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Anti-Semitism breeds anxiety: 'It’s their worst nightmare
coming true,' says psychiatrist
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Dr. Ziv Cohen's patients include members of the ultra-Orthodox community in Monsey, Brooklyn, Jersey City and Lakewood, New Jersey. Dr. Cohen, who is also a
forensic psychiatrist called to evaluate people for the court, said the recent wave of anti-Semitic attacks -- including the machete attack in Monsey -- comes at a time of
historic low violence in New York City. "That seems like something you do need to pay attention to," Cohen said. (Photo: Ziv Cohen)

As a forensic psychiatrist, Dr. Ziv Cohen interviews criminal defendants for courts to figure out why they did what they did. As a clinical psychiatrist, he
treats members of the ultra-Orthodox Jewish community, including those shaken by anti-Semitism.

Both sides of Cohen's career are merging of late, amid a wave of attacks against Jews, including a Dec. 28 incident in which a man with a machete burst
into a Monsey Hanukkah party, slashing wildly and sending five to the hospital.

The man charged in that case, Grafton Thomas of Greenwood Lake in Orange County, has pleaded not guilty to federal hate-crime charges
(/story/news/crime/2020/01/13/monsey-stabbing-suspect-grafton-thomas-pleads-not-guilty/4452405002/). He is undergoing the kind of psychiatric review
that is Cohen's stock and trade, although Cohen is not involved in the case.

The attack's most-seriously injured victim, 72-year-old great-grandfather Josef Neumann (/story/news/local/rockland/ramapo/2020/01/02/monsey-attack-
family-comatose-victim-speaks-out/2793944001/), remained in a coma at Westchester Medical Center, where he underwent surgery on Jan. 14 to repair
his left arm (/story/news/local/rockland/ramapo/2020/01/15/monsey-stabbing-doctors-operate-comatose-victim-josef-neumann/4479426002/), shattered
in the attack.
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The 41-year-old Cohen said he finds the intersection of the forensic and clinical "professionally interesting to me, although it is, of course, sad and very
unfortunate."

Rabbi Chaim Rottenberg, the Kossoner Rebbe of Monsey who heads Congregation Netzach Yisroel, speaks to the press from his home on Forshay Road on Wednesday,
January 8, 2020. (Photo: John Meore/The Journal News)

A higher public pro�le

The attacks have changed the public profile of New York's ultra-Orthodox community.

On Jan. 8, Rabbi Chaim Rottenberg — the Kossoner Rebbe of Monsey whose home was the site of the machete attack — stepped up to a cluster of
media microphones.

Fresh from delivering the invocation at Gov. Andrew Cuomo's State of the State Address, Rottenberg noted the unusually high profile he was adopting: "It
is not our norm to interact with the media and the world at large, which is why I have not, until today,  spoken to the media," he said.

"However," he continued, "the overwhelming and ongoing support from the governor and all elected officials across the spectrum has been so
monumental, we felt the time had come where we – I – must make a public statement to express our thanks and our thoughts."

Rottenberg's was just another in a string of press conferences by police, politicians, lawyers and members of the ultra-Orthodox community aimed at
healing the community.

The healing also takes place in conversations like those Dr. Cohen has with his patients, whose anxiety rises with each new incident.

A couch near Columbus
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Cohen runs the forensics educational program at Weill Cornell Medical College of Cornell University and is on the medical staff of New York Presbyterian
Hospital, both in New York City. He also has a private practice.

Hundreds of ultra-Orthodox patients travel to a most-public city for the privacy of the therapist's couch in Cohen's Midtown Manhattan office. 
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They come to him from Boro Park and Williamsburg, from Lakewood and Jersey City. They come to him from Monsey.

They bring their anxieties. They also bring their faith, the outward signs of which have made members of their community targets for attack.

They seek clarity in a world shaken by the recent events, incidents which are significant for their timing, Cohen said.

"Part of what makes it so striking now is that we're living in a time of historic lows of violence in New York City," he said. "There's no two ways about it,
this is a blip on the radar that, in areas in Brooklyn that have historic low rates of violence, we're suddenly having very targeted violence against Orthodox
Jews. That seems like something you do need to pay attention to."

Referred by rabbis

Cohen's patients find him where he is — near Columbus Circle — and he finds them where they are: People whose faith is a defining force in their lives
who are trying to navigate an altered reality.

"There's usually a stigma in the ultra-Orthodox community about mental illness, so privacy and discretion is of utmost importance to them," Cohen said.
"They will typically go to their rabbi and the rabbi will discreetly connect them with two different organizations, which will then refer them to providers."

Some of his patients are struggling with anxieties, new and old.

“I've seen parents of young children who really are not comfortable leaving their children unsupervised the way they had in the past. They've got a lot of
anxiety about their children," he said. "And I've certainly seen individuals who are already in treatment for anxiety and this has raised their anxiety
disorder to such a pitch that they're isolating at home.”

Hunkering down at home, away from the world, is a warning sign that should be dealt with immediately, Cohen says, before it becomes entrenched and
hard to shake.

Cohen said a natural psychological defense mechanism — denial — is useless in the face of repeated anti-Semitic incidents.

