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Jewish 'l'heo1Q9Y of Healing tro• a Tal.audic Perspective 

Healing has become a major metaphor for our human needs and the 
desired help we seek of others. Its particular relevance to the 
clergy is very high when intellectual certainty is difficult to 
come by and therapeutic procedures seem to disclose better than 
much else doe's what rabbis seek to do with people. Surprisingly, 
there has been little written about the Jewish theology of healing 
as contrasted to the Jewish attitude toward medicine or on specific 
bio-ethical issues . This thesis was undertaken to remedy this 
situation and to see what our tradition might teaoh us about a 
proper human and Jewish approach to healing in its fullest 
religious dimensions. 

Susan began a lexical search of Talmudic passages which used one 
of a number of words dealing with healing or healers. As she had 
anticipated, this yielded a considerable body of matertal and 
confirmed her intuition that this matter had been of considerable 
significance to the rabbis and their community. After an initial 
survey of Biblical motifs regarding healing, she had something of 
a base from which to determine the extent to which the rabbis 
continued their inherited tradition - - substantially -- and ·where 
they innovated -- as it turned out, more in detail and articula
tion than in fresh theological creativity. 

She studied the Talmudic passages in terms of the chief actors in 
them, namely, God activity, the sick person and the community. 
This turned.out to be a happy arr~gement for though it did involve 
overlap in a considerablp amount of the data, it also clarified 
the vario,us relationships involved in the Talmudic 

. understanding of the healing process. God's rule ~s, not 
su~singly, pivotal to all else and human action? individual or 
co al, took its direction from the context of the Divine order. 
Thi led to one of the most interesting problems of the 
investigation. 

The rabbis substantially deal with the issue of healing in ~erms 
of God's justice, many of the references serving as tbeodicies to 
explain the conflict between the expected and the occuring. The 
clash with modern sensibilities could not be avoided and forced 
Susan to conCront the extent to which the asswnptions she bad 
brought to this issue, that is, her own feelings about JUdaism and 
healing, were more a result of her modern values than of the 'D)esis 
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Jewish · tradition. After her intial recoil, she was able to face 
this issue without denying it existed or dismissing the Jewi~h past 
as primitive· and outmoded. Instead, summoning proper scholarly 
disinterest, she sought to learn what she could from what, as she 
had discovered, the rabbis actually seem to hav& thought even 
though that differed from her own point of view. And she went on 
to learn from them how complex and multi-faceted is the_problem of 
working out for our time a satisfactory Jewish theology of heaLing. 

Susan carried out her study with exemplary diligence, great 
personal sensi ti vi ty, fine academic skills . and rare spiritual 
openness. I am therefore happy to recommend the acceptance of 
this thesis. 
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Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz 
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INTRODUCTION 
r-. 

The topic of thi• th••i• i• theology of healing from a 

' Talffludic perapeotive, The the■i• analyzes hov the Rabbi■ of 

the Talmud perceived healing 

implications are, 

~••ling in the Bible 

and what the theological 

A■ a point of reference, it is nece•••ry to review what 

the Rabbi• inherited from the Bible; -that is, · what was their 

atar~ing point for discu■■ion. There are significant 

reference■ to health-related ia■ue• in the Bible. Information 

can be gleaned about how the body i• put together, di••••••• 

injurie■, preventive and sanitary meaau.re,, and remedies (ie, 

medicines, bandages, washing, and bathin"9") . ~. 

Be■id•• •ome idea• about medical practrce• ~n the Bible, 

Rabbi• of the Talmud inherited the notion of God •• Bupreme 

healer. Though there were biblical individuala, who treated 
r 

patients, only God W&.8 seen as the on.,_ whc;, could "heal" 

■ickne••· There are numerou• in•tanc-e• in ~which God wa.• 

referred to as rof!h, "healer . 112
~ Aa God wa• called rofeh, 

tho•• who treated patients in the biblical era did not pre■ume 

that title for them■elveB, 3 

There are •everal iaeas about , God'• role in healing in the 

fiiil upon whicH the 
»»••DDDDDDDDDDD 

Rabbi• ba-ae their theology of healing . 

2 SOllle ex&J!lPl•• are: Gen. 20:17t Ex. 15t26, 
Dt . 32:39, .Job 5:18, I•aiah 19:22, Iaa1ah 57,18 and 
30:17, Jeremiah 33 : 6 2 King• 20:5 and 8 Ho••• 
103:2-3, P•alm• 107:20, and 2 Chronicles 30:20, 

3 aig., p . 7-8. 

Num. 12 : 13, 
19, Jeremiach 
6:1, Paalm• 

• 

. ,. 
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Theae ideaa in.elude: 1, God •• the Source of all hea,lin~,s 2. 

God aa one who reaponda to the prayer• ~f the •i~k; 3. God a• 

auatainer of the aick; 4. God •• ex.aplar of appropriate 

behavior towards the aick1 and 5, mixed a~titudea toward hwun 

healers. While the meaning of aome o~ the vera ... a.bout 

healing is taken literally by the Rabbis, other ideaa from 

biblical passages are applied more indirectly to healing. 

There are numerous statement ■ in the Bible which clearly 

eatablish God aa the Source of all healing . Examples of th••• 

types of atatements follow.• The first example eatabliahea 

both the ideas that God is the Source of aiokn••• and healing, 

and that there is a direct relationahip between obedience to 

God's path and health: 

{God} aaid, "If you will heed the Lord your God 
diligently 1 doing what ia upright in {God's} 
aight, giving ear to {God's} oonnandJllent•~- aod 
keeping all {God's} law•, then I will not bring 
upon_you any of the diaeaaea that I brought upon 
the Egyptians, for I the Lord am your healer," 
(Exodus 15 :26) 

Other statements having to do with God's healing'powera 

include: "I {God} wounded and I will heal" (Deuterono,ay 

32: 39) ; "I {God} note how they fare and I wil 1 heal thelll" 

(Isaiah 57:18-19); "Turn back, 0 rabellioua children, I {God} 
) 

will heal your affliction■ !" (Jeremiah 3r22)a.1 .. 11{God} forgives 
DDDftDDDDDDDDDDfDDDD• 

4 Quotes 
tr•nalationa in 1.1Wlll611J..L-4!LI~wL..¥4[!.LiLa:k.t.2!1Wl.ii,,-lr:Wlll-l~~-i~~~!4J..JJl., 
(lillij.ladelphia ew or, an eruaa em: e ew a 10a 10n 
S~ety), 1985, Hereafter, this translation will be referred to 
as NJPS. Alaoi insertions which are not NJPS are indicated by 
information enc oaed in th••• symbols { }. More on translations 
can be found in the last section of this chapter. 

0 Note the oonneotion between repentance and healingJ 
another concept the Rabbis inherited from the Bible. 
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all your sina, he~ l• all your diaeaaea" (Paalma 103:3); "{God} 

gave an order and healed them; {God} delivered them from t he 

pits" (Psalms 107:20); "{God} heals their broken hearta, and 

binds up t heir wounds" (Psalms 147 : 3) ; "{God} injures, but 

{God} binds up; {God} wounds , but {God's} hands heal" (Job 

S: 18) . 

Being the Source of all healing, God is the one people 

pray to when they seek healing, So.me example• are: " Abraham 

then prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and his wife and 

his slave giris, so that they bore children" 

"So Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, 

(Genesis 20:17); 

' O God, pray heal 

her!' " (Numbers 12:13); "Heal me, 0 Lord, and let me be 

healed; save me, and let me be saved; for you are my glory" 

(Jeremiah 17:14) : " I said, 'O Lord, have mercy on me, heal me, 

for I have sinned against Yo u '" (Psalms 41:S)•; "H.ive mercy on 

me, 0 Lord , for I languish; heal me, 0 Lord, for my bones 

shake ..,ith terror'' (Psalms 6 :3); "{God} fulfills the wishes of 

those wh o fear {God}; {God} hears their cry and delivers them" 

(Psal ms 145 : 19) 7 ; " At that time Hezekia.h fel l deathly sick; ·he 

pr.-yed to the Lord , who responded to him and gave him a sign" 

( I I Chronicles 32 : 24 ; al s o see Isaiah 38) . 

The Rabbis draw on another bjblical idea which aees God as 

a sustaining presence during sickness: "The Lord Yill sustain 

him on hie sick.bed· you shall 'Jholly transform hi s bed of 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD ' 

... Note the connection between sicknesa and sin; another 
concepf the Rabbis inherited from the Bible. 

7 Though this quote doesn ' t mention the actual word 
''healing, " the Rabbis do use this quote to s upport the belief in 
God's healing powers. 
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suffering11 (Psalms 41: 4) . 

