
 
 
LLIIFFEELLOONNGG  EERROOTTIICC  SSEEXX  IINN  MMAARRRRIIAAGGEE::  
RREEPPLLAACCIINNGG  IINNFFAATTUUAATTIIOONN  WWIITTHH  IINNTTIIMMAACCYY  
  

RRaabbbbii  MMoosshhee  bbeenn  AAsshheerr,,  PPhh..DD..    &&  MMaaggiiddaahh  KKhhuullddaa  BBaatt  SSaarraahh  
 

Regardless of the current fashion, whether it’s de 
rigueur to belittle or to champion marriage and family, 
sociologically they are extraordinarily important institu-
tions. The explanation is uncomplicated: marriage and 
family have formed the foundation of historically pro-
ductive social life. We see this in the linkage of the 
micro family to the macro society. Healthy marriages 
disproportionately produce healthy families, which in 
turn produce healthy communities, and healthy com-
munities produce healthy institutions, which ultimately 
are the bulwarks of a healthy society. Certainly, there 
are many forces other than marriage and family that 
affect the health of a society. But when large numbers 
of marriages and families break up, whatever the rea-
sons, then the education and upbringing of children—
the coming generation of citizens—suffer dramatically. 
The upshot is that we begin to see the decay of ever-
larger communities, and eventually the failure of the 
institutional underpinnings of society when it all be-
comes epidemic.1 

As the Talmud (Shabbat 10b) teaches, when situa-
tions go wrong in family life, “the matter evolves” 
( רבָ דָּ ל הַ גֵּ לְ גַ תְ נִ  ) far beyond the innocuous beginnings. 1F

2 
Deuteronomy 24:5 provides a clear statement3 of 

Torah perspective on the national importance of mar-
riage and family. So even when the nation is engaged in 
war, its national interest in establishing a solid founda-
tion of marriage and family may be prioritized over 
drafting a newlywed to serve in the Army or continue in 
business.4 It's an explicit policy confirmation of the 
critical connection between marriage, family, commu-
nity, and nation—that marriage and family are of pivot-
al importance to the survival and success of the nation. 
As Rabbi Reuven Bulka (b. 1944) teaches, “The bride 
and the groom, then, are also on the front lines, not 
fighting external threat, but rather preventing internal 
erosion.”5 

From the perspective of rabbinic pastoral counsel-
ing, marriage and family are extraordinarily important 
because many people we see professionally come to us 
with problems related to marriage and family break-
down, which in turn have destructive secondary conse-
quences, especially for their children. Often, we’re po-
sitioned to help people avoid situations of marriage and 

family life that have a high probability of failure, be-
cause we know the essentials of achieving “Better love 
relationships [which] mean better families.”6 

 
DDeessttrruuccttiivvee  CCuullttuurraall  IIddeeaass  
Part of the explanation for the large number of marriage 
and family breakdowns—certainly why more couples 
fail to successfully renew them—we ascribe to popular 
cultural ideas about love and sex, and the promotion of 
those ideas in the mass media.  

One of the widely circulated misunderstandings 
about sex and marriage is that lust, the intense sexual 
desire experienced before sex, is an essential quality to 
maintain in a marriage; and that when it dissipates, one 
or both partners are susceptible to someone outside of 
the marriage who reignites those feelings of intense 
desire.7 The implication is that lust is essential for con-
tinuously satisfying erotic sex, but nothing could be 
further from the truth. Lust per se is neither a predictor 
nor a measure of consistently fulfilling erotic sex for 
one or both members of the couple. 

The assertion that a primary goal in relationships is 
to satisfy our lust is misleading at best. First, “satisfying 
lust” is an oxymoron. The nature of such intense desire 
is that we remain perpetually unsatisfied, because it is a 
self-serving search for perfect sensual gratification, 
which is unobtainable. As Rabbi Chaim Navon (DOB 
unk.) teaches, it also requires objectifying one’s sexual 
partner to satisfy one’s own needs,8 which is why en-
gaging in an endless series of unsatisfying short-lived 
sexual relationships is so common and popular. Second, 
it’s important to distinguish between lust based on in-
fatuation and passion based on intimacy, a distinction 
we consider in greater detail below. Withal, seeking to 
satisfy lust for its own sake is problematic, even for 
someone single, but certainly in marriage and family 
life, the hallmarks of which are reciprocity. 

Another popular idea is that it’s difficult or impos-
sible to sustain sexual desire with one spouse over dec-
ades. Large-scale, peer-reviewed research strongly sug-
gests, however, that the happiness-maximizing number 
of sexual partners for any previous year is one.9  

The common belief, nonetheless, is that monogamy 
is no more natural to humankind than it is to our closest 
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primate relatives. The mistaken conclusion is that the 
challenge to contemporary marriages is not infidelity 
per se, but our lack of honesty about extra-marital rela-
tionships. This belief has two fundamental flaws, apart 
from the obvious distinction that human beings are un-
like all other primates in that we have the capacity to 
make future-contemplated, free-willed moral choices: 

First, it implicitly treats sexual desire apart from 
sexual experience (which is a hallmark of infatuation), 
but sexual desire continues unabated if one’s sexual 
experience remains erotically fulfilling. The existential 
threat to most marriages is not the loss of desire (or 
lust), which is only a symptom, but the lack of a broad 
spectrum of intimacy to enable erotic experience when 
making love (about which, more below). 

