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ike their same-faith counterparts, 
Jewish-Christian couples face 

• instances of disagreement and 
discord in their lives together, and they 
sometimes turn to therapy for help. 
This issue of D O V E T A I L looks at the 
questions raised when interfaith couples 
consider professional therapy. Does the 
fact that such couples come from two 
different religious backgrounds make 
their inevitable disagreements more 
frequent or profound? A n d is there any 
correlation between their religious and 
cultural differences and the ability of a 
therapist to help them through the 
particularly difficult times? 

This issue includes articles by four 
professionals w i t h extensive experience 
counseling Jewish-Christian couples. 
The authors, while placing different 
emphases on theory and method, come 
to a number of common conclusions. 
A l l agree that, to benefit from therapy, 
both partners in an interfaith relation
ship must examine their religious and 
cultural identities and carefully define 
and communicate their individual and 
common priorities. A l l suggest that the 
strongest catalyst for potential discord is 
the arrival of children on the scene. 
A n d all agree that an interfaith couple, 
like any other, can always survive 
difficult discord, provided both partners 
are committed to the relationship. 

When the partners in a Jewish-
Christian marriage decide to seek 
professional help, they may have 
difficulty f inding a therapist w i l l i n g to 
consider their special needs. Joan 
Rachel Goldberg, editor of Family 
Therapy News, contends that most 
marriage and family therapists are 
ignorant of the effects spirituality has on 

couples. She writes that "[t]alk of the 
soul may confuse or scare some thera
pists. . . . They are content to relegate 
religion and spirituality to the realm of 
the unmeasurable and unscientific, 
subjects best left ignored." Our authors 
suggest that a helpful therapist, while 
not needing specific experience w i t h 
interfaith couples, w i l l have certain 
characteristics. 

In their classic resource. Ethnicity 
and Family Therapy (New York: 
Guilford Press, 1982), Monica 
McGoldrick, John Pearce and Joseph 
Giordano explore the issue of intermar
riage f rom a psychotherapist's perspec
tive. They f ind that "[c]ouples who 
choose to [inter]marry are usually 
seeking a rebalance of the characteristics 
of their o w n ethnic background. They 
are moving away from some values as 
well as toward others." 

The authors have found that stress 
increases an interfaith couple's diff icul
ties. "Typically, we tolerate differences 
when we are not under stress. In fact, 
we f ind them appealing. However, 

continued on next page 

IN THIS ISSUE 
Forum: W h e n Therapy Helps 3 
For Professionals: More o n Culture 

a n d C o m m u n i c a t i o n 5 
Personality Profile: 

Rita Tomkins 6 
Program Profile: 

Bifaithful Families a n d 
Chi ldren Network 8 

Opin ion : D e c e m b e r D i lemma 10 
Resources 11 



How Con Therapy Help Interfaith 
Couples? 

when stress is added to a system, 
our tolerance for difference d i m i n 
ishes. We become frustrated if we are 
not understood in ways that fit w i t h 
our wishes and expectations.. . . In 
our experience, much of therapy 
involves helping family members 
recognize each other's behavior as a 
reaction from a different frame of 
reference." 

At this potentially stressful time of 
year, w i t h holiday gatherings, visits 
w i t h extended famiUes, and overlap
ping traditions, we have included in 
this issue two articles which examine 
the difficulties of the so-called Decem
ber dilemma. In the Personality 
Profile, Rita Tomkins relives the soul-
searching she d i d while trying to 
decide about having a Christmas tree 
in her interfaith home. A n d in this 
issue's Opinion, Alice Webber shares 
her struggle to integrate her 
husband's Hanukkah traditions w i t h 
her o w n celebration of the Advent 
season. Both authors come to the 
conclusion that both holidays can 
coexist in their homes w i t h meaning 
and integrity. We hope that your 
interfaith family can come to a 
comfortable conclusion this year. 
A n d we wish you the most joyful of 
holidays! T 

MARILYN B. ROBIE, PH.D., AND ARTHUR L . 
SHECHET, PH.D., ARE PARTNERS IN AN INTER
FAITH MARRIAGE AND PRACTICE CLINICAL 
PSYCHOLOGY IN LEXINGTON, KENTUCKY. THEY 
HAVE TWO CHILDREN. 

n the course of a marriage a couple 
w i l l face many challenges, large 
and small. Difficulties between 

partners offer opportunities for the 
growth of the individuals and the 
marriage. Conflicts often provide 
pathways for the deepening of the 
essential elements of a satisfying 
sustained relationship, including 
mutual trust, caring, and respect, 
awareness of each person's needs, and 
the ability to work out disagreements 
and problems through negotiation, 
compromise, and even sacrifice. It is 
not an exaggeration to state that 
conflicts in marriage and their resolu
tions are crucial to maintaining the 
long-term health of the relationship. 

There are many areas of day-to-day 
life about which it is worth having 
disagreements. Couples need to work 
out the inevitable friction caused by 
differences in styles in areas such as 
communicating, expressing feelings, 
parenting, sexual relations, house
keeping, and spiritual and religious 
matters. Many areas of friction get 
revisited throughout a marriage as 
individual changes and changes in the 
relationship necessitate reworking of 
core issues. For interfaith couples, 
issues related to religious values, 
beliefs, and practices w i l l be faced at 
different junctures in the relationship. 
In the period leading to the marriage, 
the couple is often focused on dealing 
w i t h the impact of the relationship on 
their o w n families. Often religious 
differences between the partners are 
minimized in order to solidify the 
relationship and to present a unified 
stance to the families. In the early 
stages of marriage prior to the arrival 
of children, differences are often 
harmonized and smoothed, perhaps 

even celebrated, as the partners revel 
in the novelty of their union and the 
excitement of discovered differences. 

The inevitable fault line for inter
faith couples is the arrival of children. 
Not all couples engage in serious 
negotiations concerning issues of faith 
and practice prior to this point. 
Whether a prior agreement has been 
developed or not, many people 
experience the issue w i t h much more 
intensity of feeling when there is a 
child. This intensity is often unantici
pated; discussions of religious identity 
and practice when there are children 
involved may be very different in 
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F O R U M 

emotional tone than those that 
occurred prior to children. As is true 
for many issues that arise i n a mar
riage, differences that were a source of 
attraction, excitement, and interest 
early in a relationship can become 
points of friction later. Sometimes 
underlying serious problems in a 
marriage can congeal around a 
particular issue, such as religious 
affiliation, and infuse it w i t h much 
more hostility than would seem 
warranted. 

