Why Do We Go Within?

hat brings a woman to the door of her own be-
ing? What beckons her to enter?

The escort to the door can be just about any-
thing that taxes a woman’s limits, creates a sense of imbalance,
challenges her views, or otherwise upsets the status quo of her
existence. The particulars are unique to each woman. Yet there
are also general categories of experience that can be relied upon
at least to get a woman’s attention.

The most obvious is physical problems. Cancer, MS, and
other significant illnesses, along with accidents, are the most
dramatic calls to focus awareness on the self.

Chronic pain is the most persistent. Excess weight and over-
eating are constant prods which, if ignored, often resurface with a
vengeance. Tiredness and low energy wear a woman down over
time, as do sleeping disturbances, headaches, and other com-
plaints that can be sloughed off for a while but eventually de-
mand attention. Menstrual cycles also call women to task periodi-
cally, sometimes through abnormal symptoms and other times
through the more normal changes associated with aging.
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For some women it is a sense of being out of contact with
the physical that brings them to look more closely at them-
selves. They feel disconnected from their bodies, out of touch
with their own physicality. They long to feel more centered and
grounded. Others are tense and unable to relax. Whatever the
specifics, a physical condition that is not easily remedied often
is an invitation to go within.

Emotional difficulties present the same opportunity. Feel-
ings that persist and are disruptive to a woman’s sense of well-
being signal her to look at herself more closely. It could be any
feeling. The ones I hear reported most often are depression, self-
hate, unhappiness, boredom, fear, anger, loneliness, and empti-
ness. Women also describe feeling overwhelmed, fragmented,
powerless, and unworthy. Some feel they have lost themselves
in the demands and expectations of others. They feel unable to
maintain healthy boundaries, to assert themselves. Others feel
themselves to be false and inauthentic, as though wearing a
mask. They speak of feeling unreal. For some, feeling itself is
gone. They are numb or disassociated. Women know them-
selves enough to recognize when the joy has gone out of their
lives, when their hearts are closed, when negativity is dominant.
All of these emotional states, when protracted, wake a woman
up to her own reality.

Age doesn’t seem to be a factor when it comes to physical and
emotional difficulties. A woman may be tapped through either of
these avenues at any time in her life. Age becomes more signifi-
cant when the stimulus to self-awareness is a life question. In this
realm, each decade seems to present its own challenges, any of
which, if not readily navigated, can turn a woman inward.

In their twenties, women are charting their life course. They
can be confused about what direction to take in their studies,
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work, and personal life. For some, whether or not to live in Is-
rael or return to their countries of origin is a major dilemma.
Some are wary of their ability to make and implement decisions.
Some are afraid that they are being overly influenced by others,
including teachers, rabbis, friends, and parents. Some feel stuck
and don’t see any way to turn. Each of these predicaments asks a
woman to stop and take stock. Life is telling her she may need to
know herself better, to connect with Hashem more deeply in or-
der to make the best choices.

In the decades that follow, a woman may again find herself
facing basic life questions. She may need to change her initial
choices, taking on new studies, switching to a different job, or
moving to a new location. Again she may be confused, lack di-
rection, feel stuck, or distrust her own decision-making abili-
ties. In addition, she has to face the consequences of her earlier
choices and the responsibilities she may have already assumed.
Experience may have shown her that she lacks certain life skills,
making it harder for her to reach her goals. The lack then gets
her attention. She may find that she can’t handle money, that
she loses track of time, that she’s disorganized, that she can’t fol-
low through, that she procrastinates, that she can’t focus or con-
centrate, that she doesn’t know how to balance competing de-
mands, that she fears conflict. On a larger scale, she may lack a
sense of purpose, a sense of her place in the world.

And then there are transitions that, though natural, can still
be disruptive — marriage, motherhood, loss of parents, relocat-
ing, children leaving home. She may question whether she is re-
alizing her potential, using her gifts and abilities, and express-
ing her creativity. As the years go by, these questions may spur
far greater self-inquiry than the practical day-to-day limitations
she discovers in herself.
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own and embrace the Torah observant life they have chosen to
lead. Outer compliance is not enough. And so they question, in-
vestigate, and explore the teachings of Torah from Sinai and the
teachings of their own inner Torah.

A relationship with Hashem is not the only relationship
that can lead a woman to herself. Every other relationship in her
life has that potential, with close family relations the prime can-
didates. Women are also lured within by the anticipation of a
close relationship, doing the work to understand why they may
be afraid to marry or remarry, why intimacy is difficult, how
their prior relationship history may negatively affect the pres-
ent. Women want to break unhealthy patterns that will keep
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