That God is the exemplar of appropriate behavior towards 

the sick, ie . visiting the sick , ia an idea derived More 

indirectly from citations in the Bible . 

circumcision, it says: 

1'fter Abraham's 

The Lord appeared to him by the terebinths of 
Mamre; he waa sitting at the entrance of the 
tent as the day grew hot . (Genesis 18,1) 

The Rabbis claim God ' s appearance to Abraham shove the value 

of visiting the sick ( see : Sotah 14a). Another verse the 

Rabbis invoke when claimi~g the importance of visiting the 

sick is: 

.. . and enjoin upon them the laws 
teachings, and make known to th.in the 
are to go {"to walk"} and the practices 
to follow. (Exodus 18 :20) 

and the 
vay they 
they are 

The words "to walk" are said to mean to vi•it the sick, as are 

the same words in the fo llowing: "{You shall walk after} the 

Lord your God" (Deuteronomy 13 :5). That the Rabbis "inherit" 

the val ue of vi s iting the sick from these citation• is 

debatable. It seems that a more accurate claim would be that ' \ 

the Rabbis base some of their i deas directly on material found 

i n the Bible , but for some of their ideas (such as visiting 

the sick) , they look back to the Bible for material which 

a uthenticates their values and practices (though the values 

certainly may have been present in biblical times as well, 

even if this i s not found stated directly). 

Aa far as ~ •n healers go, there is limited ffl&terial in ....... 

the Bible up& which the Rabbis can base or develop their 

attitudes. In order to just.ify that humans have been given 

permission to heal the Rabbis have no direct biblical text . 
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They do, however , draw on a text indirectly t o ■upport thi■ 

"' ••••rtion (Exodus 21:18-19 and Baba Ka,nma 85a, 85b). There 

are example■ in the Bible in whioh hwu.n healer-. :,et, -in.v,olved 

in the healing process, but the exact balance betweea their 

role and God'• role ia not resolved explicitly . Thia -delicate 

and often ambiguou■ balanoe between God'• and hwun healer• ' 

role• in healing i• aomething which the Rabbi• have to deal 

with. Two pa■■age• referring to human healer& follow. In the 

firat there ia negativity toward■ healer■, and God'• healing 

power• are not recognized: 

In the thirty-ninth l'ear of hi--a reign •A .. -
auf fered from an acute foot ailment; but iii a• 
he vaa, he still did not turn -to the Lord but to 
{human healers} , A-sa , alept with hi ■ fathers , 
He died in the forty-fir■t year of hi• reign, 
(II Chronicle& 16:12) 

' In the next paa■age God ' a role in healing ia-~oknowledAJed 

(through prayer) , but a human healer is active -in bringing -

about healing : 

{Eliaha} went in, shut the door behind the ~wo 
of them, and prayed to t he Lord . Then he 
mounted {the bed} and placed himeelf over the 
child . He put hi ■ mouth on it• mouth, hi• eyee 
on its eyes, and hia hand• on it• hand• ,· a• he 
bent over. And the body of the child bec&Me 
warm. He stepped down, walked once up and-down 
the room, then mounted and bent over him. 
Thereupon, the boy sneezed aeven time•, and the 
boy opened hi• eyea. (II King• 4133-35) 

J 

In the Talmud God continue• to be aeen a■ the ultisute 

healer . Like the Bible, the role of the hwn healer in 

relation to God is delicate and often amb4uous. Still, 

')uman• are accorded' a n inrportant role in the healing proo••• ,, 

including the title rofeh, "healer . " • 
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Methodology 

The primary way material was found for thia thesis was 

through a concordance to the Talmud , References to the Hebrew 

wox-d rofeh , the Aramaic word asya, and their derivatives were 

studied and evaluated as to their relevance to the discussion 

of a theology of healing , Specific formulas for remedies, 

sometimes " bizarre" and other times " rea.sonable" in terms of 

modern understandings of medical knowledge, are not included 

as they do not seem primary in facilitating the understanding 

of theological beliefs. 

One of tne g reatest difficulties of interpreting the 

Talmudic material i a understanding the tone in which certain 

statements were made - whether as straightforward belief s or 

hyperbole. 

it may 

If hyperbole was at work, the purpose of employing 

have been for emphasizing a moral injunction, 

intensifying a threat, and even at times being humorous. The 

use of hyperbole simply may have been a popular style of 

expression alien to the modern ear, about which only 

speculations can be offered as to its contemporary nuances , 

Despite the i ssue of hyperbole, there are themes which come 

across strongly enough as to justify the reality of the 

importance of certain beliefs; eg. God as just and merciful, 

the system of reward and punishment, and the importance of 

meritorious behavior . Throughout the thesis, there is the 

, attempt to focus on those beliefs whioh seem to have been 

operating--with certainty in the world of the Rabbis . 

Content of the Thesis 

The first chapter of the thesis will begin with a 

-
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presentation and analysis of materials relevant to God's 

presence in healing , It then will cd'ntinue with a n 

exploration of how the individual in need of healing reacts 

and responds to sickn ess, especially in terms of that 

individual's relationship with God. Finally, the role human 

healers and visitors play in the healing process will be 

examined. 

The chapters which follow will present pertinent Talmudic 

material a~d include some analysis. The analysis may touch on 

these three levels: 1 . interpretation of what the Rabbis were 

saying in their own t erms , 2. highlighting some of the 

theological ideas which may have been implicit in the texts 

but were not stated directly, and 3. pointing out some mode rn 

issues and problems which were n ot particularly releva~t to 

the world of the Rabbis. 

A Note about Translations 

Many texts will be quoted throughout the thesis . 

Predominately, the Soncino translation to the Talmud is relied 

upon. British spellings and verb tense usage are changed to 

those common in the United States of America without note as 

are the words " thy" and '' thou" to " your" and ' 'you," Often 

when biblical citations are used as part of the Talmudic text 

in the Soncino translation , rather than using Soncino ' s words, 

~ he New Jewish 

,;.his insertion is indicated by 

Publication Society translation is inserted. 

CNJPS) , Also, there are 

times in which I use my own wording, My own wording is 

indicated by the use of these symbols { } or by a footnote. 

If a translation is my own , the reference will be inserted in 
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Bracketed words and 

phrases reflect additions made in the Soncin o transjation; 

sometimes these bracketed i nsertions reflect additional 

information Soncino provides in a footnote rather than within 

the written text itself. 

There dre different ways of translating the word• rofeh 

and asva . In keeping with the views of one scholar of 

Tal mudic medicine, Juliu~ ?t"euss, these words wi 11 be 

translated contistently as " healer": 

. , ,it seems that the names rofeh a nd ~•vain the 
Talmud do not denote one's profession in the 
modern sense, but possibly encompass the term 
"learned phr,sician" and certainly "lay 
practitioner ,' Thus one should be careful to 
translate the word rofeh as "healer ," and not as 
"physician." a 

As an aside, it is interest i ng to note Preuss points out that 

whereas in other languages the name " healer, " if it is not 

identified with a magician , is derived from the word 

"knowledge; " in Hebrew the word for "healer , " 

derived from the root " alleviate , assuage.",;, 

DDDD. DDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

... Ibid. , p, 30 , 

rofeh, is 
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GOD'S PRESENCE 

Healing begins within the framework of God's Rule. That 

God is present and involved actively in the healing process is 

the framework in which discussions of healing take place. 

Many passages about healing emphasize God's presence as 

transcendent; other passages emphasize God's presence as 

immanent. 

Though the idea that God is the Source of all things is 

th• foundation of a Talmudi c theology of healing, even at this 

very beginning level, tensi ons ._.hich have ambiguous 

resolutions present themselves. (For exAmple, if God is the 

ultimate authoritative Source, what meaning does authorization 

of human healing have ; ho"' can God's authority be v ltimate if 

God gives away some of God's authority: why does God wound if 

God intends to heal?) Rather than attempt to respond to these 

and other theological questions as the primary texts are 

presented, the foundation material will be laid down with an 

eye towards the issues which seem to have been most relevant 

to the Rabbis . The Rabbis may deal with some of the same 

difficult theological qtiestions a modern individual might 

have, but not necessari ly all. 
J 

The Transcendent God as Source 

God's transcendent healing presence goes beyond immediate 

human access. God is perceived to be the Creator of healings 1 

Resh Lakiah has 
blessed 10 does 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDbDDDDD 

said: The Holy One Who is 
not smite Israel uniesa {the 

1 0 The phrase !r~odftah :&rukh H~ is usually translated as 
The Holy One, ble••• ee, In an ef ort to maintain as much as 
~ossible gender-neutral language for God, I use " Who ia blessed" 
1nstead of "blessed be He" throughout the thesis. 



,._ 
Holy One} has created for them a healing 
beforehand. (Megillah 13b) 

10 

As Creator, God ia the Source of healing•; God i• responsible 

for the creation of healings . 