A n interfaith couple can have a 
framework for issues of religious faith 
that basically works for their family 
and still have to negotiate some of the 
particulars throughout the course of 
their marriage. These disagreements 
are not necessarily signs that there are 
major problems that require profes
sional intervention. The capacity to 
have conflicts and resolve them is 
very important in an enduring 
relationship. However, when dis
agreements do not get resolved, when 
they become perpetual sources of 
divisiveness and not just difference in 
a marriage, they can contribute to the 
long-standing resentments and 
mutual alienation that are ruinous for 
a relationship and destructive to all 
members of the family. 

There may be telltale signs that 
such a process is occurring, as when 
spouses begin to avoid talking about 
important concerns. Increased 
emotional and physical distance can 
signal that there are barriers that are 
becoming more difficult to overcome. 
A t times, increased marital distance is 
accompanied by heightened involve
ment on the part of one or both 
partners w i t h the children in the 
family. Couples in trouble sometimes 
begin isolating themselves more f rom 
their friends and community, al
though some distressed couples cope 
w i t h their difficulties by becoming 
overinvolved w i t h other activities so 
as to minimize time alone and to

gether. Extended families may be 
allowed to intrude and create friction 
in a persistent way, and the couple 
ends up arguing about those matters, 
masking the more significant prob-

The inevitable fault line 
for interfaith couples is 
thie arrival of chiildren 
. . . . Wtiettier a prior 
agreement has been 
developed or not, 
many people 
experience the issue 
with much more 
intensity of feeling 
when there is a child. 

lems between spouses. For interfaith 
couples, a primary problem is an 
inability to come to a unified stance 
about issues of religious affiliation 
and practice. A unified stance i n this 
situation does not mean that husband 
and wife are the same, but rather that 
they have developed a truly agreed 
upon solution for dealing w i t h their 
differences. 

When a couple has determined that 
they need to gain some additional 
perspective on their relationship and 
problems, there are multiple available 
resources. Of course, the ubiquitous 
self-help books can be a good place to 
start. Recommendations from mental 
health professionals, clergy, and 
friends may be useful. However, if 
there are some signs of significant 
problems, marital therapy may be 
indicated. Therapy for couples is an 
option to be explored before a prob
lem becomes so divisive that divorce 
is considered an option. Therapy is 
much more effective in the context of 
a relationship where there is a modi
cum of affection and commitment 

rather than in a "last straw" scenario. 
When selecting a therapist who is 

both clinically competent and sensi
tive to interfaith couples issues, the 
academic degree of the therapist is not 
as relevant as the fol lowing criteria: 

1) The clinician is recommend ed 
by multiple sources, including other 
professionals; 

2) The clinician is licensed by a 
professional regulatory board; and 

3) The clinician is open to a phone 
or face-to-face interview prior to 
initiating treatment. 

In a session, the chnician should be 
an active and involved presence, a 
good listener, fair and impartial. The 
therapist should be respectful of the 
importance and feelings attached to 
interfaith issues, and open to a wide 
range of solutions to these issues. 
Finally, a couples therapist should be 
able to make something different 
happen between the partners in tiie 
session, although resolution of the 
problems might take some time. 

We should note that, for a compe
tent clinician, a great deal of experi
ence in dealing w i t h interfaith couples 
is not necessary. For many couples, 
the interfaith issues may reflect 
problems w i t h basic marital pro
cesses, such as effective communica
tion, tolerating differing needs, and 
negotiating power and control. A 
good therapist w i l l focus on develop
ing new and healthier patterns 
between partners, rather than being 
the authoritative source of solutions 
for specific issues. 

The interfaith couple carries some 
extra burdens. Professional interven
tion can be helpful in strengthening a 
husband and wife's capacity not just 
to survive conflict but to use it as an 
opportunity for growth. T 
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F O R U M 

DR. IRWIN H . FISHBEIN, A RABBI AND LICENSED 
MARRIAGE AND FAMILY THERAPIST, IS DIRECTOR 
OF THE RABBINIC CENTER FOR RESEARCH AND 
COUNSELING IN WESTFIELD, NEW JERSEY. H E 
HAS SPECIALIZED IN COUNSELING INTERFAITH 
COUPLES FOR OVER 25 YEARS. 

n the late 1960s the number of 
intermarrying couples who con
tacted me to officiate at their 

weddings increased signficantly. 
When I met w i t h many of these 
couples and talked about some of the 
problems they faced, I found myself 
inadequately trained to deal w i t h the 
psychological issues they presented. 
While I knew that my rabbinical 
background was sound, 1 felt con
stantly challenged by the psychologi
cal aspects of intermarriage. This was 
particularly true when I sensed that a 
prospective convert to Judaism 
needed to sort out her feelings before 
conversion could be meaningful and 
helpful. To refer a prospective 
convert for therapy would inevitably 
invite feelings of rejection or disap
proval. Similarly, when I found 
myself trying to help a couple become 
firmer in dealing w i t h parents, I was 
at a loss as to how to do this most 
effectively. The answer for me was to 
enroll in a training program in marital 
and family therapy. Over a period of 
eight years I completed three psycho
therapy residencies, in marriage and 
family therapy, in pastoral psycho
therapy and in group psychotherapy. 
For the past 24 years I have been 
directing a counseling center and 
doing general psychotherapy, but I 
have always specialized in working 
w i t h intermarried couples and the 
issues they present. What began as a 
continuing education program to deal 
w i t h intermarriage issues eventually 
created a totally new focus for my 
rabbinic work. 

Common wisdom is that it takes 
only one therapist to change a light 
bulb provided that the light bulb 
really wants to change. When a 
couple wants a relationship to work, 
both on a conscious and an uncon
scious level, they w i l l f ind a way. If 
there is enough caring and an ability 

to give to the other, religious issues, 
like all other issues, can be negotiated. 
Often, however, couples define their 
conflict in such a way that a successful 
resolution is not possible. M y task as 
a pastoral psychotherapist is to help 
couples look at their situation from a 
different vantage point or think about 
it in a different way so that the issue 
can be redefined. 