Second, monogamy is not an antiquated practice, 
but long-lived cultural wisdom regarding the essential 
conditions of Jewish family life. Multiple sexual part-
ners in our marriages have several insidious effects:  

They sabotage the primary responsibility of parents 
vis-à-vis their children. The essence of the Jewish par-
ents’ traditional role is not to ensure their children’s 
material success, but to pass on to them moral-spiritual 
knowledge and observance, which equips them to 
achieve lifelong meaning and fulfillment in both their 
private and public lives. Multiple sexual partners con-
fuse and divide children’s loyalties, leaving them un-
sure of who they should look to for moral teaching and 
day-to-day standards of behavior, and not incidentally 
priming them for a lifetime of secular, self-indulgent, 
amoral autonomy. 

The presence of multiple sexual partners is unques-
tionably contrary to Torah-based married life, even in 
the liberal streams of Judaism. So it poisons extended-
family relations, which are of immeasurable value both 
to parents and children, particularly in otherwise isolat-
ed nuclear families. The withdrawal of extended-family 
support when multiple sexual partners are present in the 
nuclear family should not be surprising. Their with-
drawal is understandable when the alternative appears 
likely to be futile confrontation and conflict with the 
couple participating in what at best is regarded as a 
morally questionable practice and at worst as clearly 
damaging for the children involved. 

And, typically, when spouses seek multiple sexual 
partners, it’s a telltale sign of a marriage begun mostly 
on the basis of infatuation, which in turn not surprising-
ly led to failed sexual relations devoid of the previously 
mentioned spectrum of intimacy. The effect of choosing 
the multiple-partners option to remedy marital dissatis-
faction is that commitment to repair the marriage ceas-
es, probably because the couple lacks the knowledge or 
the will to build the essential intimacy, which may be 
the best explanation of why many “open marriages” 
lead quickly to divorce.10 

The epitome of misguided ideas circulating about 
long-lived sexual pleasure may be the so-called “gag” 
book, Sex After 50, which contains only blank pages. 
However, substantial research confirms that a signifi-

cant proportion of elderly couples enjoy a rewarding 
sex life. 11 

Marriage and family troubles follow from external 
social forces that create pressures on them, and from 
internal dynamics that can pull them apart. We under-
stand and respond to the problems by organizing coali-
tions and lobbying for legislation and evidence-based 
policies in public and private agencies; and by individ-
ual, couple, and family counseling and therapy. This 
paper focuses on some of the internal forces that pull 
apart marriages and long-term relationships, particular-
ly those related to sexual activity. 

When considering marriages and families, there is 
an aphorism to keep in mind as a pastoral counselor. 
Our goal is to help clients have happy, productive and 
fulfilled lives of moral-spirituality.12 But as Rabbi Avi 
Shafran (DOB unk.) teaches, we need to understand—
helping those we serve also to understand—that true 
happiness begins with the realization of what does not 
really make us happy.13 So it’s often necessary to help 
people let go of attitudes and actions that monopolize 
their time, effort, resources, and spirit, but fail to make 
them happy—more of which we’re about to consider. 

 
SSeexx--BBaasseedd  RRoolleess  &&  AAccttiivviittyy  
Successful family life begins to a significant extent with 
sex-based roles and the sexual activity related to them. 
And a great deal of that has changed in the last 50 to 
100 years in the United States. For example, half a cen-
tury ago, in the mid-1960s, typically there were two or 
three women in first-year law school classes. Currently, 
women make up half of first-year law school classes. 
But even with dramatic changes in women’s access to 
rights, roles, and resources traditionally monopolized 
by men, some very important aspects of social life have 
remained largely unchanged: American culture still 
powerfully conditions females to excel at emotional 
intimacy rather than exercising power. In contemporary 
American society, although exceptions are common, we 
condition females from their early years to be capable 
and comfortable with expression and acceptance of 
emotion. Males from their early years are still power-
fully conditioned to excel at exercise and acceptance of 
power rather than emotional intimacy. 

Given these sex-based differences, there are com-
mon self-destructive or dysfunctional behavioral pat-
terns of young men and women that may persist into 
adulthood. Young men commonly focus on sexual con-
quests of young women. Their use of sex to experience 
emotional intimacy with young women may lead to 
destructive porn addiction and a diagnosis of “intimacy 
disorder” in later adulthood. Young women commonly 
grant or withhold sexual favors to control young men. 
My colleague and wife, Khulda Bat Sarah, notes that 
their use of sex to exert power over young men may 
lead in later adulthood to vulnerability and dependency 
when their male partners react with counter-controlling 
behavior, which hardly gives these women an experi-
ence of wielding power. 
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What about the sex itself? We might reasonably 
think that for most young people, the immediate experi-
ence of sexual activity is physical pleasure.14 But that’s 
far from universally true, which may partially explain 
the long-term trend of fewer young people engaging in 
sex.15 The immediate psychological and emotional out-
comes of sex for young people are often problematic. 
Not uncommonly, young women feel cheapened, even 
degraded or exploited by the experience.16 Ironically, 
what they may have embarked upon to exercise power 
and control over their male partners leaves them feeling 
powerless.17 They then experience a loss of self-esteem, 
self-worth and self-confidence, sometimes trauma, pos-
sibly intensified by early-life insecure attachment.18 Not 
uncommonly, young men feel alienated by their sexual 
experience. Ironically, what they may have launched 
unwittingly to remedy their emotional intimacy deficit 
leaves them emotionally alienated from their partners 
and themselves, also possibly magnified by early-life 
insecure attachment.19 They then experience greater 
relationship-isolation, and a need to compensate by 
promoting intimacy with male friends, often through 
physical contact in sports or by the false intimacy of 
proclaiming their sexual prowess.20 

Despite these problematic aspects, such sexual re-
lations often serve as the misguided drivers of long-
term relationships, marriages, and families, in chrono-
logical as well as psychological and emotional respects. 
So, to a significant extent, socially defined sex-based 
roles and much of the sexual activity that follows from 
them do not provide a healthy foundation for family life 
and, instead, are often precursors of marital infidelity. 
 