God is not limited to cures however, but is the Source for 

the whole framework in which the healing process operates, 

God is claimed to be responsible both for bringing disease and 

healing: 

Raba opposed { two phrases}: It is writtenJ. "I 
kijl, and I make alive" (Deuteronomy 221;:,9); 
seeing that {God}11 even resu.rrectsi how much 
the more does {God} heal! But the Hoy One, Who 
is blessed , said thus: What I put to dea·th I 
make alive , just as I wounded and I heal (the 
same person] . ~ ra.bbia taught: "I kill__.; and · I 
make alive" : You might aay I kill one person and 
give life to another, as the world goes on. 
Therefore it is stated, ''I have wounded, and I 
heal": just aa the wounding and the healing 
(obviously] refer to the same person, ao death 
and life refer to the same person ... (Pesa.him 
68a) 

The dialectic in the above passage deals with the nuances of 

who and how God wounds and heals, but the underlying 

assumption is that at their origin both wounding and healing 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 
11 In an effort to maintain gender-neutral language, " He" 

is substituted by " God, 11 Some might argue that ' 'God" (aa well as 
"Lord" which I do not refrain from usinc, either) , ia as l'llasculine 
a word aa "He;" furthermore,~ not using the -pronoun "Ha," I am 
changing even if subtly, the way the rtbbis in their own time 
perceived God , My response is that I don't think the term "God" 
st irs up the imagex,, of masculinity in the aal'lle way the term " He" 
does . The iffifreaaion of the term 1 1God11 

• ·• gendar-~tral ia not 
baaed on linguistics, but on connotation . I recogni'ze that this 
plition ia more personal than linguistically accurate, but given 
a mited number of tr,anslation possibilities, I have to aake 
a e subjeotiv'e choice■. As far as alterinv the way the rabbis 
perceived God goes, I have two responses . First1 I don ' t think 
the rabbis ever would say or believed outrivht tnat God is male. 
Secondly, by con{inuini to use gender-specific language for Godf 
even in tran■ lation, feel I perpetuate t.heoloyical sexism, 
would be willing to give up some accuracy (which don't think I 
really do) in order to preserve•• beat I can my feminist integrity . 
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bel ong to God ' s domain; God does both. 

The Talmud relies upon a biblical verse in a way that 

underscores the idea of God's all-encompassing role in •both 

br i nging diseas e and healing: 

{God} said, " If you heed the Lord your God 
diligently, doing what is upright in [God's] 
sight, giving ear to {God's} commandments and 
keeping all {God's} laws, then I will not bring 
upon you any of the diseases that I brought upon 
the Egypt i ans, for I the Lord am your healer." 
(NJPS, Exodus 15:26) 

The Talmud expands upon the above verse: 

Rather [s~ould you] say: If one haa the 
opportunity to study the Torah and does not 
study it, the Holy One, Who is blessed, visits 
{the person} with ugly painful sufferings which 
stir {the person} up . For it is said: " I was 
dumb with silence, I kept silenc e from the good 
thing, and my pai n was stirred up" (Psalms 39). 
(Berakhot Sa) 

Indicated above is the notion that God is responsible for 

bringing diseas e and healing, and bringing on suffering and 

keeping it away . Thia is not to say that the individual is 

not involved in the process . But the idea that God can 

" v i sit " and bring "painful sufferings" presumes that the 

source of God's act ions is God's j ustic e system; that is, 

sickness ia brought upo n thos e deservi ng punishment . 

The Talmud draws on a biblica l verse to suppor t i ts 

position that God grants authorizatibn for huma ns to heal . God 

as Source is expressed insofar as i t is God who does the -granting . Hu.mans may be involved in the process of healing, 

but the, involvement is due only to the One who is the Sourc e 

o f permission : 

The School of R. Ishmael taught1 (The words) 
"And to heal he shall heal 1 ' (Exodue 21: 19) are 
(the source] from which it can be derived that 
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authorization was grant•d (by God] to the healer 
to hea l . (Ba.ha ~mma 85a) 

Several passages with references to the Future World 

include statements that there the sun is a means by which ctod 

carries out healings (Nedarim 8b, Avodah Zarah 3b-4a) . Though 

the Rabbis refer to a Future World (rather than this one), the 

content of the passages is pertinent to the preaent discussion 

as it reinforces the belief that it is God who oversees and 

directs the way in which healings are facilitated: 

" There i s no Gehenna in the Future World, but the 
Holy One, Whe is blessed, brings the sun out of 
its sheath, so that it is fierce: the wicked are 
punished by itJ.. the righteous are healed by it. " 
(Avodah Zarah ~b) 

Still in the realm of transcendence, besides bei ng the 

Source of heal i ng, God is perc eived as Judge . Rabbi Hanina 

ass erts, " No one bruises a finger here on earth unless it was 

so decreed for that person in heaven" (Hullin 7b). 

The Rabbis believe t hat there is prescribed right behavior 

determined by God who is Judge. If people behave a ccording to 

set criteria, they will be judged favorably; if not, they will 

be judged unfavorably. The insi s tenc e on following God's ways 

makes an impac t in the realm of healing; that is, one is to 

follow God ' s ways or face the affliction of disease : 

R. Abba said to Rabbah b. Mari: It is written, 
" I will not bring upon you any of the diseases 

£~:~ a! y~~~u~~;le~r.o(~J~~7 ~i~~~!anis:~6) .
1 ~~~ 

since {God} has brought no {disease}, what need 
is there of a cure?- - He replied : Thus has R . 
Jofan said: This verse is self-explanatory, 
bee se the whole reads, " {God} said, · If you 
wil h eed the Lord your God diligently ' ": thus, 
if you will heed, I will not bring [disease upon 
you], but if you will not, I willi yet even s o , 
r, 1 the Lord am your healer . " (NJP:; and Soncino 1 

Sanhedrin 101a) 

.. 
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At the core of this passage i• the knowledge, baaed on 

Rev elation, that God is the Source of healing, both prevent ing 

disease and bri nging it about. Furthermore, this passage 

elucidates the primary motivation for the way God acts upon 

humans; that is, by evaluating human deeds. 

The Transc endent God as Judge 

Whether it is before one ia struck by disease or after, 

when one is trying to regain health , God's judgment plays a 

role in determining the final outcome of the disease, The 

Talmud builds on the position that "all depends o n one ' s 
• 

merit " (Kiddushin 4: 14) . For e xample, the following 

pronouncement is made: 

R . Isaac the son of Rab Judah said: Let· one 
always pray for mercy not to fall sicki· for if 
{one} falls si ck, [that person] is to d, Show 
your merits [rights] and be quit. (Shabbat 32a) 

Two previously quoted examples offer further support to the 

clai m that God is Judge. It is stated in Berakhot Sa tha t the 

Holy One brings ugly and painful sufferings if a person has 

neglected Torah study. That is, God 

been neglectful of Torah study . 

judges if a person has 

In Nedarim 8b there is 

reference to there being no Gehinnom in the world to come, to 

the Holy One drawing forth the sun from its s heath, healing 

the righteous , and judging . and punishing the wicked thereby. 

God's judgment is associated with healing on the one hand and 

punishment on the other, depending on a person's ltferit , 

A major way in which God's role is Judge is in terms of 

f' responding to prayer and repentance . God judges when and to 

whom prayers shoul d be responded to (eg, Berakhot 34b and Rosh 

Hashanah 18a), and when repentance should be permitted to 
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affect a judgm~t decreed (eg. Rosh Hashanah 17b) . A detailed 

presentation of the categories of prayer and repentance will 

be given in chapters about the self affecting ' the Divine 

Realm. 

The Immanent God as Merciful Partner 

God's immanent involvement in the healing process typifies 

that of a merciful partner . The word " merciful " is used t o 

describe that in God to which people can appeal , (eg. t hrough 

cries of affliction or true repentance) . What is meant by 

"partner" i~ that God is One who is involved and engaged in 

the lives of people (rather than existing solely on some 

removed Divine throne) . The impression of God as diatant 

Judge and unfathomable Source co-exists with the notion of God 

as a merciful partner either with the sick person and/or with 

the healer. 

involved. 

In short , God is also One wh o is roused and 

While God may judge how to respond to individuals' prayer s 

and repentance, that position captures only part of the 

essence of what takes place when individuals call upon God. 