If you both do not feel 
good about o decision 
you have made, it is 
probably not a helpful 
decision for your 
relationship and it will 
need further exploration. 

Intermarriage presents special 
challenges and concerns both for 
intermarried couples and for those 
who work w i t h them. It is often 
helpful for couples to be w i t h a 
pastoral psychotherapist who can not 
only respond to the emotional issues 
but also understands the religious and 
cultural issues involved. As w i t h any 
group w i t h which one is working, 
prior knowledge about some of the 
characteristics and customs of that 
group is always helpful. On the other 
hand, in working w i t h intermarried 
couples, a pastoral psychotherapist 
has to be alert to those times when the 
religious issue that is presented is a 
screen for deeper, more fundamental 
areas of conflict. 

In order for counseling to be 
helpful, the clergyperson/ therapist 
must be able to accept the couple 
where they are as a couple and as 
individuals, and to help them go from 
where they are (which is uncomfort
able and conflictual) to where they 
can be (which is comfortable and 
reaffirming of the relationship). 
Though they may have no conscious 
awareness of their ultimate destina
tion, what is important is that it is 
their goal, not the therapist's goal, 
that is sought after. 

One of the most common concerns 
expressed by intermarrying couples is 

how to deal w i t h the religious identif i
cation of their children. When dis
cussing this, it is important that each 
mate begin by identifying and sharing 
feehngs. The next step is to tell each 
other what is wanted and to be as 
specific as possible. It is vital to be able 
to listen to the other's feelings and to 
respond to them. Ask yourself and 
each other how important is each of the 
feelings you are sharing. Can you f ind 
some common thread that both of you 
can embrace? For instance, you may 
be able to agree that the most impor
tant part of a particular hoHday 
celebration as you were growing up 
was family closeness and that it is this 
feeling that you want to preserve and 
give to your children. A n d always 
keep in m i n d that most of what is 
precious to each of you is a basic 
human want and usually not rooted 
in any particular religious tradition. 

The litmus test for understanding 
how well a problem has been solved 
is the level of comfort each mate 
experiences w i t h the solution. If you 
both do not feel good about a decision 
you have made, it is probably not a 
helpful decision for your relationship 
and it w i l l need further exploration. 
Pursue the matter unt i l you come to a 
better resolution. Remember that 
your mate also has a family and that 
you cannot bui ld a f i r m foundation to 
your relationship if a decision alien
ates your mate from his or her family. 
Remember, also, that your children 
w i l l feel connected to both sides of 
their family and that their connection 
to their grandparents is vital to 
healthy growth and development. 

For some, the complexities of 
intermarriage can be challenging and 
exciting. For others, it is a struggle and 
balancing act that is exhausting. When 
this happens, professional help from a 
pastoral psychotherapist can provide 
an objective arena in which to explore 
emotionally charged issues that seem 
to defy any kind of resolution. T 

To find a certified pastoral counselor in your 
area, contact the American Association of 
Pastoral Counselors at (703) 385-6967. 
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More on Culture and Communication 
by Esther Perel 

D ealing w i t h differences is the 
key theme when approaching 
couples of mixed ethno-

cultural heritage. Cultural and 
religious differences provide the 
backdrop against which couples' 
issues of identity, commitment, 
intimacy, and separation from their 
family of origin are played out. Since 
the core of one's ethnic and rehgious 
experience originates in the family, 
often underlying the manifest differ
ences is an intense web of emotions 
and invisible loyalties. 

Partners' very differences may be 
the basis of their initial attraction to 
one another. Alternatively, couples 
may downplay their differences and 
emphasize their similarities. Where 
some couples see their differences as a 
contributing factor to the success of 
their relationship, others see them as 
being the cause of its downfall . 

For couples who come for marital 
therapy, it is the drawing out of these 
differences—speaking the unspo
ken—that can help them come 
together as a couple and achieve a 
deeper intimacy. In this process, 
working out their sense of cultural 
identity is part of differentiating from 
their family of origin. 

Presenting Problems 
Many intermarried couples come to 

treatment presenting problems that 
are explicitly related to their cultural 
conflicts. Treatment involves (1) 
helping them understand the meaning 
of this conflict in the context of the 
relationship by uncovering the 
underlying emotional and interper
sonal processes, (2) helping each 
partner clarify the meaning and 
importance of his or her ethnic and 
religious identity, and (3) facilitating 
their niutual exploration and negotia
tion of their differences. 

Among the issues most often 
presented are those concerning life-
cycle transitions, relations w i t h their 

families of origin, religious practice, 
celebration of holidays, and 
childrearing. Often couples seek help 
when they have reached a transition 
point in their relationship and/or are 
faced w i t h the need to make a major 
commitment. Other concerns emerge 
periodically, corresponding to the 
religious calendar. 

What all the couples have in 
common is their diff iculty communi
cating their ethnic and religious 
predicament, often because it has 
become the symptom around which 
other issues in the relationship have 
become crystallized. 

Clarifying ttie Context 
In working w i t h interfaith couples 

it is essential to distinguish between 
the content of the cultural material 
that is presented and the emotional 
dynamics surrounding it . Often the 
process of therapy necessitates 
dealing w i t h the latter before address
ing the content itself. In other words, 
it is not initially the content of differ
ences that is central but rather the 
emotional and interpersonal context 
in which they occur. 

To assess the latent emotional 
material underlying the manifest 
problem, it is useful to listen to how 
couples define their predicament and 
the language they use. The more 
condensed the language, the more 
undifferentiated the material, i.e., 
"this religion th ing" or "the religion 
issue." Such objective-sounding 
phrases about matters that touch on 
one's emotional life are usually an 
indication of unspecified, unresolved 
complex issues in the life of an 
individual or couple. It is then the 
task of the therapist to probe the 
meaning of these phrases and expand 
the client's definition of the problem. 

I n their initial description of 
religion, couples tend to focus prima
ri ly on its formalistic, ritualistic, and 
institutional aspects. Religious 

differences quickly becomes a church-
synagogue dichotomy, a Christmas-
Hanukkah split, a me-you battle. 
When couples become thus polarized 
around their differences, the intensity 
and reactivity generated prevent them 
from dealing w i t h any other issue in 
the relationship. They remain stuck 
around the all-consuming preoccupa
tion of religious difference. 

