single-parent families are 
headed by the mother, hence, most 
community efforts are geared to 
strengthen this unit so that it can find a 
functioning equilibrium. In reviewing 
the literature and going over the exist­
ing community services, I became in­
creasingly aware how little the absent 
father is mentioned or if he is, his pic­
ture is stereotyped beyond recognition. 
Case records abound in unfavorable ref­
erences to the absent father, even in 
cases where the wife was instrumental 
in expelling him. It is not uncommon 
to hear children refer to themselves as 
being "divorced." A most tragic and po­
tentially fateful merging of roles seems 
to be occurring through the family's in­
ability to differentiate sufficiently the 
role of the marital partner from the 
role of the parent. Unfortunately, as 

mentioned above, the community at 
large reflects all too often this sorry 
state of affairs, which in part is caused 
by the fact that it is the mother who is 
the usual informant and who has a 
stake in depicting her former husband 
as bad so that she, herself, becomes 
more acceptable in comparison. Our at­
titudes therefore, are frequently col­
ored by the picture an informant, who 
cannot help but be biased, gives us, yet 
we act as if we are dealing with 
"nothing but the truth." 

Since few community programs con­
sider the absent father as either in need 
of services or as still belonging to and a 
potential resource for his family, my 
secret agenda is to tease the absent, 
forgotten father out of the proverbial 
closet, to make the shadow figure more 
alive and to enable us to see the person 
beyond the stereotype 

There are three types of families in 
which the absence of the father is sig­
nificantly, though pathogenically dealt 
with. 

I. Family where Separation is Incomplete 
("the on-again, off-again divorce"): 

In these families, regardless of the 
legal status, both ex-husband and ex-
wife are very tied to each other. T h e 
husband is a frequent, though usually 
unplanned visitor in the house and 
while ostensibly coming to see the chil­
dren, he uses the time more to talk to 
his former wife and if possible, even 
sleep with her. Fighting occurs much in 
the same way it did while the family 
was still together — the spouses act as if 
they are still married and the children 
feel rightly that once again, their needs 
and interests are expendable in view of 
the transactions on the parts of their 
parents. While it is common that the 
ex-wives complain about the ex-
husband's advances and often paint the 
men as "sex-hungry" monsters, one 
only has to observe the couple in action 
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(best in joint or family interviews) to 
find that the ex-wife as well as the ex-
husband has an equal share in what 
goes on between them. In these 
families therapeutic intervention is ex­
tremely important in order to enable 
the family to sever the marital tie while 
working on strengthening the parental 
relationship which due to the above 
struggle, is diffuse and weakened. Basi­
cally the as if status of divorce has to be 
made into the reality of divorce. 

II. The "Abandoning" Father: 

On the other side of the ledger we 
find the single-parent family in which 
the father is so unwelcome that he has 
virtually given up having any contact 
with his children. Birthdays are forgot­
ten, promised visits not kept and final­
ly, years may pass without any sign of 
life from the father. T h e children feel 
abandoned and unloved and, naturally, 
take over their mother's description of 
their father as bad and uncaring. Need­
less to say, agencies coming in contact 
with these families are reluctant to in­
volve the father except perhaps in a 
feeble attempt to make him cough up 
some money for camp or some special 
occasion. When he refuses to comply, 
agencies usually agree with the picture 
the mother has given in the first place 
and they join the family in labeling the 
man as ungiving. In these families 
there is no room for differences — 
however warm a child's dim memory is 
of his father, mother's perception and 
practical needs are bound to win out 
and leave the children with a vague 
feeling that their perception is not to be 
trusted. Gradually, the whole topic, 

father, becomes a taboo, including deep 
longings the child may have. I do not 
have to stress the unhappy conse­
quences of this kind of situation for boys 
and girls alike. In order to please their 
mother, their own feelings have to go 
underground and they are left with a 

sense that men are bad and not to be 
trusted. 

As a family therapist, I have met 
some of these fathers in person, gotten 
to know their sides of the story and 
seen what happens when they partici­
pate in a family session. Children begin 
to reach out to them, often after they 
had a chance to express the anger at 
the desertion. Yet, much as the 
mothers may have clamored for close­
ness between children and father, when 
it does occur the mothers may tend to 
intervene in a desperate effort to rees­
tablish the former polarization. Even in 
those cases where the father cannot 
sustain contact with the children, it is 
important that they face their struggle 
with him rather than that they do their 
mother's bidding and merge with her 
feelings. On the whole, these "abandon­
ing fathers" are lonely, embittered and 
hurt men. Because of their strong sense 
of guilt, they often fail to fight for their 
rights which include the right to have 
contact with their children. Given the 
opportunity, many of them renew their 
contact with the children and a better 
relationship ensues, even if the father 
has remarried in the meantime. If this 
occurs, the whole family, including the 
mother, is the beneficiary. 