On the one hand , God is the transcendent Judge of people 's 

prayers and repentance; on the other hand, God, by being 

engaged in the process, is no\ simply a distant Judge . In 

modern terms God is both transcendent and immanent. The 

interactive processes of prayer and repentance brid'ge God's 

distance, highlighting 

pJtnership. The following 

God's "steadfast 

statement responds 

and loving'' 

to a question 

- from what biblical verse(s) can it be proven that one who 

recovers from an illness is to offer thanksgiving: 



Because it iJJ written: " Crazed because. of the 
way of t.fteir transgression, and afflicted 
because of their iniquities, their aoul abhorred 
all manner of food .. . They cried unto the Lord 
in their trouble . {God} sent {God' ■} word unto 
them and healed them... Let them praise {God 
for God' ■} steadfast love and wondrous deeds for 
humankind" (Soncino and NJPS, ' 2 Pa-alms 107 : 17-
21) . (Berakhot 54b) 
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As an aside, there is somewhat of a gap between biblic al verse 

and Talmudic ruling above. That is , the verse speaks of those 

who are ill praying and when healed, giving thanks; the ruling 

of the rabbis here deals only with those healed giving thanks 

(without highli9hting the init i al act of prayer by those who 

are in need of healing) . Regardless of the way the rabb is 

employ the biblical verse, what is key here is that God 

responds to cries of afflict ion with steadfast love. It 

should be noted, however, that the notion of God's steadfast 

love is mentioned in the biblical verse (rather than in the 

body of the Talmudic text) ; whether or not t he Rabbis would 

have brought up " steadfast love" had it not already been in 

the biblical verse is not clear. 

The dialectic between God as Judge and God as Merc iful 

Partner presents itself succinctly in the f ollowing passage in 

which two positions stress 

relationship with human beings: 

different aspects of God's 

. .. Why does one escape death {ie. by disease} 
and the other n ot? Because one prayed and was 
answered, and the other prayed and waa not 
anavered . Why was one answered and the other 
not? One prayed with the whole heart and was 

~ nawered, the other did not pray with the whole 
f'~eart and was not answered. R. Eleazar , 

however/, aaid ~ The one person was praying before 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDD DDDDD 

~ 2 Up to the t hree dots ( .. . ) is Soncino ' s translati on; 
after that is NJPS. 
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through 

as the 

a final sentence had been pronounced (in 
heaven], the other after a final sentence had 
been pronounced. (Rosh Hashanah 18a) 
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the anonymous view emphasizes God's ac~essibility 

heartfelt devotion, R. Eleazar accentua.tea God's role 

One who pronounc es judgment . Still , in either case 

some ability to make an impression on God by appealing to 

God's mercy is admitted; only, R. Eleazar limits this ability 

to the time before final judgments are decreed. A more 

thorough analysis of Rosh Hashanah 18a is given in the chapter 

" Th e Self A,ffecting the Divine Realm: Through Prayer ," 

God's role a s Merciful Partner extends to the area of 

visiting the sick: "The Holy One, Wh o is blesaed, visited the 

sick .. . " (Sotah 14a) . The image of God on the throne of 

judgment is a bs ent in the fol lowing passage, replaced by t he 

i mage of God as an intimate Presence: 

Thosei 3 who enter [a house) to visit the s ick 
may sit nei t her upon the bed nor on a seat, but 
must wrap themselves about and sit in front of 
{the sick ferson} 1 for the Divine Presence is 
above an invalid s pillow, as it is said, "The 
Lord will sustain t hose on their sickbeds" 
(NJPS, Psalms 41:4). And Raba said in Rabin 's 
name: How do we know that the Holy One, Who is 
blessed, sustains the s ick? Because it is said , 
" The Lord will sus t ain those on their sickbeds '' 
( Ibid. ) . (Shabbat 12b) 14 

Here no distinction is made between God sust aining the 

righteous but not the wicked , though the Rabbis might assume 

God always makes those distinctions . Still, an inter~retation 
lJDDlJDDDDDlJlJlJDDDDD'DDD ,-

~ 3 The whole passage, including the Biblical quote, has 
heen Wha nged to the plural in order to maintain gender-neutral 
langl"age. 

~ 4 This same passage is discussed in a different context , 
under the section entitled " Visitors to the Sick. " 
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worthy of consideration is that God's sustenance extends to 

all who are suffering on their sickbed■, Furthermore, the 

Rabbis might be trying to convey the message that hwnan beings 

are not the ones to determine who ia worthy of Divine 

sustenance, (and therefore are instructed where to sit in 

order not to obstruct the Divine Presence). The dialectic 

between God as transcendent Judge and immanent Merciful 

Partner remains and will be explored more in detail later in 

this paper . 

TheodiCcies 

Implicit in some of the texts i n t hia chapter, as well as 

chapters which follow , are theodioies, The Rabbis can be seen 

vindicating the justice of God , something which is especially 

problematic in the face of suffering because of illne~a. 

Though the Rabbis themselv es never use the word 11 theodicy, 11 

this term is applied to describe the process in which the 

Rabbis defend or explain God's actions. 

A typical type of theodicy is found in the section "The 

Transcendent God as Sourc e, " in Berakhot Sa. It says in 

effect , " If you obey God, God won ' t punish you ; if you don ' t, 

God 1,1il l . 11 Since God afflicts only those deserving of 

affliction, God's justice is defended. The essence of this 

direct reward and punishment 1heodicy comes up in many of the 

texts. The theodicy is oriented to present experience; that 
__, 

is, what a person does now will have an effect on every day 

~ fe . In that this theodicy deals vith the here and now , when 

it appears throughout the thesis, it will be pointed out as 

" first-level " theodicy . 
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Despite the cl.,arity of the "firiat-level" theodicy, the 

Rabbis are aware that it is not completely satisfactory. The 

main struggle the Rabbis have with this theodicy is ~ow to 

expla in what is happening when it seems righteous, "obedient" 

behavi or is being practiced; y e t nevertheless, a person ' s 

i llness prevails . In the previous aection, "The Immanent God 

as Merciful Partner," in Rosh HaShanah 18a, t he Rabbis 

confront this struggl e. Their explanations p oint to the 

belief that somehow the seemingly righteous behavior is 

f l awed, either 
., 
in the manner or at the time in which the 

behavior is carried out. While in Rosh HaShanah 18a, the 

Rabbis do probe more deeply into the question o.f, God' a 

justice, they still defend God's justice on the "fi rst-level," 

the here and now . In other words, here and now, what seems to 

be right behavior really is not; therefore, God's justice is 

made known in the present situation, 

But there is another way the Rabbis deal with the struggle 

of why the "good" suffer. They realize that there are those 

who are tru ly righteous, yet s uffer terribly from illness . ' 

They recognize that the "justice system" would not seem just 

if no matter what, it were aaserted that if people are ill, 

their behavior necessarily ia ~lawed. Another type of 

theodicy deals with this ~i f ficulty, Thia theodioy is a 

refinement, an extension of t he "first-level" the1nlicy 

orient~ to present- day experience. Thia theodicy bui l ds on 

the first adding another dimension to it by considering the 

implication• of the world-to- come. . What is different about 

this theod icy is that the meting out of reward and punishment 



19 

is not understood as being limited to this world; rather, the 

fulfillment of God's justice may extend to the world-to-come. 

In the next chapter are many examples of theodiciea centered 

around the idea that suffering is a result of special 

attention from God which will bring future rewai.rd. Because 

reward and punishment are seen to involve not juat present-day 

experience, but a second level of experience, life in the 

world-to-come, this t heodicy will be referred to as "second-

level" theodicy throughout the thesis . God's justice is 

vindicated in "second-level" theodicies because by including 

the world-to-come, it is ascertained that God doea reward 

those who are deserving of reward, regardless of what it may 

seem from a superficial evaluation of present suffering. 

Besides defending God's justice itself, sometimes the 

Rabbis defend their defense of God, For example, they ask 

about those who c annot withstand the suffering even though it 

will bring future reward? The defense ( of this defense of 

God) is that God only brings this special kind of suffering 

upon those who can withstand it. Some Rabbis assert that God 

does not requ ire everyone to accept suffering willingly and 

lovingly. There may be those who will endure suffering, ( that 

is, suffering which is not the result of punishment), and reap 

future reward, but those who oannot endure the suffering are ... -. 

(Lot viewed as lesser i ndividuals. In £act, it is claimed that 

Come of the great~st Rabbis did not welcome-~heir aufferings, 

nor their reward (Berakhot Sb). 
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THE ROLE OF THE SELF 

In Covenant with God 

At this point three main aspects of God's role have been 

discussed: Source, Judge , and Partner. Reference to God as 

Judge and Partner necessarily involves human beings; that is 

God judges humans and is in partnership with humans. While 

the previous c hapters focused on how God functions i n the 

healing process , detailed discussion of the basis on which God 

relates ' to human beings was put aside . Now, however, with the 

focus on human beings, a full discussion on the nature of 

Divine-human relationship is called for . It has been 

established that the framework for any discussion of a 

Talmudic theology of healing begins with God; that i~, the 

source of disease, and therefore of all healing is God and all 

healing takes place within God ' s Rule. With the framework of 

God established, the next step is to determine how the self 

fits in. Only then is it possible to explore how the self in 

relationship to God contributes to the healing process. 