CCoossttss  ooff  SSeexxuuaall  IInnffiiddeelliittyy  
The essential commitment that accompanies marriage 
for most married couples is “sexual fidelity,” which 
they don’t necessarily expect when simply living to-
gether “without benefit of clergy,” as we once de-
scribed cohabiting. Nowadays, although young people 
rarely use the term “adultery,” their marital expecta-
tions still include sexual fidelity.21 Yet even so, my 
estimate is that approximately 50 percent of married 
men and 25 percent of married women are unfaithful.  

Since unrestrained sexual license has become 
commonplace in modern society, it’s useful to consider 
some of the typical consequences of infidelity, which 
include: 
• Lying 
• Deceitful behavior 
• Violations of vows and shattering of trust 
• Emotional trauma to spouses and children 
• Disease 
• Family breakup and divorce 
• Compromised long-term support for children 
• Violence and, occasionally, murder 

Despite these destructive consequences, adultery is 
not a crime22 in more than half the states and rarely 
prosecuted where it is still against the law; and most 
Americans concluded long ago that we should not crim-

inalize adultery. That criminal laws can’t fix many seri-
ous social problems tells us that morality, potentially, 
plays a critical role in social stability. And most Ameri-
cans regard “cheating” on one’s spouse, having extra-
marital affairs, as immoral, although normative and 
often not illegal. They view adultery as something one 
chooses to do although, as noted above, it causes great 
harm and far-reaching, damaging consequences. Why 
label unfaithfulness in marriage as immoral—why 
should we bother? By doing so, we acknowledge the 
potentially devastating outcomes of infidelity, in con-
trast to treating it simply as a matter of “personal pref-
erence” or “lifestyle choice.” 

Are extra-marital affairs a societal problem? The 
question draws us back to why society labels them as 
immoral. Consider that extra-marital affairs are signifi-
cantly correlated with the breakdown of marriages; the 
breakdown of marriages is significantly correlated with 
high divorce rates; high divorce rates are significantly 
correlated with children’s various psychological, men-
tal, and emotional problems and, in turn, with juvenile 
delinquency and adult crime; family disintegration and 
the dysfunctions that accompany it are significantly 
correlated with community breakdown, particularly in 
inner-city areas; and the breakdown of communities in 
the inner cities is significantly correlated with a general 
weakening of the nation’s institutions. 
 
IInnffaattuuaattiioonn  FFoouunnddaattiioonn  ooff  MMaarrrriiaaggee  &&  FFaammiillyy  
To understand what can and cannot provide a healthy 
foundation for marriage and family, it’s useful to begin 
by considering what constitutes a “family.” What are 
the benchmarks of what we call family? 

Ordinarily we consider members of a nuclear (in 
contrast to an extended) family as related by blood, 
marriage, or a legal process, and we tend to expect that 
they’re living together in the same household. Nowa-
days, however, we count as nuclear families, unmarried 
couples that live together for many years, and possibly 
have children. The “politically correct” definition of 
family is that a family is whatever any group of people 
say is a family, which obviously is not an adequate def-
inition to qualify for public benefits—say, for example, 
as a surviving “spouse” of a deceased soldier. Adminis-
tering legislated benefits would be a bureaucratic 
nightmare and politically impossible if qualifications to 
receive them were a matter of self-definition. And it’s 
not an adequate definition of family to qualify for pri-
vate benefits—say, for example, membership in a syna-
gogue; religions would not be able to maintain their 
unique systems of belief, teaching, and practice in the 
face of myriad self-selected, unbelieving, even hostile 
members. So, as a society, we recognize that marriage 
offers advantages over more informal and casual ar-
rangements. 

Governmental license and religious ritual positive-
ly sanction marriage and the family arrangements to 
which it commonly leads. Those two formal sanctions, 
the license that legally certifies marriage and the ritual 
that religiously sanctifies marriage, have very different 
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functions: The legal document reinforces legal rights, 
roles, and responsibilities, such as the equal division of 
community property in the event of divorce, which we 
acknowledge as beneficial or at least marginally useful. 
The religious ritual presumably denotes a shared com-
mitment to specific moral and ethical values, principles, 
and practices, such as telling the truth to one another, 
for the couple’s life together. 

Yet what are some of the most popular reasons that 
couples choose to marry?23 Certainly, they look for 
shared interests, common desire for children, and eco-
nomic, educational, and social compatibility. But in 
contemporary marriages, “falling in love” is the sine 
qua non.24 As the keystone of marriage and family, 
what does it mean to say that people have fallen in 
love? How do we define falling in love? Is it that feel-
ing you get when you bump into “the right one”? Con-
sciously or unconsciously, most people seem to believe 
that falling in love is a sensation, based on physical and 

emotional attraction, one that magically and spontane-
ously generates when Mr. or Ms. “Right” appears. 

Another way to approach the question of falling in 
love is to ask: What happened to the people who fell in 
love when they fell out of love and divorced? Is it that, 
speaking more precisely, initially they became infatuat-
ed with one another without knowing one another’s 
personality and character? When we drill down into 
these commonplace circumstances, we find that most 
women and many men expect that their marriages will 
provide a spectrum of special and exclusive intimacy—
emotional, intellectual, and spiritual, which not surpris-
ingly is disappointed when their spouse reveals an ina-
bility or unwillingness to engage in such intimacy—
which was not known beforehand because the basis of 
the marriage was infatuation. 