There are, of course, some fathers 
who cannot be induced to participate 
even in one single-family session, yet 
even then, it is helpful to enable the 
family to talk about their fantasies, 
their hurt, their anger and their yearn­
ing in relation to the missing father. 
While the mothers may fight against 
their children's free expression and 
may act as if they were betrayed, the 
therapist's efforts are geared towards 
making all feelings allowable and to 
show that while the mothers' plights 
can be appreciated, the fathers, too, 
can become more human in the pro­
cess. This is essential if growth is to 
occur, no matter what the presenting 
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p r o b l e m is. 
I recal l a part icularly t o u c h i n g inci­

d e n t in o n e o f t h e fami l i e s I w o r k e d 
with: A n 11 - y e a r - o l d girl was b r o u g h t 
to t h e a g e n c y b e c a u s e o f s e v e r e s o m a t i c 
c o m p l a i n t s i n c l u d i n g a s t h m a , an inc ip ­
i en t s c h o o l p h o b i a a n d g e n e r a l l y fear­
ful reac t ions to p e e r s . A f t e r severa l 
w e e k s o f t r e a t m e n t in w h i c h the 
therapi s t h a d s u g g e s t e d that J o a n i e 
m a y h a v e t h o u g h t s a b o u t t h e f a t h e r in 
spi te o f t h e e f f ec t ive fami ly t a b o o 
e v o k e d by m o t h e r that fa ther n o t be 
m e n t i o n e d b e c a u s e h e w a s b a d a n d h a d 
d e s e r t e d t h e m , t h e ch i ld c o n f e s s e d that 
s h e h a d o p e n e d a l o c k e d d r a w e r in h e r 
search for the family's past . S h e h a d 
f o u n d h e r parent s ' w e d d i n g p i c t u r e s , 
s o m e t h i n g w h i c h m a d e h e r g l a d , s ince 
it p r o v e d to h e r that t h e r e w a s a t i m e 
w h e n h e r p a r e n t s w e r e h a p p y a n d 
l o v e d e a c h o t h e r a n d this m a d e h e r f ee l 
that s h e h a d b e e n w a n t e d . S o m e w h a t 
later, she s o b b i n g l y to ld h o w s h e post ­
p o n e d g o i n g to t h e Yesh iva in t h e 
m o r n i n g in o r d e r to a v o i d t h e p a i n f u l 
m o m e n t o f t h e m o r n i n g p r a y e r w h e n it 
sa id , " H o n o r thy f a t h e r a n d thy 
m o t h e r " a n d s h e h a d n o f a t h e r to 
h o n o r . 

I I I . The more typical kind of divorce, 
however, falls into the middle category, 
w h i c h m e a n s that e l e m e n t s o f i n c o m ­
p le te s e p a r a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e mari ta l 
p a r t n e r s c o n t i n u e to ex is t a n d the 
f a t h e r is s e e n as t h e bad o n e , yet n o n e 
o f t h e s e e l e m e n t s a r e so p r o n o u n c e d 
that total m e r g i n g o r a total break o c ­
curs . 

I n t h e s e fami l i e s t h e n , t h e a b s e n t 
f a t h e r s c o n t i n u e t o h a v e c o n t a c t w i th 
t h e c h i l d r e n , but t h e contac t is o f t e n 
f r a u g h t wi th conf l i c t a n d t h e c h i l d r e n 
fee l c o n f u s e d a n d o f t e n d is loyal to o n e 
o r t h e o t h e r o f the ir p a r e n t s . T h e chi l ­
d r e n t e n d to be u s e d as ac tua l o r e m o ­
t ional m e s s e n g e r s , as sp ies a n d g o - b e ­
t w e e n s a n d t h e y b e c o m e p a w n s in the ir 
parent s ' c o n t i n u e d f e u d . I n q u i r i e s as t o 