According to the Talmud and based on the Bible , God 

commands . If these commandments are not followed, problems 

arise. In other words, J!ws are bound in a covenant with God

- if they follow God's ways, God will respond with justice and 

mercy. This is not to say that God's just~ce and mercy 

always are comprehensible to the human mind; nevertheless, the 

covenant with 

responsibilities . 

God exists, with all of its subsequent 

(God also has a covenant with non-Jews, ie. 

the "Noahide Laws." The Talmud, however, addresses itself 

primarily to what is required of Jews.) 
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One of the requirements God ha.a of Jews is certain 

conduct; another is Torah study (closely related to conduct): 

Raba {some aa.y R. Hisda) sa.ra: If a person sees 
that painful sufferings visi t him{/her} 1 let 
bim{/her} examine his{/her} conduct. For it is 
said: "Let us search and examine our ways, and 
turn back to the Lord' ' ( NJPS , Lamentations 
3:40). If {the person} examines and finds 
nothing (objectionable)+ let him/{her} attribute 
it to the ne~lect of orah study. For it is 
said , "Happy 1s the {one} whom You discipline , 0 
Lord, t he {one} You instruct in Your teaching" 
( NJPS , Psalms 94:12). (Berakhot Sa) 

This passage reflects tiie usual case of God ' s justice: the 

contractual sense of Covenant. Punishment for transgression 

is part of the contract and fits into the idea of a " first

level " theodicy1 =- ( ie. God punishes those who deserve it). In 

effect God says to human beings, " We have a deal . If you 

aren't getting what you expected, see if you did what you were 

supposed to . 11 In that certain conduct and Torah study are 

expected by God, if a person is afflicted with painful 

sufferings, a first step in reacting to this affliction would 

be self- examination in these areas . 

The passage continues with a more exceptional case: the 

assurance of God' s love even when empirically God's justice is 

not clear . In effect God says to human beings, "You are 
' suffering because I love you . " Theory (God's love) supercedes 

experience (of the seeming injustice of painful sufferings) . - -

The very strong faith in God's love supports the idea that 

people can do w~t they believe their reaponsibilities to be, 

but then must truat that God is following through on God's 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

15 For more information regardin~ theodicy refer to the 
section "Theodicies," the last sect1.on in the chapter " GOD'S 
PRESENCE. 11 
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~rt of the coven.ant. "God's part " ia not simply justice, but 

loving "justice;" tha t is, t h e loving attention God g i ves may 

mean pai n now, but greater reward later . This is an examp l e 

of a theodicy, 10 exp laining seeming injustice: 

If he{/she} did attribute it [thus), and still 
did not find (this to be the cause), let 
him{/her} be sure that thes e are chasteninga of 
love. For it is said, "For whom t he Lord loves, 
{the Lord} rebukes" ( Proverbs 3: 12) , (Berak.hot 
Sa) 

Trusting that God follows through on God's part of the 

covenant' requires the integration of the question of why 

painful s ufferings attack those who truly have examined their 

deeds and find nothing objectionable. The first idea calls 

for self-examination , 'A second idea, (quoted directly 

above), suggests painful sufferings are " yiaurin ahel ahaVah ," 

"c hastenings or visitations of divine love." These 

visitations suggest that God puts a person through a trial or 

gives a person a ~arning, but does so out of love for the 

person, (ie. for the person's own good). 

vis i tations might be extended beyond present 

But these 

tr-ials or 

warn ings (or what modern jargon might call "constructive 

criticism" with a Divine purpose), The visitations are 

associated with future reward, a ''second-level " theodicy . s 7 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD ' 
1 ""' For more information regarding theodicy refer to the 

section "Theodicies," the last section in the ckapter " GOD' S 
PRESENCE. 11 

". 1 7 On the s urface it might seem t hat modern perspectives r would reject the notion of pain now1 r eward later . However , 
there are many who give much attention to the idea of the 
necessary pain of personal growth, Per■onal vrowth r,erhafS is 
what some 'modern individuals would perceive as 'spiritual 
re'!-'a.rd . ' 1 
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The two ideas, self-examination and "chastening• of love, " 

support the belief that if people follow God's ways, God will 
• 

respond with justice and mercy . Thi■ belief is aub■umed in 

the workings of reward and puni■hment, a■pecta of God's 

covenant. In a third approach the idea of reward and 

punishment is leas a result of deeds and more a result of 

"attitude," that of loving acceptance . Implicitly in the next 

passage the Rabbi s defend a theodicy; that is , God doesn't 

give "ch•stening■ of love" except to those who can withstand 

them . The Berakhot text continues: 

Raba, in the name of R. Sahorah, in the name of 
R. Huna, says: If the Holy Onet Who is blessed, 
is pleased with someone, ~that person} is 
crushed with painful sufferings. For it is 
said, "But the Lord, pleased with him, crushed 
him by disease" (!•au.ah 53: 10) • Now, you might 
think that this is so even if {the person} did 
not accept the [painful sufferings] with love . 
There fore it is said, "To see if his soul would 
off er itself i n restitution" (Isaiah 53: 10) • 
Even as the trespass-offering must be brought by 
consent, so also the sufferings must be endured 
with consent. And if {the person} did accept 
them, what is the reward? "He might see 
offspring and have long life" ( Isaiah 53:10), 
And more than that , { the person's} knowledge [of 
the Torah] will endure with {the person}. For 
it ii said, " And that through him the Lord's 
purpose might prosper" ( Isaiah 53:10). 
(Bera.khot Sa) 

, 

Another passage also ; streases the notion of adopting a 

proper attitude, The fol lowing is the comment R. Johanan 

makes on his visit to R. Eleazar who has fallen il1-;,' 

Why do you weep? Is it because you did not 
study enouvh Torah? Surely we learnt : The one 
who aacrif1cea much and the one who aacrifioea 
littl e have the same merit, provided that the 
hear~ ia directed to heaven . ( Berakhot Sb) 

Rabbi Akiba affirms the position concerning painful 

suffering• having to do with God being " pleased with a person" 
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(Berakhot Sa). In other word•, painful suffering• do not mean 

punishment necessarily ; ie . , they can be the result of God's 
• 

love, vi1u.rin ahel ahavah, (a ' 'second-level" theodicy, 

explaining God's seeming injustice). Rabbi Akiba ••Y•: 
As long as I saw that my master's wine did not 
turn •our, nor was his flax smitten, nor his oil 
putrefiedL nor hi• honey become rancid, I 
thought , uod forbid, that he ma~ have received 
all hi• reward in this world [leaving nothing 
for the next]; but now that I see him lying in 
pain, I rejoice (knowing that his reward has 
been treasured up for him 1 in the next]. 

' (Sanhedrin 101a) 

This text reflects the complexities of the system of reward 

and punishment, including yi1urin ahel ahav•h.: Rabbi Akibil 

rejoices that his master i• in pain, What empi rically looks 

like punishment , (being i n pain), in fact may be reward (to be 

granted in the world to come) . The seeming punishment of pain 

coupled with the notion of reward to be granted prgvidea an 

explicit example of yisurin 1hel ahavah . The system of reward 

and punishment cannot be understood solely by examining the 

prosperity or grief a person experiences in this• world . 

Rather, rewaTd and punishment function on a grander scale . 

That reward and punishment function justly and mercifully 

within God'• Role is a pr~mise assumed in the concept of 

covenant, even though empirical proof ia not always evident. 

Reacting to Painful Sufftrings 

) Within the discuss ion of the self 

many possible reactions the self might 

in covenant with God, 

have when afflicted 

with painful . sufferings were introduced, Many of the ideas in 

passages quoted in the previous chapter overlap each other; 

therefore, a review will be given of the possible reactions 
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gleaned from the texts. 
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After reviewing th••• reaction•, the .. 
next stage will be to examine how the self contributes to the 

healing proce■a. 

The following four idea■ all a■awne that reward and 

punishment are effectively at work within God's Universe; 

however, reward and puni ■hment may not be what they seem. · The 

reaction• to painful ■uffering■ gleaned from the laat chapter 

are a• follows: 1) Self-examination of deed• (ie. conduct 

and Torah ■tudy); 2) Adopting the proper attitude (ie. loving 

acceptance); 3) Conaid'ering t'hat the pain i ■ the result of 

11cha1teninq• of love;" 4) Speculating that reward await• in 

the world to come (for suffering endured in this world). 

The diacus■ion concerning the meaning of painful 

■ufferings is further complicated by yet another text. Ideas 

in the following pa■aage offer a counterpoint to two reactions 

mentioned above (4ttitude and reward await1): 

R. Johanan once fell ill and R. Hanina went to 
visit him. He said to him : Are your sufferings 
welcome to you? He replied: Neither th~ nor 
their reward. He said to him: Give me your 
hand. He gave him his hand and he raised him. 

