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n:‘,n n(,y Repeat after Me:

The Verdict on Hypnosis

Excerpt from Sweeter Than Honey:
Parsha & Yom Tov Insights with Essays on Halacha, by Rabbi Mendel Berlin

Question: In this week’s Parsha we read how the Egyptians
were steeped inmagic. The Torah (Devarim 18:10) forbids one to
perform magic. Let us ask:Is one permitted to perform hypnosis/
get hypnotized, or is it considered someform of magic and would
therefore be forbidden?

Answer: Rav Moshe Feinstein, ZT"L, was
asked (Igros Moshe, Y.D. 3:44) whether one can
be healed through hypnosis. He responded that
he has spoken to those who are knowledgeable
in the field and with Rav Eliyahu Henkin, ZT"L,
and they didn’t find it to have any connection to
magic. Rather, it is a natural strength with which
one can influence people with weak nerves and
bring them to a state where they are not aware of
what is happening. Therefore, there would be no
concern of magic.

However, if there is a concern that the one
performing the hypnosis may cause the one being
hypnotized to transgress any Mitzvah one is not allowed to
be hypnotized. One cannot argue that when they are in the
state of hypnosis they are sinning unwillingly and are not
responsible. We find that Tosafos (Bava Kama 4a) quotes from
the Yerushalmi that if one lies down tosleep near someone’s
item and breaks it while sleeping, they are responsible to
compensate the owner of the item. This is because when one
puts themselvesin a situation where they know they may sin,

God-fearing Therapist

Adapted from ‘Psychotherapy in Halacha’ based on the pesakim of Rabbi Dovid Cohen

by Rabbi Yitzchok Schechter

Gedolei Yisroel have termed the field of psychology Chochmas HaNefesh, the understanding of the
human spirit. It is the human spirit that conn ects to oneself, others, and ultimately God, and
therefore, those who dedicate themselves to helping others in this area engage in a Divine pursuit.

There is perhaps no area more intricate and complex as the nefesh and even minor corruptions
therein can have profound impacts on the individual and all those in his environment. Helping
someone overcome these troubles is a calling that requires considerable expertise and a great deal
of Divine assistance. Helping others can be challenging, demanding work, both emotionally and
spiritually; but as great as the challenge, so too is the opportunity for personal growth as an 1 Tay.

Chazal require each and every person to have a Ravin order to learn what to do in cases of

Rav Moshe Feinstein greeting
Rav Shmuel Rozovsky

they are responsible even though they weren’t aware of their
sinning at the time of the sin. The same applies here, as well.

However, writes Rav Moshe, he sees that one who allows
themselves to be hypnotized is causing themselves disgrace
and it should not be done (if not for healing purposes). This
is like we find (Gemara, Kiddushin 40b) that the Gemara
compares one who eats in the street to a dog and is rabbinically
disqualified to serve as a witness. This is because one who is
not concerned with their personal honor and self-respect
won’t hesitate to lie as a witness, since they
are not concerned with the disgrace of being
discovered (telling a lie). If one does other acts
which show that they are not concerned for their
own honor, like publicly accepting charity from
non-Jews (Choshen Mishpat 34:18), they’re also
disqualified as a witness.

Yet, if the hypnosis is for the purposes of
healing, it would be permitted, just as we find with
the case of accepting charity in public from a non-
Jew thatit is not considered a disgrace if there’s
no way for one to accept it privately. On a similar
note, the Igros Moshe (Y.D. 2:57) writes that

when it comes to psychologists and psychiatrists
one should use those who are Torah-observant. This is because
unlike with other areas of medicine where the healing is done
through medicine, here it is done through conversations.
Therefore, there is concern that a non-observant doctor may
advise the patient with anti-Torah advice. However, if it is
difficult to find a Torah-observant doctor one shouldstipulate
with the doctor that they won’t discuss religious ideas with
them (or with their child, if the child is the patient).

Rav Dovid Cohen, Gevul Yaavetz
with Rav Dovid Cohen, Chevron

doubt. This is certainly true in the world of psychotherapy. A therapist will come across numerous halachic issues that need
clarification. Kibbud Av v'Em, shmiras halashon, tefilah, krias shema, tefillin, tznius, etc. are all commonplace discussions in the
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therapy room. Often enough, questions regarding adoption, yichus, issureibiah, and mesirah will come up as well.

not bring up the halachic issue directly with the client.

It is important to note that this dictum of Chazal requires a person to choose a Rav and follow his specific
mehalech in psak halachah, whether lenient or stringent. “Shopping" for a heter is not permitted. Therefore, itis
incumbent upon psychologists, psychotherapists, counselors, social workers, clinicians, and coaches to choose
a Rav whom they feel comfortable has the requisite knowledge, experience, and understanding to guide them,
and then follow his psak consistently. The Rav's experience in dealing with mental health issuesis vital to his

role of clarifying these subjects for the therapist
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The professional counselor needs direction from a halachic expert in these and other areas, even when he does S
7!

Psychotherapy greatly impacts a person's thought process and approach to life. Therefore, it is important for the patient to
choose a frum, G-d fearing therapist who will not damage the clients' Torah-true outlook as well as his level of emunah and
bitachon. However, for psychiatry and psychological testing, which focus on evaluation, diagnostics, and medication without

dispensing advice, one may use a non-observant or non-Jewish practitioner.

Occasionally, an experienced non-observant or non- Jewish therapist is endorsed by local rabbonim who are familiar with his or

her work. Generally, such a therapist is familiar with and sensitive to the culture of the observant community. There may be other

pressing situations that call for an exception to the above, such as when the patient is in dire need of services for mental illness and

has no one else to turn to. If such a need arises, competent halachic guidance must be sought.
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