t h e f o r m e r mari ta l partner ' s love l ife, 
f inancia l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o r p o o r h o u s e ­
k e e p i n g habi ts are c o m m o n . It is obvi ­
o u s that the ro l e s t h e s e c h i l d r e n h a v e to 
carry are n o t h e a l t h y a n d that t h e y 
h a v e n o t h i n g to d o wi th t h e ch i ldren ' s 
o w n f e e l i n g s a n d n e e d s . V i s i t ing is 
g r a n t e d o n l y w h e n s u p p o r t p a y m e n t s 
are m a d e ; h u m i l i a t i n g p r o c e d u r e s s u c h 
as n o t p e r m i t t i n g t h e fa ther to e n t e r 
t h e a p a r t m e n t are s e e n as l e g i t i m a t e 
p u n i s h m e n t for t h e f o r m e r h u s b a n d , 
but t h e m o t h e r d o e s n ' t rea l ize h o w in 
t h e p r o c e s s o f p u n i s h i n g the e x -
h u s b a n d , s h e a l so p u n i s h e s h e r ch i ld . 
S e e m i n g l y , c o n c r e t e i s sues b e c o m e 
twis ted , t h e battle is d i s soc ia ted a n d 
d i s p l a c e d — it is n o t u n c o m m o n that a 
m o t h e r "forgets" to g ive a c h i l d t h e 
m e s s a g e that t h e fa ther h a s ca l l ed to 
c a n c e l his p r o m i s e d visit, s ince h e h a s 
to w o r k o v e r t i m e . T h e c h i l d , o f c o u r s e , 
f ee l s that t h e f a t h e r d o e s n ' t care a n d 
m a y b e af ter all, m o t h e r is r ight w h e n 
s h e talks a b o u t f a t h e r as "that s .o .b." 
T h e f a t h e r is p u z z l e d w h e n h e sees that 
t h e ch i ld w i t h d r a w s increas ing ly a n d 
p u t s o u t an "I d o n ' t care" a t t i tude , 
s o m e t h i n g w h i c h h e p e r c e i v e s as his 
chi ld's n o t c a r i n g for h i m . 

T h e t ransac t ions a n d in terac t ions o f 
t h e s e fami l i e s are less b latant a n d o v e r t 
t h a n in t h e fami l i e s d i s c u s s e d ear l ier; 
t h e m e s s a g e s a r e m o r e subt le a n d c o n ­
tradictory , l e a v i n g the ch i ld with c o n f u ­
s ion a n d b e w i l d e r m e n t . 

T h e q u e s t i o n m a y b e a s k e d , w h a t 
l e a d s a p a r e n t t o d a m a g e a ch i ld? F e w 
p a r e n t s d o so k n o w i n g l y a n d p lanfu l ly . 
T h e a n s w e r to this is c o m p l e x a n d re­
la ted t o t h e u n d e r l y i n g d y n a m i c s o f 
h u m a n b e h a v i o r a n d a lack o f a w a r e ­
n e s s w h i c h l e a d s to ac t ions b e t w e e n t h e 
w a r r i n g e x - s p o u s e s wi th u n f o r t u n a t e 
c o n s e q u e n c e s for t h e c h i l d r e n . N o 
d o u b t that t h e b u r d e n o n t h e c a r e t a k e r 
p a r e n t is g r e a t e r as is t h e p r o n e n e s s to 
r e s e n t the c h i l d r e n o r to m a k e t h e m 
t h e very c e n t e r o f o n e ' s l i fe . T h e p a r e n t 
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l iv ing away f r o m h o m e is p e r c e i v e d by 
t h e f o r m e r m a t e as h a v i n g it easy , l ead­
i n g the life o f Riley. B e i n g p r e o c c u p i e d 
wi th t h e h a r d s h i p s o f his o w n life, t h e 
c a r e t a k e r p a r e n t c a n n o t e m p a t h i z e wi th 
t h e l o n e l i n e s s a n d h a r d s h i p s o f t h e 
o t h e r p a r e n t , w h o s e f r e e d o m c a n on ly 
be e n v i e d , e v e n if f r e e d o m m e a n s liv­
i n g in a d i n g y , f u r n i s h e d r o o m a n d 
s p e n d i n g m u c h o f o n e ' s salary to s u p ­
por t the c h i l d r e n . I h a v e r e a d s o m e 
very m o v i n g articles o n the p l ight o f 
t h e lone ly fa thers w h o y e a r n t o be 
r e u n i t e d with their fami l i e s a n d w h o 
truly miss the ir c h i l d r e n . T h i s t o o , can 
l ead to p r o b l e m s , s ince c h i l d r e n , e s p e ­
cially the o l d e r o n e s , are m o r e able to 
s ee t h e o t h e r s ide a n d b e g i n to w a n t to 
m a k e u p for their father's l o n e l i n e s s , 
a n d o e d i p a l fantas ies o f k e e p i n g h o u s e 
for fa ther are r a m p a n t in m a n y a d o l e s ­
cent s . M a n y o f t h e c h i l d r e n e x p e r i e n c e 
a lso a faint d i s c o m f o r t d u e to gui l t in 
re la t ion to the ir parents ' d i v o r c e . T h e 
guilt is at t i m e s in t ens i f i ed by t h o u g h t ­
less r e m a r k s o n the part o f t h e p a r e n t s 
w h e n they state that the ir m a r r i a g e was 
f ine unt i l J o h n n y c a m e a l o n g or w h e n 
they b l a m e J o h n n y for r u i n i n g t h e i r 
m a r r i a g e . 