In polarized couples, there is an "al l 
or nothing" quality to their transac
tions. Each thinks the solution to their 
problem as a couple lies in the other 
person changing. They exert enor
mous pressure on each other to give 
in. Religious beliefs and cultural 
attachments become the arsenal of 
each partner caught in a system of 
mutual repression. Yet, by defocusing 
the cultural issue and working on the 
emotional processes that produce the 
extreme reactions, one can affect the 
r igidity and intensity in the couple. 

Meaning and 
Importance of Ettinic 
and Religious Identity 

Intermarriage challenges one's 
ethnic and religious identity. It forces 
both partners to clarify the meaning 
and importance of their respective 
backgrounds. It compels an under
standing of their feelings about their 
ethnic identity and its relation to their 
overall sense of self, as well as con
frontation w i t h their internalized 
negative stereotypes and ethnic 
ambivalences. It calls forth an exami
nation of their prejudices and bigoted 
thinking, as well as the attractions and 
pulls toward the partner's back
ground. It requires that the partners 
differentiate from their parents w i t h 
respect to their ethnic and religious 
identities and achieve a kind of ethnic 
individuation that allows them to 
make a broader range of independent 
and mature choices. 

continued on back cover 
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The Belief In Being Good People Is Enough for Us 
by Rita Tomkins 

was heartened recently when I 
read a study suggesting that "being 
'nothing' in terms of a denomina

tional identity may be an increasingly 
acceptable alternative in American 
society." 

The study, which was published in 
the scholarly journal Review of 
Religious Research, is entitled " A l l in 
the Family: Religious Mobil i ty in 
America," written by C. Kirk 
Hadaway of the United Church Board 
for Homeland Ministries and sociolo
gist Penny Long Marler of Samford 
University in Birmingham, Alabama. 
They examined religious switching 
patterns based on General Social 
Survey interviews collected by the 
National Opinion Research Center in 
Chicago and found that between 1988 
and 1990 there was an 8 6 percent 
increase in individuals switching to 
no religious affiliation. 

1 don't want to be a cynic speaking 
out against religion at a time when 
our country could clearly benefit from 
better values to remedy violence and 
apathy. I , who have written "not 
applicable" on hospital forms asking 
about my religious affiliation, am just 
glad to see my personal choice 
affirmed by others. 

1 grew up Catholic, married a Jew, 
and we are raising a secular humanist. 
We are emphatically not atheists—the 
dogma of that line of thinking is as 
strict as that of any religion. We are 
agnostics—undecided. We are on a 
journey that is always changing. 

I became disenchanted w i t h Roman 
Catholicism sometime in high school, 
mainly because of the idea of original 
sin. I didn't like the idea that 1 was a 
sinner before I even started out, no 
matter what 1 d i d . I also didn't like 
the exclusionist attitude that Catholi
cism was the only "correct" religion 
and the only path to follow to heaven. 
The Church's positions on bir th 
control and women entering the 
clergy were also unacceptable. Later, 
when I approached the Church for the 

only thing I have ever asked of it—a 
blessing at my wedding—and was 
rejected unless 1 promised to raise any 
children we would have as Cathohcs, 
I completely turned away. 

I don't see thie sense in 
accept ing a pacl<age of 
rules and doctrines when 
you only agree with 
some of them. I've never 
taken comfort in religious 
teachings. I've looked at 
them like an 
anthropologist— 
dispassionately 
examining them, 
embracing some ideas 
and rejecting others. 

But 1 didn' t feel the need to replace 
my lapsed rehgion w i t h another. 1 
don't see the sense in accepting a 
package of rules and doctrines when 
you only agree w i t h some of them. 
I've never taken comfort in religious 
teachings. I've looked at them like an 
anthropologist—dispassionately 
examining them, embracing some 
ideas and rejecting others. 1 believe 
that it is essential to be as good and 
generous and patient as I possibly can 
be in all that I do: love thy neighbor. 
Isn't that the most universal and 
important teaching of all religions? 
Why must we affiliate w i t h one, or 
two, groups to practice that philoso
phy? It is possible to have good 
morals without belonging to a reli
gion. 

M y husband was raised as a secular 
Jew, educated in Eastern European 
Jewish culture, but not so much in 
formal religion. He saw no reason to 
change that. 

Still, we had concrete situations to 
deal w i t h . First, our wedding. We 
wanted to celebrate our separate 
backgrounds, not deny them. We 

were aware that for each of us our 
religious upbringing was part of us. 
A n d we both enjoy tradition. Reli
gious blessing is traditional at mar
riages, and was important to our 
families. Though some may say it's 
hypocritical, it seemed most right to 
seek out familiar representatives of 
our backgrounds to officiate, even if 
we had some trouble w i t h their 
doctrines (and they wi th ours). We 
were very fortunate to f ind a liberal 
rabbi and a fairly radical parishless 
priest who agreed to work w i t h us. 
The rabbi admitted to being " i n the 
business of creating Jewish grandchil
dren," but wanted to help us so that 
the Jewish door was never closed to 
us. The priest made a distinction 
between laws of God and laws the 
Church designed to control followers. 
We found their positions refreshingly 
honest and open-minded, and to
gether we were able to create a 
mutually respectful ceremony that 
turned out beautifully. 

After that, life went on smoothly 
and without examination for years. 
We celebrated Easter w i t h my family. 
Since my husband's family lives in 
another state, we hosted a fabulous 
annual seder ourselves. M y husband 
put a good deal of effort into compil
ing a customized haggadah stressing 
history and universal themes for our 
mixed bag of guests. He and 1 en
joyed lighting Hanukkah candles 
together. We never had a Christmas 
tree, since we spent that holiday w i t h 
my family, but we delighted in 
buying each other Christmas presents. 
We never attended services of either 
religion. When our son was born, he 
was circumcised by the obstetrician 
w i t h my husband alone in attendance. 
M y husband wanted the circumcision 
for the purposes of tradition; I was 
ambivalent, but certain that I couldn't 
watch the procedure. 

For the first two years of our son's 
life, we continued as we had been. 
But when he turned three, he began 
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understanding and anticipating the 
hohdays, and I began to feel anxious. 
We explained both Hanukkah and 
Christmas in terms of historical 
stories. But there was a problem. 