What is “infatuation”? The word infatuation comes 
from the Latin, meaning: “made to be foolish” or, in 
effect, easily fooled. Binky’s “Guide to Love” humor-
ously portrays the better-known features of infatuation:



When a couple that began their relationship with 
infatuation begins to know one another’s personality 
and character, they often find that they easily fooled 
themselves and their partner, because they don’t partic-
ularly like what they discover. There is an additional, 
ironic complication to youthful infatuation. When we 
are young and infatuated, we not only leap-frog know-
ing the character and personality of the person with 
whom we fall in love, we may not have sufficiently 
matured to truly know ourselves, our own character and 
personality, which ultimately has the same effect as 
superficially knowing the object of our infatuation. 

But one may ask, why in this specific aspect of life 
do humans universally become easily fooled? The pat-
tern is repeated in virtually all cultures. We like to be-
lieve that when we fall in love, it’s a choice we’re mak-
ing about another individual, although an emotionally 
charged choice. It seems, however, that the answer to 
our question is not in the vein of romance or emotion. 
The over-the-top response to the “special other” is not 
based on emotion or sex drive, notwithstanding our 
powerful emotional and sexual responses.  

The experience of infatuation reflects our inher-
itance of the mammalian brain system for choosing 
mates.25 There is a specific neural brain mechanism that 
“. . . motivates the . . . chooser to pursue a preferred 
mating partner, the courtship attraction system.” Brain 
imaging pinpoints in this regard the release of dopa-
mine in the brain reward centers. “It’s actually been 
shown that being in-love, infatuation, is basically ac-
quired OCD.”26 So it now makes perfect sense when we 
hear the love-struck declare, “it washed over me like a 
tidal wave.” And it’s no surprise that what we might 
call the “electrifying” dimension of falling in love, now 
identified as mostly the effect of a chemical process in 
the brain, is not a good predictor of a successful mar-
riage, although it certainly feels like “divine ecstasy” 
for the typically brief time it lasts. 

Moreover, what many people subsequently experi-
ence as a uniquely personal loss of romantic excitement 
in relationships, peculiar to themselves individually, is 
in fact a widespread phenomenon, one researched and 
reported in the social science literature as “hedonic ad-
aptation.” The most revealing aspect of this dynamic is 
that the “honeymoon” phase of a relationship—marked 
by preoccupation with one’s partner, ecstasy, optimism, 
and eudaimonia—is not sustainable. Hedonic adapta-
tion dictates that, as we increasingly achieve a desirable 
objective or object, such as a romantic partner, it be-
comes increasingly less attractive to us.27 

Lyubomirsky notes: “Sexual passion and arousal 
are particularly prone to hedonic adaptation.”28 Bao and 
Lyubomirsky have also noted that, “. . . when adapta-
tion does begin, it may accelerate more rapidly than in 
less passionate relationships, such as when an individu-
al suddenly gets a clear-eyed view of her partner’s fail-
ings. . . . Of course, some will be tempted to reset the 
adaptation process altogether by swapping their rela-
tionship for a newer and more exciting one. . . .”29 
However, although hedonic adaptation has been de-

scribed as a “treadmill,” it does not necessarily develop 
in the same way for every individual.30 
 
RRoommaannccee  
Often when we say that people fell in love, we have an 
image of a romantic relationship. And for those who 
imagine they’ll have such a romantic relationship with 
the one with whom they fall in love, we might ask, 
what would be the benchmarks of the relationship—
what would make it romantic? One of the benchmarks 
of successful marriage is the partners’ long-lived ful-
filling sexual relations. Imagine that as a pastoral coun-
selor you have a congregant who looks forward to find-
ing a romantic partner and having a romantic relation-
ship. It’s not likely that any of the following potentially 
long-lived conditions correspond to your congregant’s 
ideas of romance: 
• That the fulfilling quality of making love lasts not 

for a year or even a decade, but for a lifetime—
literally, into one’s old age; 

• That when making love, one almost always feels 
safe, secure, and satisfied—before, during, and af-
ter—again, for a lifetime; and 

• That making love is an indispensable part of con-
tinuous lifelong intimacy—emotional, intellectual, 
and spiritual—with one’s partner. 
This group of characteristics does not correspond 

to what we think of as romance. In a similar vein, we 
might ask a congregant we’re counseling, which of the 
following two situations would be preferable? 
• First, that you become sexually aroused by the 

thought of your partner’s physical attributes or by 
the thought of physical contact between you and 
your partner. 

• Or second, that you become sexually aroused when 
you are physically close and not thinking about an-
ything physical, but instead thinking and possibly 
talking about why and how you love your partner. 
What’s the difference between the two situations, 

and why might we prefer one more than the other? Ob-
viously, the first situation reflects not having fallen in 
love, but having “fallen in lust” or sexual desire. It’s a 
virtual certainty that infatuation with the physical as-
pects of one’s partner will diminish notably in a rela-
tively short period of time. In this respect, romance has 
no staying power. The second situation reflects loving 
another person based on a spectrum of intimacy in the 
relationship, and on the character of the partners that’s 
revealed in their day-to-day life together, which in turn 
makes possible their deepening attachment to one an-
other.31 It’s likely that, based on authentic intimacy and 
admirable character, the erotic aspects of the relation-
ship will be durable and deepen over time. 