A certa in a m o u n t o f t r a g e d y a c c o m ­
p a n i e s the b r e a k u p o f any m a r r i a g e — 
f e e l i n g s o f d e s e r t i o n a n d h e l p l e s s n e s s 
l ead to a n g e r a n d j e a l o u s y , to d e p r e s ­
s ion a n d a s t r o n g s e n s e o f gui l t a n d 
fa i lure . Yet , t h e truly tragic a spec t l ies, 
in m y t h i n k i n g , in the fact that m a n y o f 
t h e p r o b l e m s c o u l d be a v o i d e d , if t h e s e 
f e e l i n g s w o u l d be e x p r e s s e d a n d f a c e d 
— jo in t ly , if poss ib le , a n d in t h e p r e s ­
e n c e o f the c h i l d r e n . I n s t e a d o f u s i n g 
b l a m e a n d wi thdrawal , t h e fami ly c o u l d 
take the first s t ep t o w a r d s t h e neces sary 
shift in re la t ion t o t h e s e v e r i n g o f t h e 
marita l a n d t h e m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e pa­
renta l r e la t ionsh ip . S ince d i v o r c e is n o t 
appl i cab le to b io log ica l t ies, t h e chil­
d r e n r e m a i n t h e joint responsibility of both 
p a r e n t s , t h e p a r e n t wi th w h o m t h e y 

stay a n d t h e p a r e n t w h o l ives apart . 
S o m e d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , l o n g - r a n g e d is ­
c ip l ine a n d n u r t u r i n g c a n be u n d e r t a ­
k e n jo in t ly , albeit in a s o m e w h a t 
c h a n g e d way, by b o t h p a r e n t s . T h i s o c ­
c u r s ra ther n o r m a l l y in fami l i e s w h e r e 
fa thers have to be a b s e n t d u e t o the ir 

j o b s o r b e c a u s e o f i l lness a n d in t h o s e 
fami l ies w h e r e a s e p a r a t i o n o c c u r r e d , 
but w h e r e b o t h p a r t n e r s c o n t i n u e to 
f u n c t i o n in the ir ro les as p a r e n t s . 

W h i l e I h a v e ear l ier ta lked a b o u t a 
s tructural i m b a l a n c e in the s ing le -
p a r e n t family w h i c h d o e s i n d e e d p lace 
a h e a v i e r b u r d e n o n t h e c a r e t a k e r pa­
rent , t h e p r o b l e m s w h i c h so o f t e n face 
all family m e m b e r s after a s e p a r a t i o n 
c a n be r e d u c e d i f d i v o r c e as wel l as 
d e a t h is s e e n as a crisis in fami ly l iv ing 
w h i c h n e e d s to be dea l t with at least 
initially, by t h e w h o l e fami ly . 