(Berakhot Sb) 

R. Johanan does not bear an attitude of "loving acceptance" 

of hi■ aufferinga, nor appreciate the potential reward that 
) 

awaits him (in the world to come); yet, he is "raised. " A 

critical miti~ation preaenta itaelf; aaintlines■ i■ not 

required in order f~ a healing to take place . A fifth 

reaction to healing'-mergea - 5) Rely on the power of a great 

rabbi. In this case the great ra~bi who provide■ a healing is 

R. Hanina. Thia particular text doe■ not aay explicitly 
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where R. Hanina ' s power comes from, but throughout the Talmud, 

rabbis often are depicted aa righteous and pious people who 

are able to d o extraordinary things. Those who are righteous 

and pious follow God's ways . God's ways ex i st within God's 

Rule. It f ollows logically that fundamentally God would be 

the s ource of the power any great rabbi might exhi bit. In 

the case of R . Johanan and R . Hanina (aa in the c.a-ae of 

healers wh o are not Rabbis), God's healing paver is " once

t"emoved, " but from the passage studied, it is not clear vhy . 

(To go into more detail about what is special about God's 

relationship vith the Rabbis in the Talmud is beyond the scope 

of this work .) 

The Berakhot Sb passage above affirms God's j ust l ce : R . 

Johanan, being a r ighteous r abbi, does not seems to be 

suffering a s a r e s ult o f punishment1 61
, and since the 

sufferings that promise f utur e reward1 9 are not endurable t o 

h im, h e will not c ontinue sufferi ng without reason; he is 

healed . God d oes n ot c ause s u ffering without purpose; God' s 

justice i s vindicated . 

With p ossible reactions a person might have to illness 

delineated , it is appropriate to examine the next step - how 

the Talmud suggests an ill person contribute to the healing 

process . The princ ipal way is suggested by the i"dea that "all 

depends on one ' s merit " (M. Kiddushin 32a). (This idea gives 

'1 further support to the bel ief t hat justice is at work within 

God' s Rule .) Contribut ing to the healing proc ess has to do 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

J.8 Ie. " first-level " theodicy, 

Ie . " second-level " theodicy . 
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with affecting the Divine Realm through meritorioua acta, by 

proving worthineaa: • 
R. Iaaac the aon of Rab JudAh aaidt Let one 
alway• pray for mere~ not to fall aick• for if 
someone fall• aick, {that peraon} i• toid, "Show 
your merit■ and be freed [of the illneaa] ." 
(Shabbat 32a) 

In effect the threat R . Isaac makea i■ that a person who falls 

sick will have to prove that he/■he does not deserve the 

"punishment" of illness . Under the justice system the 

righteoua ' deaerve to be healed , The paaaage seem• to assume 

the reason for sickneas ia puniahment. (Implicit in the 

passage is a "first-lev el" theodicy , God puni•h•• thoae who 

deserve it. When a pers on prove■ that he/ ahe ia no longer 

' worthy of the punishment , the punishment is lifted, the person 

is freed of the illness. ) 
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THE SELF AFFECTING THE DIVINE REALM; THROUGH PRAYER 
Praver before Illness Oocurs 

The effectiveness of prayer is well attested to by the 

Talmudic Rabbis . They believed that requests for God to do 

specific acts could get specific, active responses on God's 

part . The importance of prayer is claimed not only during the 

illness itself, but as a precaution before an illness appears 

as well . As R. Isaac the son of Rab Judah said, " Let one 

always prily for mercy not to fall sick, , , " (Shabbat 32a) . 

More specifically, a Talmudic passage gives a prayer to be 

uttered before a medical procedure practiced at the time, t hat 

of letting-blood : 

May it be Your will , 0 Lord, my God, that this 
operation may be a cure for me and may you heal 
me, for fOU are a faithful heaiing God, and Your 
healing is sure .. . (Berak.hot 60a) 20 

Prayer during Illness 

More often addressed in terms of prayer on one's own 

b ehalf, is prayer during illness itself. The Talmud, in 

quoting Psalms during a discussion related to healing, 

identifies crying out to God as part of the experience of 

illness: 

They cried unto th• Lord in their trouble. 
{God} sent {God's} word unto them and h ... led 
theJD .. , 11 .(Psal'Tns 107:17-21). (Barak.hot 54b) ,_ 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD ,--/ 
20 The iassage continues by saying, "since {people} have no 

pok to hea, but this is a habit with them, 11 This comment 
st•s up a protest by Ab&ye who claims that people have been 
granted permission to heal . The whole is•ue of the authorization 
for hum.ans to heal will be dealt with when the role of community 
is discussed. Al~ that is being claimed now is that there was a 
position SUfporting the belief in the importance in praying 
before a medical procedure. 
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Another comment reflects the practice of 

illness: 
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prayer during 

. .. One {person suffering from a di•••••> prayed 
and was answered, and the other prayed and was 
not answered .. . (Rosh HaShanah 18a) 

Shortly, more attention will be given to the whole passage 

from which the above was quoted. At the very leaat the 

passage affirms the practice of prayer during illness. 

At this point two aspect• of prayer and healing have been 

covered : 1. the importance of prayer before illnees occurs or 

a medical procedure take■ place , and 2. indications of the 

' expre■eion of prayers during illness . Now it is appropriate 

to present some of the material which deals with the effect of 

prayer on the Divine Realm. 

The Results of Prayer 

Though on the surface it may seem that the Rabbis are 

convinced of the effectiveness of prayer since several of them 

advocate it even when there is near certainty of death • 

(Berakhot Sa and 10a) , the issue gets more complex when the 

effectiveness of prayer is addressed head on (ie. in terms of 

illness) . Many factors are touched on concerning whether or 

not the prayer helps bring about healing; including who the 

person who prays is, and how much effort the person puts into 

prayer. The following passage directly addresses th~ issue:3 ,. 

On the que■tion of 
DDBDDDBDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

the fioal sentencr3 of an 

2 '- Part of this passage was discusses in the aection "The 
Immanent God as ~roifui Partner." At that point the passage was 
presented to il strata different aspect ■ of God's relationship 
with hwnan being . 

.:a:.z The " final sentence" (~•car d+n> is 
judgment of an individual forte ew ear. 

a reference to the 
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individual there is . a differen.ce beb,e•n 
Tannaim, •• { t baa been taught: ,R . Meir u■ed to 
■ay: Two men take to their bed auffering equally 
from the aame di■ea■e, or two men are before a 
criminal court to be judged for the •~me • 
offence; yet one get• up and the other doe• not 
get up , one eacape• death and the other doe• not 
escape death. Why doe• one get up and the other 
not? Why do•• on• e■cape death and the other 
not? Becau■e one prayed and wa■ .an■wered , and 
the other prayed and waa not anawered. Why wa• 
one an■wered and the other not? One prayed 
with a whole heart {t•filah fll•i~h} and va• 
therefore an■wered, the o er d no pray with 
a whole heart and was not answered. R. Eleazar , 
however , ■aidz The one man wa• praying before 
hi• final ■entence had been rronounced [in 
heaven), the other after hi• fina aentence had 
been pro~ounced. Rabbi I■aac ■aid, Supplication 
i• good for a person whether before the final 
■entence haa been pronounced· or after, (Roah 
HaShanah 18a) 

The above ia a three way debate with different p oaitiona 

presented by R. Meir, R. Eleazar, and R. Iaaac. The question 

as it refers to healing ia - who recovers and who doe• not? 

The three positions can be summarized aa followa. . 
1. R. Meir. On the one who recovers: That person's 

prayer, a "whole-hearted prayer," i• anawered, On the one who 

does not recover : That per a on' a prayer, not a "whole-hearted, 

prayer, " is not answered. Exactly what i• a "whole-hearted 

prayer" (tefilah 1hleimah) is not delineated in the text . 

Besides "whole-hearted prayer , " the phraae could be tranalated 

as "per£ect prayer. 11 ) 

2. R. Eleazar . On the one who reoovera: That per•~• • 

prayer ia expreaaed before the 11final aentence" (ge&ar din) . 
doea not recover : On t ,. one who 

expressed after the "final aentence, 11 

That person's prayer ia 

Preawnably, if the 

final aentence haa bot been decreed, a prayer (appeal?) still 

~quld have an effect on God, the One who decreea, After a 
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final sentence •a• been decreed, a prayer ha■ no effect. 

3 . R. Isaac. His po■ition ••em• to mediate between R. 

Meir's and R. Eliezar'•· Whether or not a final ••ntence haa 

been decreed, and despite the so-called di■tinctio~s of 

"whole-hearted prayer," supplication i• good for a person. 