 The commonplace experience of young people is 
that infatuation-driven sex begins with sexual excite-
ment but becomes boring over a relatively short period 
of time; while sex based on a growing spectrum of in-
timacy often begins unremarkably but becomes eroti-
cally satisfying over time. 
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One of the most common complaints in relation-
ship breakups is “sexual incompatibility.” The partners 
voice their dissatisfaction with their sexual life, which 
they see as a deal-breaker. Obviously, there are many 
possible reasons why two people may find it difficult or 
impossible to achieve sexual pleasure and fulfillment 
together, including: 
• If one or both partners have psychological or emo-

tional baggage, such as insecure attachment from 
childhood (which is indirectly recognized by tradi-
tional Judaism32), mutually fulfilling sex is far less 
likely;33 

• If the couple has serious unresolved psychological 
or emotional baggage, such as unresolved betrayal 
trauma,34 sexual frustration is inevitable; 

• If one or both partners have serious physical health 
problems or limitations, such as age-related dimin-
ished libido or atrophic vaginitis, diminution of 
sexual activity is possible; 

• If the couple or family system is under severe fi-
nancial or other pressure, the potential for satisfy-
ing sex is significantly limited; and  

• If the couple is living in a place and time of natural 
catastrophe, war, or other cataclysmic events, sex 
drive may be dramatically reduced. 
But even if none of the foregoing reasons apply, 

successfully making love may be largely impossible 
because of what we might superficially call “communi-
cation failures.” For example, many people find it diffi-
cult to tell their sex-partner, “I want to love you when 
and in ways that are pleasurable for you. Please tell me 
what you would like me to do and not do.” And many 
people find it difficult to be open and frank about what 
pleases them and does not please them sexually. We 
may feel awkward and self-conscious, somewhat em-
barrassed, proposing that we’re entirely committed to 
someone else’s sexual pleasure, or responding to such 
proposals with an itemized list of our own sexual pref-
erences. Moreover, the two members of the couple may 
simply not have the necessary emotional attachment to 
communicate effectively with each other. Clearly, how-
ever, two people capable of and committed to satisfying 
one another sexually to the extent that they would ex-
plicitly propose to do so and to respond to their part-
ner’s proposal, would be more likely to have a fulfilling 
sexual relationship. 

What makes it possible for us to be completely free 
in giving and receiving sexual pleasure? It can’t simply 
be the result of mechanical technique, having the right 
physical moves, like a dog or cat, because humans rec-
ognize and respond to ideas of right and wrong in one 
another, no two of us are alike, our social learning his-
tory and capacity for intimacy varies greatly, and any 
individual’s preferences change according to a variety 
of circumstances and conditions. However, consistently 
achieving such pleasure minimally requires unselfcon-
scious, open, truthful communication on all levels—
what we might call authentic intimacy. 
 

AAuutthheennttiicc  IInnttiimmaaccyy  
What are the building blocks of authentic intimacy? We 
can rule out the popular beliefs—that it’s the result of 
enjoying the same activities together, sharing a sense of 
humor, learning and growing together, common intel-
lectual interests, etc. These are all sources of relation-
ship pleasure, even fulfillment, but not the kind of au-
thentic intimacy that is likely to sustain lifelong erotic 
sexual fulfillment.  

What enables us to feel entirely free to communi-
cate our interior life to our partner, and to affirm to our 
partner our compassionate understanding of the interior 
life our partner has communicated to us?  

Authentic intimacy requires emotional bonding, re-
ciprocal empathy that builds trust and openness to vul-
nerability. It’s the basis of willingness to reveal one’s 
deepest emotional pain, anger, beliefs, dreams, mistakes 
and failures, fears, hopes, faith, curiosity, wonder, and 
playfulness—all invariably with an unalloyed expecta-
tion that one’s partner will not reject, ridicule, revile, 
lie, deceive, or attempt to manipulate us with what we 
have shared of ourselves. Instead, what we serve up 
emotionally to our partners, they return to us with un-
derstanding; and what they serve up emotionally to us, 
we similarly return to them35—which is an outcome 
made possible by secure attachment, a capacity initially 
developed in infancy36 but with lifelong implications.37 

Thus the essence of healthy marital relationship is 
emotional bonding, because it is the “basis of loving 
and being loved.”38 The test of authentic intimacy, 
which requires that bonding, is the ability to hear one 
another’s emotional experience—especially when it’s 
shocking and threatening—while not letting go of each 
other. This practice is reinforced by the traditional Jew-
ish teaching of chesed v’emet ( סֶד וְאֶמֶתחֶ  ), that our lov-
ing devotion does not shortchange the truth38 F

39 but, as 
Magidah Khulda teaches, honors it. 

In a marriage relationship based on authentic inti-
macy, there is a basic question spouses ask each other 
and answer affirmatively: Are you there emotionally for 
me?40 Moral-spiritual guidance on how to answer that 
question as Jews is given to us in the Torah.41 The Tal-
mud (Kiddushin 41a) makes it unequivocally clear that 
the commandment to “love your fellow as you love 
yourself” ( עֲ� כָּמוֹ�אָהַבְתָּ לְרֵ וְ  —Leviticus 19:18) applies 
to one’s spouse. So we are to treat our spouse as our 
closest “neighbor” ( עַ רֵ  ), which is from the Hebrew root 

ה-ע-ר , to tend to the needs of the other, caring for eve-
rything of the other, from his or her physical well-being 
to deepest emotional needs, as if they were one’s own.   