I wanted a Christmas tree—a big 
one. 1 wanted our son to experience 
the awe of a looming, decorated, 
lighted tree in his own home. Yet 
somehow I was shy about approach
ing the subject w i t h my husband. 
Instead I got grouchy. Then it all 
came out in one long, late-night talk. 

I said I wanted a tree, and he said 
fine. He hadn't realized I wanted one. 
But then I had to deal w i t h myself. 
D i d I deserve a tree, the traditional 
symbol of Jesus's birthday? For that 
matter, d id my husband deserve the 
menorah we'd been lighting each 
evening when he didn't particularly 
believe in the Hanukkah miracle? 

We decided that we do deserve 
these things. We were raised w i t h 
these traditions, the rituals themselves 
gave us joy in our childhoods. We 
like passing that joy on to our son. 
Detractors may say that we are 
reaping the rewards of religion 
without paying the price, we are 
making a meaningless hodgepodge 
just to please ourselves. I disagree. 
We are lovingly teaching our son 
distinct traditions. We are dedicated 
to being good people, and in that we 
believe that we're doing right by 
humanity, if not by the religions. 

That is where we are in our journey 
today. We're open to new experi
ences. Last Thanksgiving we at
tended an interfaith ceremony, hosted 
by an Episcopal priest and a Reform 
rabbi, that we enjoyed very much. Up 
unt i l now we haven't felt much need 
to be part of a religious community. 
That may change as we develop, but it 
w i l l be a choice we w i l l have to be 
very careful about. T 

Rita Tomkins is a freelance writer in Yonkers, 
New York. 

Another Word on 
Interfaith Couples 
and Therapy 

Edwin H . Friedman, a rabbi and 
family therapist, has counseled 
thousands of interfaith couples and is 
wel l -known for his paper "The M y t h 
of the Shiksa" (pp. 499-526 in Monica 
McGoldrick, John Pearce and Joseph 
Giordano, eds.. Ethnicity and Family 
Therapy, New York: Guilford Press, 
1982), which examines the interaction 
of culture and family dynamic when a 
family member decides to intermarry. 
He has found that effective therapy 
for families undergoing intermarriage 
focuses on the family processes rather 
than on the ideological issues. By 
helping family members to under
stand the way the family works, he 
diverts attention and emotion away 
from the divisive idea. He suggests 
that the basis of the myth is "one 
generally misunderstood notion about 
the relationship of culture and family 
process. Once that relationship is 
understood to be almost the reverse of 
what is often assumed, new percep
tions become available for under
standing all families, as well as for 
creating strategies for therapeutic 
change." T 

Back Issues of 
DOVETAIL Available 
Did you miss the early issues of 
D O V E T A I L ? Or give a copy to a 
friend? Complete your set by ordering 
from the following list. Send $4.50 per 
issue to D O V E T A I L , making sure to 
note the issue number. Quantities are 
l imited, so order today! 
lisuc 7.•7; An Important New Re

source for Parents and 
Children of All Ages 

Issue 1:2: The Two Cultures of 
Christianity and Judaism 

Issue 1:3: Christmas and Hanukkah: 
The "December Dilemma" 

Issue 1:4: Interfaith Weddings 
Issue 1:3: Grandparents of Interfaith 

Children 
Issue 1:6: Media Portrayal of Inter

faith Families: How the 
Rest of the World Sees Us 

Issue 2:1: Religious Education for 
Your Interfaith Children: 
How to Decide 

Issue 2:2: Religious Education for 
Your Interfaith Children: 
Implementing Your 
Decision 

Issue 2:3: Conversion to A Spouse's 
Faith 

Issue 2:4: Welcoming Ceremonies: 
Bringing an Interfaith Child 
into the Community 

Issue 2:3: Intermarried Clergy: 
Special Jewish-Christian 
Harmony 

Issue 2;ti; Adult Children of Intermar
riage Share Their Stories 

Issue 3:1: Ideas for Celebrating in an 
Interfaith Home 

Issue 3:2: Jewish-Christian Relations: 
How Can Dialogue Affect 
Our Lives? 

Special Offer for Current Subscribers 
Do you know other interfaith couples who might like to read D O V E T A I L ? 

Help us buUd our circulation by sending us their names and addresses—we'll 
send them a complimentary sample issue of D O V E T A I L , and we' l l add an 
extra issue at the end of your subscription, just to say thanks. This offer is only 
good unti l January 31,1995, so send your Ust today to: 

D O V E T A I L , A T T N : Circulation 
P.O. Box 19945 
Kalamazoo, M I 49019 
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P R O G R A M P R O F I L E 

Interfaith Couples Find Refuge in Support Group 
by Andrea D'Asaro 

A s a gir l growing up Catholic, 
Noel Davis celebrated Easter 
w i t h dinner, homebaked 

bread and Sunday service. As a boy 
growing up in a Conservative Jewish 
household, her husband, Don, ob
served Passover w i t h a family Seder 
and a week of reflection and special 
dietary restrictions including no 
bread, only matzoh. 

For a time after they were married, 
Noel, 41, observed the Pesadich 
(Passover) rules for the week. Then, a 
few years ago, in the middle of the 
Passover week, she broke the guide
lines and cooked up a storm of Easter 
goodies to satisfy her cravings. " I 
usually kept bread totally out of the 
home for Passover," said Noel, a 
rehabilitation nurse. "Then I said, 
'What am 1 doing?' and started baking 
Easter breads. 1 needed my holiday, 
too." 

N o w the New Jersey couple and 
their three children celebrate both 
Easter and Passover each spring. Like 
many interfaith couples, Noel and 
Don resolved their differences their 
own way. "It's something you work 
out together," said Don, 43, a Phila
delphia-based insurance attorney. 

They host a monthly group for 
intermarried Jewish and Christian 
couples that meets every other month 
at the Davis residence in Cherry H i l l 
near Philadelphia. Each year the 
group, co-lead by Mir iam Gilbert, 
makes a list of potluck contributions 
intermingling Easter and Passover 
favorites: matzoh ball soup, Israeli 
orange chicken, hot cross buns, gefilte 
fish, leg of lamb, macaroons, and a 
lamb-shaped cake. 