I f m e n t a l h e a l t h pract i t ioners w o u l d 
b e m o r e a t t u n e d to this n e e d , ways a n d 
m e a n s c o u l d b e f o u n d t o h e l p fami l i e s 
d u r i n g t h e s e p e r i o d s o f in tens ive crisis , 
m u c h in the way professionals are avail­
able to intact fami l ies . I s u s p e c t that 
s o m e o f t h e r e l u c t a n c e to d o so m a y be 
re la ted to the a n g u i s h w e fee l w h e n 
e x p o s e d to t h e s e crises w h i c h c a n n o t 
h e l p but t o u c h us in t h e m o s t visceral 
a n d p e r s o n a l t e r m s . Pro fe s s iona l s , t o o , 
m a y t e n d to dea l with the ir d i f f e r e n t 
f e e l i n g s by e i t h e r a v o i d i n g di f f icul t 
s i tuat ions o r by s t e r e o t y p i n g t h e m . 
W h e n fami l i e s s e n s e this , t h e y fee l re ­
luctant a n d a s h a m e d to t u r n to a g e n ­
cies for h e l p at a t ime w h e n they are 
m o s t v u l n e r a b l e . 

I n c lo s ing , I w a n t to stress that I c o n ­
s ider it a m i s n o m e r w h e n w e call a f a m ­
ily w h e r e a f a t h e r a n d m o t h e r d o n o t 
live t o g e t h e r a s i n g l e - p a r e n t family . 
T h e label i tse l f s e e m s to i m p l y that w e 
v a l u e the a b s e n t p a r e n t little a n d that 
w e d o n o t r e c o g n i z e h o w i m p o r t a n t a 
ro l e h e carr ies in re la t ion t o his family . 
A s in any family , the "absent" f a t h e r 
c a n be w a r m l y c a r i n g o r be p a t h o l o g i -
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cally r e j e c t i n g . O u r f a i l u r e t o g r a s p th i s 
c o n c e p t ful ly , a n d t o ac t u p o n it, a d d s 
t o t h e h a r d s h i p o f a f ami ly w h o s e task-
it is t o r e s t r u c t u r e itself. 

I w a n t t o e n d w i t h a q u o t a t i o n by 
Li l l i an H e l l m a n , w h o in r e l a t i o n t o h e r 
o w n p a s t life e x p e r i e n c e sa id t h a t s h e 

h o p e s t o s h o w h o w " o l d c o n c e p t i o n s 
r e p l a c e d by a l a t e r c h o i c e c a n b e a w a y 
o f s e e i n g a n d t h e n s e e i n g a g a i n . " I 
h o p e t h a t w e will b e ab le to m o v e in th i s 
d i r e c t i o n — to r e p l a c e t h e o l d c o n c e p ­
t i on o f t h e s i n g l e - p a r e n t fami ly w i t h a 
n e w o n e , by s e e i n g t h e s e f a m i l i e s in a 
n e w way . 
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T h e q u e s t i o n o f w h a t is " J e w i s h " 
a b o u t t h e J e w i s h f ami ly s e r v i c e a g e n c y 
h a s g a i n e d n e w i m p o r t a n c e in r e c e n t 
m o n t h s e v e n t h o u g h th i s q u e s t i o n h a s 
b e e n r a i s e d f o r d e c a d e s . T h i s n e w i m ­
p o r t a n c e is t h e r e s u l t o f a n u m b e r o f 
f a c t o r s . T h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t r e a s o n s 
a r e t h e i n c r e a s e d s e n s e o f i so l a t i on t h e 
w o r l d J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y h a s felt s i n c e 
t h e S i x - D a y W a r in 1 9 6 7 ( w h i c h h a s 
b e e n r e i n f o r c e d by t h e Y o m K i p p u r 
W a r of 1 9 7 3 ) , a n d t h e c o n t i n u e d t h r e a t 
o f a s s i m i l a t i o n i n t o t h e l a r g e r secular-
A m e r i c a n soc ie ty at a t i m e t h e J e w i s h 
d i v o r c e r a t e is r i s i n g a n d t h e b i r t h r a t e 
is o n t h e v e r g e o f a p o s s i b l e d e c l i n e . 
A m i d s t t h i s i n c r e a s e d s e n s e o f v u l n e r a ­
bili ty b o t h t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y in 
g e n e r a l a n d t h e p r o f e s s i o n a l s in t h e 
f ie ld o f J e w i s h c o m m u n a l s e r v i c e in 
s p e c i f i c 1 a r e f e e l i n g t h e n e e d to jus t i fy 
J e w i s h c o m m u n a l s e r v i c e in t e r m s o f its 
J e w i s h c o n t e n t . G r e e n b e r g a n d Ze f f 
s h o w e d t h e r e l e v a n c y a n d c o n t i n u i t y of 
t h e fami ly s e r v i c e a g e n c y t h r o u g h t h e 
h i s t o r i c v a l u e s a n d f u n c t i o n s oi tzedakah 
a n d rhrxst'il.- T h e y s h o w e d h o w t h e 
f ami ly s e rv i ce a g e n c y t r a n s m i t s t h r o u g h 
m o d e r n o r g a n i z a t i o n s t h e s e t r a d i t i o n a l 
J e w i s h v a l u e s t h a t h a v e c h a r a c t e r i z e d 
J u d a i s m t h r o u g h o u t t h e a g e s . R u b i n 
w e n t o n t o c lar i fy d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n 