Authentic intimacy is not the result of a decision 
made at a moment in time about one’s willingness to be 
open and vulnerable. It results instead from sustained 
emotional risk-taking in relationship, our commitment 
to transparency, responsiveness, and partnership, con-
tinuously applying ourselves to meet the practical chal-
lenges of maintaining intimacy over decades.42 

The spectrum of intimacy is enabled by relation-
ships of socio-emotional trust, based on secure attach-
ment as adults. They allow us to truly understand and 
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relate to the personality and character of our partner 
with whom we make love, not just have sex. And the 
last decade’s research has confirmed that, “The best sex 
happens with securely attached couples.”43  

Happily, multiple neurological research studies al-
so confirm that the mind can overcome early insecure 
attachment, that the architecture of the brain can be 
changed by purposefully altering the neuron firing pat-
tern.44 In effect, new experience causes brain neurons to 
fire and, when they do, they can rewire important parts 
of the brain, including emotions and how we relate to 
other people. Fortunately, early attachment failures can 
be replaced by healthy attachment in adulthood. 

 
AAttttaacchhmmeenntt  &&  MMoorraall  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  
We now know from the last decade’s neurological re-
search, that infant experience of attachment plays a 
critical role in neurobiologically based moral develop-
ment and lifelong moral behavior patterns.45 Human 
beings have a built-in potential for moral free will. 
However, absence of secure attachment in infancy or 
failure later to treat insecure attachment, doubtlessly 
handicap an individual’s capacity for consistent moral 
behavior in adulthood.  

Although largely out of fashion, it is a couple’s 
shared moral and ethical code and vision that provide 
the impetus to tackle the therapeutic interpersonal work 
needed to achieve and sustain emotional bonding if it 
isn’t present at the outset of their relationship. 

Moreover, the couple’s moral and ethical code is 
the basis for their dedication to truthfulness, unreserved 
kindness, unstinting justice, and exclusive commitment 
to one another. “Wherever there is unity of [moral] 
thought, purpose, and commitment, there is also per-
sonalistic [interpersonal] unity” [as a couple].46 So, 
while adult marital love requires a safe emotional con-
nection between the partners, which is a neurobiologi-
cal “survival imperative from the cradle to the grave,”47 
similarly our moral capacity is neurologically based, 
and, when we view marriage in this way, the moral and 
ethical character and personality of one’s prospective 
mate become priorities in the decision to join one’s life 
with that of another person. This understanding accords 
with the traditional Jewish view of sexual pleasure.48 

And the moral and ethical basis of the relationship 
provides essential support for continuing trust and vul-
nerability when emotional bonding becomes strained or 
broken. This foundation is a value-framework for the 
relationship, relying inherently in Judaism on pikuach 
nefesh ( שפֶ נֶ  חַ וּיקפִּ  ), the absolute moral duty to save life, 
one’s own and that of one’s partner, because we know 
that significant health problems, both physical and psy-
cho-emotional, are linked to childhood and adult failure 
of attachment. 48F

49  
Shared moral values and principles of long-lived 

marital intimacy mean not simply that we love and live 
with another person, not even that we are “eternally 
committed” to that person, but that we have cast our 
fate with their fate. In effect, it is when we accept that 
our two fates become one: the common fate is such 

that, whatever the character and actions of our spouse, 
we unreservedly share all the consequences: “To love 
means to share an identity, one common destiny.”50  

The wonder is that, unlike infatuation-driven sex, 
the emotionally and morally grounded completely free 
giving and receiving is not short-lived. It doesn’t dissi-
pate in weeks or months or a year or two. While a cou-
ple maintain their health—especially emotional and 
spiritual—it can last a lifetime. Every other kind of 
“sex” is a pale imitation, in longevity and erotic fulfill-
ment. Rabbi Bulka assures us that, “It stands to reason 
that the warmth and intimacy of the conjugal union, and 
with it the pleasure sensation, likewise evolves over the 
years. In a marriage where the love grows, the experi-
ence of conjugality grows and becomes more ful-
filling.”51 And as Dr. Stephen A. Mitchell (d. 2000) has 
noted, “. . . ultimately, the emotional meshing and vul-
nerability of committed relationship can become the 
most rewarding source of eros.”52 

Marriage in the absence of a shared moral and ethi-
cal code is both visionless and “lawless,” one in which 
anything can happen and often will; which helps ex-
plain why so many marriages become devoid of authen-
tic intimacy, ultimately unfulfilling, destroyed by infi-
delity, and end in divorce. 

Boring sex, the absence of erotic experience, re-
flects a failure of intimacy, not lust, and its root cause is 
a lack of emotional bonding and shared moral-spiritual 
vision by the partners. Withal, it’s possible to suffer in 
ignorance, deprived of pleasure, joy, and fulfillment 
without knowing it, because one has never learned the 
essential requirements to achieve these outcomes. 