"The most natural and healthy response is to say: ‘That's an isolated incident, it doesn't apply to me’ and to just dismiss it. But when there's an epidemic
of anti-Semitic attacks, verbal or physical, in your close proximity, then you can't really use denial anymore.

"Trying to use denial would make you seem quite divorced from what's going on. I think what you're seeing is a lot of folks are shifting from denial to
hyper vigilance, a state of alarm, a state of fear, a state of anxiety.” 

Dr. Ziv Cohen says that, while the ultra-Orthodox community isn't typically on Facebook on Twitter, they do use texting apps such as WhatsApp. And they make constant
use of what he calls "their original social media, word of mouth." (Photo: Ziv Cohen)
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Thousands marched from
Manhattan to Brooklyn across the
Brooklyn Bridge Jan. 5, 2020
during the "No Hate, No Fear
Solidarity March" in New York
City. The rally followed the Dec.
28 stabbing attack at a Hanukkah
celebration in Monsey, New
York. (Photo: Seth Harrison/The
Journal News)

'An age of anxiety'

Cohen said he believes that in mental health terms, we are living in "an age of anxiety, not just in the Orthodox population, but in American society."

“You look at the rates of anxiety in children and adolescents and the rates of depression: They're off the charts. One reason, many observers agree, is
this amplification in the media and social media, of bad things that happen in the world."

The constant drumbeat of news of anti-Semitic attacks can be a source of concern or validation, Cohen said.

"Some patients are very alarmed by seeing these things on the 11 o’clock news every night, but I think for other patients, it's reassuring because how
would we feel about the world if they weren't on the news, if you had the sense that nobody was listening, nobody cared, this isn't on the agenda?"

'Their worst nightmare coming true'

On the whole, ultra-Orthodox Jews are not on social media, Cohen said.

"They're not on Facebook, for example, or Twitter. They do use texting apps, such as WhatsApp." 

The tight-knit community has a tried-and-true alternative.

"They have their original social media, word of mouth," the doctor said. "This is a community that mingles a lot, a community that’s together every
Saturday for the Sabbath, a community that sends their kids to the same schools that has study sessions with the rabbi, where the women get together
for various activities. Word of mouth is tremendously powerful. But I think that — in addition to social media — definitely spreads the anxiety."

In treatment, Cohen said, he hears patients who are in pain that has echoes in the Holocaust memories of parents and grandparents.

"There’s a sense that ‘These stories I grew up hearing when I was a small child, now it's happening to me.’ It’s their worst nightmare coming true, to be in
the place where they grew up their whole life and they're being treated as outsiders or as a target.”

Cohen wouldn't comment on Grafton Thomas' case specifically, but did say he was concerned by efforts to dismiss some recent anti-Semitic attacks
being prompted by mental illness.

While some forms of mental illness can bring higher risk of impulsive violence, he said, mental illness is rarely a sole cause to explain violence. It may be
one of many factors that could tip the scale toward violence, he said. 

Faith exercise

Cohen said he knows he must factor faith into therapy when a patient settles onto his couch with anxiety related
to the recent attacks. 

"There's a lot of religious faith that can be drawn on, which is very potent kind of antidote to the fear that people
are feeling," he said.

“For Orthodox Jewish patients, it's important to talk to them about their faith and the anxiety that they're feeling. A
big tenet of Hasidic Judaism is trust in God. It's a pillar of Hasidic Judaism. I think that that's a very helpful thing
to reflect on with them. It’s reassuring to them and it's important in a psychotherapy relationship because it helps
them feel that you understand where they're coming from and where they're standing."

Another touchstone concept in Hasidic Judaism is the idea of divine providence, that God is watching over each
and every single person in the world. Cohen said he engages his patients in unpacking how their anxiety fits with
providence.

"There is an inherent tension between the sense of divine providence and seeing bad things happen to your
fellow Jews. We can't eliminate that tension," Cohen said. "But I think having that conversation ultimately is
reassuring because it connects people back to their identity, their faith, their sense of community."
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Thousands marched from Manhattan to Brooklyn across the Brooklyn Bridge Jan. 5, 2020 during the "No Hate, No Fear Solidarity March" in New York City. The rally
followed the Dec. 28 stabbing attack at a Hanukkah celebration in Monsey, New York. (Photo: Seth Harrison/The Journal News)

'Ongoing levels of anxiety'

Even if their therapy sessions succeed in restoring a flagging faith, Cohen said it's hard taking his patients back to a time before the recent attacks. 

“There has been an increase in the tempo of anti-Semitic attacks and every indication is that we have not seen the last of them," he said. "This
community is going to be living with ongoing levels of anxiety.”

That new reality will bring changes to the patterns and tempo of their lives.

“I think we're going to see a lot of changes in the community behavior, unfortunately,” Cohen said. “People will be changing their habits, like where they
walk and at what time they walk.”

Peter D. Kramer is an award-winning 32-year staffer at The Journal News. He can be reached at pkramer@lohud.com or on Twitter at @PeterKramer.
Read his latest stories. This coverage is only possible with support from our readers. Sign up today for a digital subscription. 

Read or Share this story: https://www.lohud.com/story/news/local/rockland/ramapo/2020/01/21/anti-semitic-attacks-bring-anxiety-worst-nightmare-
coming-true/2797998001/
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