These families, according to the 
group's mission, observe both Jewish 
and Christian traditions. 

" I n the past, food has been used to 
divide us," said Mir iam, a 
multicultural consultant. "But here 
we're using it to bring people to
gether." A t the annual party, she 

reads Passover and Easter stories to 
the children and draws parallels 
between the two spring holidays. 

"Both holidays are about renewal, 
new beginnings and rebirth," said 
Mir iam, 36. " I f we took the time to 
learn about each other, we'd f ind we 
all came from the same m o l d . " 

The Bifaithful group 
has no solutions to the 
thorny questions of 
religious identity, 
education, or how to 
explain their 
approach to others. 
Each family is in a 
different stage of the 
process and the group 
is there to help in any 
way it c a n . 

Mir iam was raised in Connecticut 
as a strict Catholic, while her hus
band, Jon, comes from a Reform 
Jewish family in North Jersey. Their 
family celebrates Jewish traditions at 
home and sends their seven-year-old 
to a Catholic church. The Davis 
children, ages 8,12,13, do the same, 
and join children of the other inter
faith couples in the holiday party. 

"We play 'Hide the Matzoh' (part 
of the Passover Seder, or dinner 
ceremony) and ha\'e an Easter Egg 
hunt," said Mir iam. 

Noel and Mir iam came up w i t h the 
idea for the group when they were at 
their daughters' ballet class. They 
formed the group—the Bifaithful 
Families and Children Network—and 
sent out notices to attract members. 
Their mission is "to bring together 
families to preserve the identity of 
two religions in the home," said 

Mir iam, who said the group is open to 
intermarried couples from any faith. 

The couples struggle w i t h how to 
expose their children to two traditions 
while l iving in a culture that expects 
families to practice just one. The 
couples f ind refuge in this group, 
which has met for over two years. 

Other people "have no idea what 
it's l ike," said Maryann Becker, a 
Cherry H i l l woman who works as a 
clown at corporate events and 
children's parties. "We talk about 
family acceptance, culture shock, and 
religion," she said. " A l l the things 
you're not supposed to bring u p . " 

Recognizing two religions—and all 
the traditions that go w i t h them—is 
not easy, said Mir iam. "During the 
holidays, it's double duty in the 
kitchen," she said. "Also, we have to 
tell our children about both faiths. We 
work to live both religions as equally 
as possible." 

Dealing w i t h families and their 
feelings about intermarriage can be a 
struggle, said the couples. Judgment 
and condemnations can come from 
relatives—and even casual acquain
tances. 

"There's always an aunt who says, 
'How are you gonna raise your 
child?" said Maryann, 44, mother of 
six-year-old Michael. " A n d then you 
don't want to talk about it because the 
next thing is their opinion about what 
you should do." 

Mar\'ann's background is Catholic; 
her husband Alan comes from an 
obser\ant Russian Jewish family. 
"We' l l attend Catholic church on 
Easter Sunday," she said, while Alan 
goes to a Cherry H i l l temple. She 
teaches her son about both religions at 
home. 

Lisa Pawlowski, who attended an 
Orthodox synagogue as a child, said 
she and her Polish-Catholic husband, 
Michael, haven't yet told their parents 
about the Bifaithful group. 

"They don't want to hear so we 
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don't tell them," said Lisa, 33, a stay-
at-home mom of two young children. 
" M y parents don't ask questions. A n d 
if 1 bring up religion, they'll change 
the subject." Lisa and her husband 
Michael, a computer analyst, haven't 
quite decided what to do about the 
children's upbringing. 

"We both feel strongly about our 
own religions," said Lisa. "That's why 
it's hard to make a decision on what 
to do w i t h our children. When we talk 
about it we don't get anywhere." 

The couple sometimes attends a 
Cathohc church near their South 
Jersey home, and attends temple 
when visiting Lisa's family. 

Only two couples of the nine in the 
group—the Gilberts and the 
Da vises—have chosen a formal 
religious education for their children. 

"One religion tends to dominate 
when one parent has greater convic
tion to their fai th," said Mir iam, who 

"We both feel 
strongly about our 
own religions," said 
Lisa. "That's why it's 
hard to make a 
decision on what to 
do with our children. 
When we talk about it 
we don't get 
anywhere." 

notes that the mother's faith is often 
passed to the children. Six of the 
women in the group are Christian and 
three are Jewish, she said. Noel and 
Mir iam both wanted to expose their 
children to a formal Jewish education, 
but felt rejected when talking to 
Jewish people and researching local 
synagogues. 

"I talked to some Jewish women 

about raising my children in both 
faiths," said Noel. "They asked: 'Why 
would you want your children to 
learn about Judaism?' They couldn't 
consider the children to really be 
Jewish." 

Gaining acceptance at a church or 
synagogue is only one problem. 
Inevitably one spouse w i l l feel 
awkward in a unfamiliar service. Jon, 
Miriam's husband, who went to 
Hebrew school for years, has never 
gotten used to the Catholic services 
his wife and daughter attend. 

" I w i l l go only for special occa
sions," said Jon. " I n the beginning it 
was very wei rd . " ; 

Mir iam, a Catholic since childhood, 
was also nervous when she first 
attended the local Catholic church 
w i t h her family. " I didn't know how 
they would respond to my family. But 
the priest said there was no problem. 
We weren't judged." 

The Bifaithful group, said mem
bers, is a oasis from the expectations 
of others. A n d it's a great place for the 
kids, who range in age from three to 
fourteen. Celebrating both Christian 
and Jewish holidays gives them a 
richness of culture, said the couples. 

"They get to celebrate Easter and 
Passover," said Don. 

"They are twice blessed," agreed 
Mir iam. 

"The children can feel a place to 
belong in the group," said Maryann. 

The children, however, are con
fronted w i t h the single-religion 
expectation from their schoolmates 
and friends. Noel's three children 
have gotten in arguments at school 
over whether they can be two reli
gions at once, she said. "Their friends 
say, 'You can't be both.' Then they 
say, 'We are both. ' " 

The Bifaithful group has no solu
tions to the thorny questions of 
religious identity, education, or how 
to explain their approach to others. 
Each family is in a different stage of 

the process and the group is there to 
help in any way it can, said Mir iam. 