 
IInnttiimmaaccyy  &&  SSeexxuuaall  RReellaattiioonnss  
These considerations call to mind an issue that illus-
trates the importance of intimacy to achieving fulfilling 
sexual relations. We know that in many marriages and 
relationships, pornography has become an existential 
challenge. Men compulsively viewing pornography in 
the absence of their partners, in effect leading a double 
sex-life, threatens marriages.53 

Is addictive or habitual viewing of pornography by 
men in relationships a problem that we should think 
about as pastoral counselors and, if so, why? The short 
answer is that pornography “despiritualizes” sex. View-
ing pornography, which affects brain neurology,54 rein-
forces in the viewer the idea that the pleasure of sex is 
primarily physical, simultaneously reinforcing objecti-
fication of one’s relationship-partner55 and, when dis-
covered, creating betrayal trauma.56  

The commonplace lesson learned by personal sex-
ual experience, however, is that the pleasure of sex is 
not primarily physical, that the “hot” guy or girl who 
was initially attractive, very quickly turns out not to be 
a source of continuing erotic fulfillment. There is very 
little connection between initial attraction and consist-
ently fulfilling sex over time. Typically, in a relatively 
short period of time, we discover that the “hot” person 
has unattractive character and personality traits, or at 
least traits that don’t mesh well with our own, and they 
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have the effect of poisoning the sexual atmosphere be-
tween us. Often this occurs in days or weeks, but rarely 
takes longer than a few months.57 

As already suggested, the explanation is simple: 
The wellsprings of consistent erotic sexual pleasure are 
the psychological, emotional, and moral spiritual condi-
tions that foster intimacy—not physicality. It’s a matter 
of having a common “spirit” with another person in 
terms of our thinking and feeling, and pornography 
inculcates an entirely contrary understanding. So, think-
ing that pornography is not healthy or constructive is 
not a matter of prudishness, but insight into what makes 
for long-lasting erotic sexual fulfillment in a relation-
ship. Of course, condemnation of pornography may 
also reflect awareness of its highly destructive effects, 
on both marital relationships and the society at large.58 
 
FFoouunnddaattiioonnss  ooff  SSuucccceessssffuull  MMaarriittaall  IInnttiimmaaccyy  
Most of our ideas of romance are relatively superficial. 
There’s nothing quite as pitiful as a husband or wife 
whose marriage is falling apart who seeks counseling to 
“renew the romance” the couple first experienced. This 
individual wants to recreate the state of infatuation that 
existed at the outset of the relationship, to enjoy the 
feelings that existed before the partners really knew one 
another’s character and personality. 

Where do we get most of our ideas about romance? 
Obviously, every variety of commercialized media—
newspapers, the Internet, magazines, books, television, 
films, billboards, and more—bombard us. They work to 
convince us that we’ll achieve romance with flowers 
and candy, fashionable and sexy apparel, candlelight 
dinners, diamond rings and gold jewelry, high-powered 
cars, perfectly clear skin or white teeth, a movie star’s 
body, walks on the beach in the moonlight, and so on. 
These commercial “messages,” obviously designed to 
sell products, nonetheless work their way into the popu-
lar culture, camouflaging infatuation as “true love,” and 
becoming customary relationship expectations. 

When we consider whether and why marriages are 
successful or not, we find that when there is capacity 
for emotional bonding, mature love, in contrast to infat-
uation, is not a prerequisite for a fulfilling marriage. As 
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb teaches, mature love is a “conse-
quence of marriage based upon a common [moral] vi-
sion and goal of life,” and based on the perception that 
the partners are well suited to achieving that goal to-
gether.59  

Of course, the absence of romantic love at the be-
ginning of a marriage does not preclude initial attrac-
tion, often called “chemistry,” which is not the same as 
infatuation. Marriages that don’t end in divorce typical-
ly begin with individuals who are well-matched in per-
sonality and character, who find one another’s qualities 
appealing, who then become emotionally attached part-
ners sharing a vision and goal for their life together—
supported by shared morals and ethics—which provides 
the basis for coming to love one another over time as 
they work together to realize their vision of that life. 

If love is essential for successful marriage, what 
should we regard as mature love that might last a life-
time?  

Suppose we believe that, given our thoughts and 
feelings, we love someone. To test whether what we 
think and feel is mature love, or something else, like 
infatuation, we should ask ourselves: What am I willing 
to give up for the other person’s benefit?  

The root of the Hebrew word אַהֲבָה, “love” in Eng-
lish, is ב-ה-א , meaning to be “devoted completely to 
another.” 59F

60 The question of loving, then, is not what do 
we love about the other person, but how do we love that 
person—that is, what is it about our giving to that per-
son (in contrast to what we get) that fulfills us and 
makes our own life worthwhile? 60F

61 
Rabbi Maurice Lamm (1927-2016) teaches that, “A 

man takes a wife [or a woman takes a husband] and 
begins a life of giving. Only in the intimacy of marriage 
can one reach the higher levels of the ethical life, levels 
at which one can rejoice in supporting, helping, and 
strengthening others without expectation of reward. The 
taking in marriage cannot survive without the commit-
ment to give. This ‘taking-giving’ moral lesson is . . . 
described by Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, a twentieth-
century ethicist. ‘Is the giving a consequence of love, or 
is perhaps the reverse true: the love a result of giving? 
We usually think it is love which causes giving. But the 
truth is that giving often brings about love, for the same 
reason that a person loves what he himself created or 
nurtured: he recognizes it as part of himself. . . . On this 
basis, we can understand yet another remarkable fact. 
Why do we find so often that this husband-wife affec-
tion does not seem to last? . . . People generally are 
“takers” not “givers.” . . . Each begins to demand from 
the other the fulfillment of his or her obligations. When 
demand begins, love departs’.”62 

The question we might ask ourselves about what 
we call “love” is this: What does my love bring out in 
me? What does it reveal to me about my character and 
qualities? Does it reveal my giving, selfless side, or 
does it reveal my taking, selfish side? And which part 
of myself do I most want to develop and experience? If 
it’s not obvious, this conception of love entails giving 
oneself up to the other—not by subordination of one’s 
will or principles, but by devoting one’s gifts to the 
other by empathetically responding to the needs of the 
other.63 But why should empathy be the measure of 
mature love? Because the roots of love demand reci-
procity, empathy is indispensable—mutual “serving and 
returning” between two people. And, as we’ve said, this 
empathetic reciprocity makes possible the trust and 
risk-taking essential to achieving authentic intimacy. 