Why it is "good" R. Isaac doe• not say. But judging from 

rabbinic attitudes on this matter (a■ •••n previously in this 

paper), likely supplication i• con■idered good becau■e it is 

meritorious behavior, 

rewards. 

and meritorious behavior has its 

The debate between these three rabbis touches on several 

areas which influence the effectiveneaa of prayers. For R. 

Meir the key is tefilah ahleim&h, the whole-hearted prayer . 
~ 

His emphasis is on a certain quality the prayer muat have. To 

him there exists a kind of perfect prayer. But what is not 

clear is why and during what circumstances some peop!e can 

pray this perfect prayer while others cannot. R . Meir seems 

to believe that God responds only to a certain kind of prayer; 

yet, though he explains that a ''whole-hearted" type of pr•yer 

is required, he does not explain why this i• the only type to 

promote healing. In short, R. Meir leaves the reader with 

several major question• including 1 . Wh.o can aay the "whole-

hearted\' prayer? 2 . . What is it about them that gi~ • them 

the ability (to say thi• kind of prayer)? 3 . When can this 

prver be said? All three of these questions; who, why, and 

whC'n, put the focus on the self . The onu■ fall• on the one 

who prays; that person bears the reaponaibility concerning the 

type of prayer and the manner in which the prayer ia 
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By JJ'ltting the onu■ on the one who praya, R. Meir 

releases God from the blame individUAl■ might impoae on God 

when their prayers are not heeded a■ requeated; (ie . J R. Meir 

gets God "off the hook"). 

Whereas R. Meir focu••• on the ■elf ' s reaponaibility, R. 

Eleazar'• poaition originate■ more with God'• syatem . 

Ac cording to R. Eleazar, there are times when God can be 

influenced and times when God cannot be. If the difference in 

effectiveness has to do with when a final sentence ha■ been 

' pronounced in heav en, the re■poneibility of the ■elf is 

limited; that is, at a certain point a person can do no more. 

The onu• ia lifted as God' ■ involvement i• i ntensified 

(through the power of God's decree) . Like R. Meir, R. Eleazar 

also leaves the reader with question■, including 1. Ca~ 

people know the time• in which God can be influenced? 2. If 

so, how can they know? 3 . At what point does God decree a 

final aentence (or when is the onus lifted from the one who 

prays) and why? 4. Does who a person ia and how ~hat person 

prays make a difference a■ to when God will decree a f iTial 

s entence? 

The third rabbi in the debate, R. Iaaac, mediate■ between 

the position■ of R. Meir and ~ - Eleazar. He • ru.intains that 

aupplication i ■ good , for a p e rson whether before the final 
I 

sentence ha• been pronounced or not. What exactly he ~ns by 

"*d11 or "iliff" i■ left open to interpretation.-=s 
Duf"DDDIDDDD IOD 

What R. 

Marcus Ja■trow, (in e 
· i aw 

•••• no . , , g1vea many po■• !tiea 
the word "X£feh.," including - appropriate; 

s trong, healthy; hand■ ome, eau~iful , fine (of build); 
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l•aac do•• i• affirm the worthin••• of aupplioation without 

providing reasoning. In. effect for R. Isaac it is enough to 

aay, "Supplication ia good, do it." Still, a modern reader 

might be troubled by the•• queationa: l . Can aupplication be 

''good for a person" but not have an effect on----Qod? (The 

Rabbi• might an•v•r, "Sup.plication H. recogni~ed by God a• 

-i. , . meritoriou• behavior which i• rewarded.") 2. Why i• 

aupplication good for a person if it doesn't lead to recovery? 

(Again, the Rabbi• might anawer by aaying, "The good of 

aupplication i• that tt is meritorious behavior which leads to 

reward"). 3. What is the benefit of supplication after a 

final sentence has been decreed? Ia it different for the one 

who recovers as opposed to the one who does not? (The Rabbis 

might respond by saying, "Reward is granted not only in this 

world , but in the world-to-come.") 

Although the previous diacu•sion expounds on the value the 

rabbis attached to _prayer during illness, the rabbis were well 

aware of the problem of calculating the r esults of prayer, on 

having expectations of how their prayers will affect a 

situation at hand , (Baba Batra 164b) . They face the special 

problem of exhorting prayer and extolling its value on the one 

hand.L but warning not to have expectations of this activity on DDBDu••••••••••••DDD J 

auspicious· well, right. By using the word "good," Soncino has 
chosen a tran"Slation which doean'' t limit what the meaning is. 
But by being general, Soncino leaves the reader without much 
information as to what exactly R. I•aac meant by hi• choice of 
words. Of cour•ei if Soncino had been more apecific, it would 
be adding a1'1leve of interpretation to the text which may not 
have been tffe intent of the rabbi•. For ex&nlple, 
''•upplication i• &\lfl>~f for a person" say• •01Dething. more 
than "•upplication 1• or a parson," so that using the 
terlll "au•picious" poa•1 f would reflect an inaccurate 
interpretation of the rabbis intent. 
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the other (Berakhot 32b).24 

A Synthesis of the Process of Prayer during Illo••• ' 
A simplified version of the message one would get by 

combining the ideas preeented about prayer would be •omething 

like this: If you are sick, it may be the reeult of who you 

are or something you have done. Exhibiting meritorious 

behavior may help your condition as God who is a just and 

merciful Judge responds to righteousness. Prayer is one means 

of expressing righteous behavior. The right kind of prayer is 

very effective. But you may not know how or on what level the 

••effectiveness" takes place, (eg. whether a physical healing 

or reward in the world to come ... ) . The important thing is to 

pray but not to have expectations as to what will be the 

re■ult of prayer . 

that God listen■ • 

You must have faith in prayer and trust 

Again, the message as stated ia simplified . As ha• been 

presented, many debates take place within the material from 

the Talmud. Still the above seems to glean the important' 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

The paaaage from Berakhot 32b follows: 

R. Hanin said in the n&JBe of R. Hanina: If one pr.rya 
long, {that person's} prayer doaa not pass unheeded . 
Whence do we know this: From Mo■ea our Mi■ter; for it 
says, "And I prayed unto .the Lord, (Dt. 9:26)" and it 
is written afterwarcl., "And the Lord hearkened unto me J..-;, 
that time also" (Dt. 9:19). But is that so? Has not 
R. Hiyya b. Abba said in the name of R . Johananc If one 
pr•, long and looks to fulfillment of .his [/her] 
pra r, in the end he[/■he] will have vexation of 
heat, as it says, 11Hope deferred make• the heart sick 
(Proverb■ 13: 12) ? 1

'.. • R. Haraa son of R. Hanina ■aid: 
if [someone] ae .. that he[/she] pr•¥• and is not 
anavered, [that person] ■hould pray again,•• it says

6 "Wait for the Lord• be strong and of good courage1 
wait for the Lordf 11 (Soncino and NJPS, P■alm■ 27,14). 
(Berakhot 32b) 
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id••• fro~ the texta, highlighting th• i••uea of greateat 

significance. ~rt is recognized, however, that• level of 

judgment occurs whenever a aWIU'Dary or ■yntheai• i• offered, 

and the aubjective nature of the atatement i■ ack.nowl•dged., 

Prayers of Thanksgiving 

Be■ide• prayer prior to illne•• and prayer during illne■■ , 

one more category of prayer that relate• to healing i• 

thankagiving. The following paaaage indicate• the obligation 

for giving thank■ after recovery from an illneaa: 

Rab Judah wa■ ill and recovered . R. Hanna of 
Baghdad and other rabbi• went ~o vi•it him . 
They said to him: "Bleaaed be the All-Merciful 
who ha■ given you back to us and has not given 
you to the du■t." He aaid to th-• "You have 
ab■olved me froM the obligation ~f giving 
thanka. 11 But has not Abaye said that he OlUSt 
utter his thanksgiving in the preaence of ten!-
There were ten pre■ent . But he did ' not utter 

the thank■giving? - There wa■ no need,•• he 
answered after them, Amen. (Berak.hot 54b) 

There is some disagreement in this paaaage, concerning method / 

of giving thanks . The point ■ of diacuaaion concern 1. 

uttering a prayer of thankagiving one■elf, 2. having the 

prayer said by ■omeone elae (on one'• own behalf), and 3. 

having a minyan in either case, Despite the discussion, tHere 

is no argument that one who ha• recovered does have an 

obligation to give thanks . . 
While the above pa■■age i~ specific in it• reference to 

■omeone who has recove~ed from illness, another diaou■aion i• 

more general in it ■ a■sociation of health with pra? era of 

ty•· 
is to say a ■pacified 

Each time a person go•• out of the lavatory, he/she 

blessing thanking God for a working 
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body . 2115 In deciding hoG to and the prayer the following 

di■cu■■ion take■ place: 

How doe■ the blessing conclude? Rab ■aid: 
"{Ble■■ed are You who} heal■ the ■ ick." Said 
Samuel: Abba ha■ turned the whole world into 
invalid■ ! No1 what he say■ i■, "{Who} heal■ all 
flesh." R. Shesheth said: "Who . does 
wonderfully." R . Papa ■aid: Therefore lat u■ 
say bothi "Who heal ■ all flesh and doe■ 
wonderful y." (Barakhot 60b) 

These words are not directed specifically towards an illness; 

rather, they are part of a prayer included in daily living. 

