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Adolescent identity is largely shaped by the significant interactions with parents and teachers that the adolescent has accumulated over time.
The relationship between an adolescent and a parent, or between an adolescent and a teacher, moves along various axes; one of these is the important, complex axis of interpersonal mental separation. The basic “here and now” encounter of the parent or teacher with the adolescent may leave the parent or teacher feeling overwhelmed by an overload of stimuli. This can have immediate cognitive, emotional, and, even physiological effects.
When it comes to the separation axis, the adult is expected to cope with a two-fold challenge: On the one hand, the adult is required to maintain and protect the mental separation between him/herself and the adolescent, thus enabling the adult to avoid becoming overwhelmed by or drawn into the adolescent experience. This can help the adult observe the adolescent experience from somewhat of a distance and allow the adult to act or make decisions after proper consideration of a variety of factors. For the adult, such considerations might include his or her past experiences, value system, and the personal identity that has been formed over his or her lifetime. 
On the other hand, adults must, at times, allow themselves to be influenced by the “here-and-now” encounter with the adolescent, because blurring the separation between them allows the adult to get to know the adolescent better and to develop a meaningful relationship with him or her. Through this type of relationship, the adult influences the adolescent’s personality, in general, and his/her religious identity, in particular.

Despite the fact that this is a challenge that parents and teachers consistently face in their educational endeavors, educational research has yet to methodically examine this topic.

This workshop will explore the movement along this interpersonal separation axis in educational endeavors. It will do so through considering the Hasidic philosophy of the Maggid of Mezeritch and the psychoanalytic philosophy of Wilfred Bion.

The Maggid Reb Dov Ber from Mezeritch (1710-1772) was one of the foremost students of the Baal Shem Tov and one of the greatest Hasidic teachers of all time. In his philosophy, he occasionally describes the blurring of interpersonal separation that occurs in the father-son relationship and in the teacher-student relationship; through this, they share a mutual sense of identification with one another, as well as a sense of identification with “the letters of the Torah” that they are learning.
The interpersonal relationships described by the Maggid are quite reminiscent of Wilfred Bion’s (1897-1979) container-contained model, presented in his psychoanalytic work describing the optimal separation axis in the mother-infant relationship and the therapist-patient relationship.
The workshop will focus on describing the characteristics of the container-contained model in the philosophies of the Maggid and Bion, and on their similarities and differences; potential implications of these philosophies will be explored in terms of identity education, in general, and Jewish identity education, in particular. The workshop will highlight the contributions unique to the home setting and the school setting, and the different relationships that are possible in each context, with regards to the formation of adolescent identity, in general, and Jewish identity, in particular.
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