What kind of practical giving might one do for the 
sake of a loved one? One might give up one’s populari-
ty for a loved one’s health or well-being. One might 
give up one’s impatience to allow a loved one to ex-
press what’s important to him or her. One might give 
up personal preferences for a sport or hobby to enable 
sharing of activities with a loved one. One might give 
up one’s “face”—that is, endure embarrassment—for 
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the sake of enabling a loved one to hear the truth. One 
might give up one’s bad mood to show kindness to a 
loved one. One might give that which uplifts or sustains 
the life of the other, including even one’s own life. All 
these examples reflect love transformed into words and 
deeds. They amount to devotion to bring the loved one 
near, to foster intimacy. If you doubt they would have 
that effect, imagine how you would think and feel about 
someone who was doing such things on your behalf. 

Taken together, these acts of giving, rooted in our 
tradition of  ַדסֶ ת חֶ בָ הֲ א —not loving-kindness, but loving 
kindness—have the effect of “. . . inclining the whole 
formation of one’s character to loving doing kindness-
es, to relinquishment of one’s rights, to unselfishness, 
to happy self-sacrificing acts of love. . . .” 63F

64 
One of the principles derived from these under-

standings is that before we find the right person, we 
must become the right person—a giver instead of a tak-
er, capable of serving and returning along the entire 
spectrum of intimacy. In effect, “Conjugal dynamics, 
like marriage dynamics, is ideally the dynamics of self-
transcendence rather than self-gratification.”65 

We find the description of “true love” by Rabbi 
Reuven P. Bulka (b. 1944) to be a valuable statement 
on the subject: “True love, it turns out, is a relationship 
which is not based on the needs that are fulfilled by a 
partner, nor on what the partner has which is the object 
of desire. . . . True love is a human expression of appre-
ciation and admiration for what the other individual is. . 
. . It is not a love which is related in any way to sensual 
pursuits, but is rather a love which expresses a sharing 
of values. . . . the classic love in the Jewish home may 
not relate to the sensually exciting picture that society 
associates with love, but the classical love is more 
meaningful. . . . The uncompromising durability of that 
love is enough evidence for this. . . . The two members 
of the couple, while maintaining their separate individ-
ualities, fuse together into a spiritual whole, a valua-
tionally viable unit. . . . Where love prevails, one finds 
caring and empathy, immersion in the health and wel-
fare, physical and spiritual, of the other. One finds in 
true love a spirit of giving where the giver experiences 
the sensation of receiving from the act of giving.”66 

Rabbi Samson Rafael Hirsch (1808-1888) teaches 
that love without sacrifice of physical desires is a vain 
(i.e., empty) pretense.67 Research at the University of 
Virginia’s National Marriage Project seems to confirm 
this understanding. Researchers studied the role of 
“generosity” in the marriages of 2,870 men and women. 
They defined generosity as “the virtue of giving good 
things to one’s spouse freely and abundantly”—such as 
making coffee for the spouse in the morning; regularly 
expressing affection; and showing a willingness to for-

give. They also defined generosity as going above the 
usual expectation to do one’s fair share of housework, 
childcare, and being faithful—small acts of service and 
making an extra effort to be kind and affectionate when 
there is no obligation to do so.  

Those with the highest scores on the generosity 
scale were far more likely to report that they were “very 
happy” in their marriages, which almost certainly in-
cluded their sex lives. The director of the research pro-
ject stated: “Living that spirit of generosity in a mar-
riage does foster a virtuous cycle that leads to both 
spouses on average being happier in the marriage.”68 

If giving is more rewarding than getting, why is 
that true? In a study reported in 2016,69 the researchers 
found that “. . . the more participants reported giving 
support to others, the more caregiving-related neural 
activity they showed. . . .” The researchers concluded, 
“. . . only support-giving was associated with beneficial 
outcomes,” including health benefits. In other words, 
interpersonal neurological processes explain the intensi-
ty of the rewarding outcomes. 

 
EEppiilloogg  
We conclude our consideration of authentic intimacy 
and mature love in contrast to commercialized romance 
and infatuation—giving versus getting—with the find-
ings of a recent study that suggest one final motivation-
al key to happiness in relationships.70 The study sur-
veyed 80 adults to determine whether they relied main-
ly on hedonic sources of well-being, by consuming 
things; or instead relied on eudaimonic sources of well-
being, by “striving toward . . . noble purpose beyond 
simple self-gratification.” 

Individuals who revealed higher levels of hedonic 
sources of happiness had significantly higher levels of 
inflammatory-producing gene expression than individu-
als who reported higher levels of happiness from eu-
daimonic sources. And studies have linked inflammato-
ry-producing gene expression to diabetes, cancer, car-
diovascular disease, and greater susceptibility to infec-
tion. So what we do with our mind “. . . changes the 
epigenetic molecules that are sitting on top areas of the 
genome that help prevent inflammatory diseases. . . .”71 

Thus, even if there were no other considerations, it 
is in our self-interest to emphasize giving over getting 
in our relationships, to improve our own prospects for 
avoiding the morbidity and mortality associated with 
chronic disease.  

As the rabbis have taught for almost two millennia, 
lust—strong sexual drive sharply focused on one’s own 
sensual gratification—drives us out of the world of the 
living.72 
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