"We live the same experience," she 
said. "We have different personalities, 
different levels in our lives. Some of 
us are still trying to decide what to do; 
others have made the decision. T 

Andrea D'Asaro, a freelance writer, lives with 
her husband Ralph Jaffe and their six-year-old 
son, Daniel, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
She is currently working on an article about 
the importance of interfaith support groups 
across the country for Jeivish/Chnstian 
couples. If you would like to have your group 
included in her piece, you can reach her at -
(215) 844-6528. 
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O P I N I O N 

December Dilemma Redux 
by Alice Webber 

Because of the rebbetzin, we 
decided to put our Christmas 
tree in the far corner of the 

l iving room, away from the front 
window. 

It was the first tree of our marriage, 
but we'd already created a tradition 
during the years we had lived to
gether. A l l our ornaments were 
birds—birds in origami, wood, cloth, 
feathers—set off by strings of tiny 
clear lights that looked like stars. It 
was beautiful. We would have loved 
to share it w i t h the wor ld , but who 
could break the rebbetzin's heart? 

We'd met her on Tuesday, the last 
night of Hanukkah. We had lit all 
eight candles and had gone out to see 
how they looked from across the 
street. They looked lovely. We had 
just returned when we heard a loud, 
insistent knocking at the door. In 
burst a tiny gray-haired woman in a 
multicolored crocheted cap. She 
accosted us in an accent which proved 
to be Hungarian: "Excuse me! Are 
you the ones who have the menorah? 
I had to come and wish you a happy 
Hanukkah!" She told us she had 
moved to California from Brooklyn 
after the death of her husband, the 
rabbi. "Eight years I am l iving here, 
it's terrible, no shul, nobody knows 
their neighbors, surrounded by goyim 
. . . " It pained me to have to tell her 
that 1 was one of those goyim, but she 
took it in stride. " I t doesn't matter, I 
see you have a good heart. M y David 
should f ind such a g i r l . " I suppose 
she would have reconciled herself to a 
Christmas tree, too, but we hadn't the 
heart to test her. 

We didn't think for a minute of not 
having a tree. We'd always had a 
tree. Both of us grew up celebrating 
Christmas. M y Unitarian parents and 
Stephen's assimilationist Jewish ones 
took an equally d i m view of the 
incarnation, but that didn' t keep 
either side f rom enjoying Christmas. 
M y mother insists on the pagan 

origins of the decorated fir tree. To 
the Tobiases, tree and presents 
symbolize the warmth of the family. 
We could have gone on comfortably 
forever in our parents' footsteps if we 
hadn't gotten religion. 

We think we have a 
real problem. How 
c a n Stephen practice 
Judaism when we've 
insulted one of its 
basic principles? 
How c a n I be 
grounded In a 
spiritual discipline 
when my life is torn 
between two 
systems? 

I was the first. In my mid-thirties, 
already deeply committed to life w i t h 
Stephen, 1 started visiting Episcopal 
services and discovered in myself a 
capacity for awe and a yearning for 
prayer that I had never imagined I 
could have. Stephen's perspective as 
an anthropologist helped me to 
reconcile my feelings w i t h my intel
lect. I got baptized. As I immersed 
myself in the liturgical calendar, the 
passing of the year acquired new 
meanings for me. A n d that's when 
the trouble started. The Christmas 
carols that we had all sung happily 
together began to sound "very 
Episcopalian" to Stephen's brother. 
Family schedules had to be adapted to 
my insistence on getting to church. 
M y soul grumbled at the rushing and 
spending which crowded out the 
silent mysteries of Advent. I felt 1 was 
celebrating two separate Christmases. 

Then Stephen's mother responded 
to the intrusion of religion into our 
lives by giving h i m a thing 

unthought-of in the family for genera
tions—a menorah. 

We hardly knew what to do w i t h i t . 
For some reason it came w i t h nine 
tiny half-hour candles instead of the 
44 we've learned you need. Too 
earth-bound to count on a miracle, we 
blew out each night's candles after 
five minutes and re-lit the stubs in 
rotation. But we learned a lot in the 
fol lowing year. Our wedding plans 
prompted Stephen to explore his o w n 
rehgious roots. He took classes and 
brought home books which I de
voured as eagerly as he d i d . We 
learned the blessings to say and the 
hour to light, which way to add 
candles and which side to light from. 
We also learned that Hanukkah 
celebrates the Jewish people's t r i 
u m p h over pressure to adopt the 
religious practices of the dominant 
culture. We learned that Judaism has 
at its core the distinctness of a people 
and that people's continuity from 
generation to generation, that it is 
based in the home, that a Jew needs a 
Jewish spouse. 

1 was conscience-stricken. By 
marrying Stephen I 'd compromised 
his religious hfe. Could I do less than 
Ught candles on Friday night? I began 
to juggle two Sabbaths, cooking on 
Friday, singing in the choir on Sun
day. Twice we've gathered our two 
families for a joint Christmas celebra
tion, w i t h candles and kiddush on 
Friday night. Our parents have 
reacted graciously, but they clearly 
think we're crazy to revert to the 
superstitions their o w n parents were 
so glad to shake off. Our friends think 
it's lovely that we combine our 
heritages. But we think we have a 
real problem. H o w can Stephen 
practice Judaism when we've insulted 
one of its basic principles? H o w can I 
be grounded in a spiritual discipline 
when my life is torn between t w o 
systems? 

Facing the rebbetzin, I felt a wave 
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R E S O U R C E S 

Rabbi Writes a New Guidebool< for 
Jewisli-Cliristian Couples 

of panic. Had we enticed this woman 
into our home on false pretenses? The 
world our menorah had led her to 
think we shared w i t h her was, 1 
thought, as alien to Stephen's up
bringing on Manhattan's East Side as 
to mine in the Sacramento Valley. But 
I got over it. Stephen is a Jew; why is 
he not entitled to a menorah? Where 
is it written that the Judaism of the 
shtetl is more authentic than any 
other? We'l l never live in a w o r l d like 
that, where religion and secular life 
form a seamless whole; we ' l l have to 
f ind wholeness in our o w n way. We 
continued our acquaintance w i t h the 
rebbetzin, and we continue to aff irm 
the integrity of our separate religions 
as we seek to love and honor the One 
God. T 

Stephen Tobias and Alice Webber were 
married in 1990 in an interfaith ceremony. 
Stephen's Ph.D. dissertation in anthropmlogy 
examined the role of Buddhism in the 
successful assimilation of the Chinese in 
Thailand; he is now a free-lance research 
attorney. Alice, a classicist, is currently 
taking a "sabbatical year" away from church 
in order to participate more fully in Jeivish 
worship. 