1 Report of the Commission on Structure, Function 
ami Priorities of the Organized Jewish Community 
(Nat ional C o n f e r e n c e of Jewish C o m m u n a l Serv­
ice, May 1974). 

2 I rv ing G r e e n b u r g and David Zeff, " T h e 
Jewish Casework Agency. P rob lems and Pros­
pects in a T i m e of P a r a d o x , " Journal of Jewish 
Communal Service. (Fall 1965). 

t h e J e w i s h a n d t h e n o n - s e c t a r i a n f ami ly 
s e r v i c e a g e n c i e s s t r i k i n g h o m e t h e 
p o i n t t h a t " I n t h e J e w i s h a g e n c i e s t h o s e 
w h o r e c e i v e d a i d w e r e m e m b e r s o f t h e 
c o m m u n i t y t h e m s e l v e s . " 3 H e e l a b o ­
r a t e d h o w c o m m u n a l s e r v i c e a g e n c i e s 
in J e w i s h soc ie ty h a v e t h e f u n c t i o n o f 
s e r v i n g t h e i r o w n m e m b e r s , t h u s i m p l y ­
i n g t h a t t h e f ami ly a g e n c y is a d i r e c t 
e x p r e s s i o n o f J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y in ­
t e r e s t s . 

H o w e v e r , b e h i n d t h e r a t i o n a l e s f o r 
J e w i s h f ami ly s e r v i c e s a r e t h e f u n c t i o n s 
t h e s e a g e n c i e s p e r f o r m f o r t h e i r J e w i s h 
c o m m u n i t i e s . I b e l i e v e t h i s is w h a t 
n e e d s t o b e s t r e s s e d t o d a y a t a t i m e 
w h e n m o r e a n d m o r e J e w i s h c o n t e n t is 
b e i n g s e e n as t h e c r i t e r i o n of r e l e v a n c y 
f o r J e w i s h f ami ly s e r v i c e a g e n c i e s . 
S i n c e t h e m a j o r c o n c e r n o f J e w i s h 
c o m m u n a l s e r v i c e t o d a y s e e m s t o be 
t h e f o s t e r i n g o f J e w i s h i d e n t i t y a n d t h e 
s e r v i c e t h a t c o m m u n a l a g e n c i e s h a v e 
t o w a r d t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o r s u r v i v a l o f 
t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , t h e r e is t h e feel ­
i n g t h a t J e w i s h c o n t e n t p e r se is t h e 
v e h i c l e f o r c o m m u n a l a g e n c i e s t o f o s t e r 
t h e s e g o a l s . It is n a t u r a l t o a s s u m e t h a t 
k n o w l e d g e o f J u d a i s m — J e w i s h h i s ­
t o r y , l i t e r a t u r e , c u l t u r e a n d r e l i g i o n — 
is a t s o m e bas ic l eve l a p r e - r e q u i s i t e t o 
J e w i s h s u r v i v a l ; u n l e s s g r o u p m e m b e r s 
k n o w t h e i r u n i q u e n e s s it will s lowly sl ip 
a w a y f r o m e x i s t e n c e . 

T h e c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n is w h e t h e r s u c h 
c o n t e n t is n e c e s s a r y t o jus t i fy J e w i s h 
c o m m u n a l s u p p o r t o f i n d i v i d u a l a n d 
f ami ly s e r v i c e a g e n c i e s . I n o t h e r w o r d s , 
is t h e i n g r e d i e n t f o r s u r v i v a l p r o v i d e d 

3 B u r t o n S. Rubin , "What ' s Jewish About 
Jewish Family Service," Jewish Social Work Forum, 
(Wurzwei ler School of Social Work , Yeshiva Uni­
versity, Vol. 6, # 1 S p r i n g 1969). 

389 