The 
Bulletin Board 

will return in our 
next issue. 

Anew resource for couples 
considering or planning to 
intermarry is Making Inter

faith Marriage Work (Rocklin, CA: 
Prima Publishing, 1994; $12.95), by 
Rabbi Steven Carr Reuben. Rabbi 
Reuben, author of Raising Ethical 
Children and Raising feivish Children in a 
Contemporary World, is currently rabbi 
of Kehillah Israel, the Reconstructionish 
congregation in Pacific Palisades, 
California. For this book. Rabbi 
Reuben relies on his experience from 
twenty years of counseling Jewish-
Christian couples. Reuben is up-front 
in his preference for same-faith mar
riages, but he also recognizes that 
"every human being is entitled to a life 
filled wi th joy and love, tenderness and 
support, and satisfaction and fulf i l l 
ment, regardless of their particular 
religion, language, race, or nationahty." 

Reuben's book is billed on the cover 
as "a positive, nonjudgmental guide to 
the spiritual, emotional, and psycho
logical issues facing every couple." 
While it includes sections on day-to
day life in a marriage, children, break
ing up, and advice from other couples, 
the book seems to be designed prima
rily for couples who are becoming 

engaged or planning a wedding—those 
who have yet to make decisions about 
how to share their wedding plans with 
their families and how to raise their 
children. The last quarter of the book is 
an extensive set of appendices called 
"The Interfaith Relationship," designed 
to help a young couple navigate such 
situations as dating, meeting each other's 
families, discussing religion, and deciding 
whether or not to many. 

Rabbi Reuben touches on other 
topics as well, and he has a surprisingly 
clear and unfettered vision of the future 
of Judaism in the United States. 
Writing about "the movement of those 
Christians and Jews struggling to 
discover their own identity and work 
out their destiny and the destiny of 
their children in the midst of an 
interfaith relationship," he describes 
institutional changes that could lead to 
"what w i l l inevitably be the fashioning 
of a new religious reality in the decades 
ahead." His book w i l l provoke much 
thought and discussion between inter
faith partners who read it together. T 

Making Interfaith Marriage Work may 
be ordered from Prima Publishing, 3875 
Atherton Road, Rocklin, CA 95765: 
(916)632-4400. ' 

Share DOVETAIL with friends and family! 
D O V E T A I L wants to grow! You can help by sending us the names and 
addresses of people you know who might be interested in D O V E T A I L . 
We'l l be happy to send them a free sample copy or a card announcing your 
gift of a year-long subscription (see page 7 for a special offer). 

Please feel free to attach an additional sheet if your names won't fit here. 

Q Send a free sample copy of D O V E T A I L . 

Q Send a gift subscription to D O V E T A I L . Enclosed is my check for a 
year's subscription at the special gift price of $19.99.* 

• Enclosed is $24.99* for my o w n subscription to D O V E T A I L . 

Name 

Street Address 

City/State/Zip 
* Michigan residents please add 6% sales tax. 
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Perel, continued from page 5 

To create change in an entangled 
situation, it is necessary to shift the 
focus from changing the other to 
defining oneself. This can be achieved 
by engaging in a guided exploration 
of each partner's identity and helping 
them articulate this to their partner. 
When each partner becomes more 
secure in h im- or herself, the other 
becomes less threatening. With this 
reduction in anxiety, the partners can 
become creative in their negotiation of 
the cultural fabric of their family and 
the future identity of their children. 

Children often represent a blank 
screen against which the partners can 
project their ethnic and religious 
differences that they are loath to 
confront w i t h i n themselves. Because 
children symbolize the continuity of 
the family, its values, and traditions, 
they bring into focus the differences of 
the partners' background—the 
challenge of transforming two cul
tures into one. 

Exploring and 
Negotiating Difference 

Religion and culture are all-
encompassing phenomena. They 
comprise the intellectual and the 
emotional, the conscious and the 
unconscious, the irrational, the 
visceral, and the tribal. Once the 
partners in an interfaith marriage 

have become clear and more secure in 
their o w n identities, it is then the task 
of the therapist to help the couple 
explore and negotiate their two 
worlds and create their o w n unique 
one for their family. Or else they may 
decide to go their separate ways. 

Intermarriage points to the continu
ous dialectic between distinctiveness 
and similarity. It poses the question 
of how to reconcile mutual love w i t h 
the love for one's tradition. Expecta
tions of mutual self-revelation lead to 
the disclosure of ethnic and religious 
differences. Yet in our embrace of the 
victory of love over tradition, we have 
come to overlook the persistence of 
meaning, symbols, and attachments to 
our ancestral heritage. The integra
tion of these divergent forces is a 
crucial task of the intermarried couple 
as well as of family therapy as it 
enhances the capacity of these couples 
for more effective communication and 
greater intimacy. • 

Esther Perel, M.A., is a couples and family 
therapist in Nau York. This piece is excerpted 
with permission from Ms. Perel's article, 
"Ethnocultural Factors in Marital 
Communication Among Intermarried Couples," 
in the Journal of Jewish Communal Service, 
vol. 66, no. 3, Spring 1990, pp. 244-253. 

Special 
Mmouncement: 
We're Looking for 
Passover Rituals 

Has your family or group 
created its o w n haggadah for 
Passover? If so, DOVETA I L 
needs your help! As one 
volume in our upcoming 
series of ceremonies created 
by Jewish-Christian families, 
we are preparing to publish a 
collection of Passover 
haggadot. To have your 
haggadah included, please 
send A copy to DOVETA I L 
by January 31,1995. 

Also in the works are | 
volumes on a number of 
interfaith life-cycle rituals, so 
if you have been meaning to 
send in your wedding, 
naming, or coining of age 
ceremony, we are still aco î -t-
ing manuscripts for those 
collections. 

In Our Next Issue: 
Deal ing witti Deatti in a n Interfaitti Family 
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