By praying in the w~ the passage instructs , God's healing 

powers are recognized and acknowledged on a regular ba■i• in 

the format of a prayer of thanks. 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 
2115 Thi~ i ■ the blessing form that became traditional to 

recite to this d,. 

"Blessed i■ {God} who ha■ formed {human beings} in 
wi■dom and created in {them} many orifice■ and many 
cavities, It i• fully kno~ before the throne of Your 
glory that if one of them should be [improperly] opened 
or one of them closed, it would be impossible for a 
{person} to stand before You." (Berakhot 60b) 

\ 

• 
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THE SELF AFFECTING THE DIVINE RF.AI.Ni THROUGH REPENTANCE 
Repentance and Prayer • 

In many waya repentance is aimilar to prayer. PrilllArily, 

both involve addressing oneself to the will of God. The iaaue 

of repentance ia contained in the following diacuaaion of the 

ahemoneh eprey prayer-3•: 

What reaaon had {the rabbis} for mentioning 
repentance {in the fifth blessing of the 
fbtm9Vf~ ••r~t> after underatandin7? Because it 
1• ~1 en, eat they, understanding with their 
heart r return and be healed" (Isaiah 6,10). If 
that 1• the reason, healing ahould be mentioned 
next to repentance? - Do not inaagine such a 
thing, since it is written "And let {th .. } 
return unto the Lord {vho} wili- have comp•~•ion 
upon {them}, and to our God {who} will 
abundantly pardon11 (Isaiah 55:7). But why 
should you rely upon this verse? Rely rather on 
the other! - There ia written another verse, 
"[God] forgive• all your sins, heals all your 
diaeaaeaL [and] redeem• your life from the Pit" 
(NJPS, ~•alms 103:3-4), which impli•• that 
red•mftion and healing come after forgiven•••• • 
But it is written, "Leat they return and be 
healed?" That refers not to the healing of 
aickneaa but to the healing [power] of 
forgiven•••· (Megillah 17b) 

' By examining the various prooftexta presented, different 

nuances c oncerning the connection between repentance and 

healing can be discerned, In abort, this ia what the 

prooftexta say : 1 . Have understanding,, return (ie . repent), 

and be healed . 2. Return, God will (have oompaa~on and) 

forgive. (In the prayerbook redemption, then healing follow.) 

~ God forgives, heals, and 

p{ayerbook healing comes after 

•••••••••••••••••••• 

redeems. ( In the traditional 

red81'1lption .) 4. Return, be 

2
• In order to help put into context the discussion which 

takes place, the order of petitions in the •~on•r Jl[IY as it 
exist• in the traditional prayerbook should •no• - 1. for 
understanding, 2. for repentance, 3 , for forgiven•••• 4. for 
redemption, 5 . for healing . 
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healed. Here healing is associated not with physical illness, 

but to healing• invoked by forgiven••• · Why healing i• 

attached to forgiven••• here, but di■■ociated with physical 

illness i• not clear. 

In the four prooftexts from th• Bible. healing follows 

repentance. There seems to be agr•-ment that repentance is . 
important, and perhaps even essential, in promoting healing . 

What is cause for discussion is how understanding, 

forgiven•••, and redemption fit into the pattern . Also, as 

far as the fourth position i• concerned, what the meaning is 

of the word "healing" (refuh) com•• into question. 

Beside■ being associated with forgiveness, there are other 

instances in which the word healing is not connee~ed with the 

healing of physical illness , Here, in a passage dealing wi} h 

repentance and healing, a statement i• made that repentance 

can have the power of rescinding a final sentence, and that 

process is called a " healing" : 

Again, 

R . Johanan s aid : Great is the fOWer of 
repentance that it rescinds a {persons} final 
sentence, as it says, "Make the he&rt of this 
p•ofle fat and make their ears heavy and shut 
their •Y••, lest they seeing with their eye■ and 
hearing with their ears and understanding with 
their heart return and be healed" (Isaiah 6 110), 
Said R, Papa to Abaye1 Perhaps this wa■ before 
the final sentence? - He replied1 It i• written, 
"and [it] be healed . 11 What is it that requires 
healing? You mu■t ~ay, the ~ina1 sentence, 
(Rosh Haahanah 17b) 

why 
. 

healing is not attached to physical ime■s is 

~ lear. In the chapter about prayer was an opinion that 

tied prayera ' effectiveness in promoting physical healing with 

whether or not ~ final aentence had been pronounced (Rosh 

Hashanah 18a). A juxtapoaition of the passages from Rosh 
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Ha■hanah 17b with 18a reflect• differing way■ of approaching 

the meaning of healing (whether phy■ical or not) and 
• 

under■tanding the fixedne■■ of the final ■entence (at the New 

Year). 

That "healing" i■ uraociated with forgiven••• and the 

re■cinding of th• final sentence i■ noteworthy. There are 

different possibilities of how to under■tand the overlap of 

the word healing into the world■ of the healing of phy■ical 

disease and forgiven•••, notably: 1. Phy■ical healing and 

"■piritual" healing are clo■ely related. 2. Physical healing 

and "spiritual" healing are two separate thing■ J yet, the same 

word ia applied in both ca••• since healing in either case 

implies moving from one state to another (whether aick.ness to 

physical health, guilt to forgiveness, or negative judgment to 

final sentence rescinded). 

Sickness Atones 

While the Talmudic discua■ion .- of the ahponeh ..esrey was 

detailed, another text,.-, i •• quite direct in it ■ claim th~t as 

sickness atones for sins, healing takes place: 

R. Alexander said in the name of R. Hiyya b. 
Abba r Sick peoile do not recover from their 
illne•••• unti all their ■ins are foz,given 
them,27 as it ia writt•n "Who forgives all your 
iniquities; who heals ali your dfaeaaes11 (P■alms 
103:3}. (Nedar~m 41a) 

When sins are forgiven (by means of aickn••• at?ning for 

1.1•>, healing follows in the Nedarim pa■■age. As an aside, 

it ia interesting to note, that a related belief ■uggeata - if 

a per■on ha■ ..uffered, it mean■ that all the person'• ain■ 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

~.,.. The Soncino tran■lation of this stat8J"llent has been 
changed from the ■ingular to \:he plural . 
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have been forgiven (Berakhot Sb) . 2
~ For purpose~ of 

highlighting the theological challenge, (that is, even though 

the following passage does not directly deal with the 

suffering of physical illness), the idea of suffering aa a 

result of being be~eft of children is compared with the 

suffering of someone in need of "healing," Where•• in the 

Nedarim passage when there is forgiven••• (when aickn••• 

atones), healing ' follows; here when there ia forgiven•••• 

suffering persists: 

A Tanna recited before R. Johanan the following: 
If peoplr• busy thena••lve• in the study o L 
Torah and in acts of charity and (nonethel•••1 
bury their children,30 all their sin• are 
forgiven them, 31 (Barak.hot Sa-b) 

What the two passage• have in common is that forgiven••• is 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

2
• Since the ferson implied in the passage is a sage, R~ 

Johanan, the equation of suffering with for9iveneaa of sin• may 
be more limited than it appears in the Talmudic passage. 

2 • Thia passage has been changed to the plural 
maintain gender-neutral language, 

in order to 

30 Soncino adds in a footnote, "An allusion to R. Johanan 
himself, who was a great scholar and charitable man, and was 
bereft of his children." 

31 The passage continues by presenting prooftexts: 
) 

"R. Johanan said to him: I grant you Torah• and acts of 
charity, for it is written: 'By mercy and truth 
iniquitf is expiated' (Proverbs 16: 6) . 'Mercy' i• acts ? 

- of charity, for it is said: ' The one who pursues 
righteousness and mercy, finds life1 righteouaneaa 1 and 
honoW {Proverb• 21:211. 'Truth' 1s Torah for 1t is 
aai~ 'Buy truth and never sell it' (NJPS, Proverbs 
23:23). But how do fOU know (what you aay about] the 
one who buries hi• children? - A certain Elder 
(thereupon] recite4 to him in the name of R. Simeon b . 
Yohai1 It i• concluded from the analogy in the use of 
the word ' iniquity. ' Here it i • wri.t ten: ' By mercy a,nd 
truth ini{Yitv i• expiated' And elaewhere it ia 
written: ou God} recompense ~}iqu~iv of parents 
upon their chiidren' {Jeremiah 32:1 .irakhot Sb) 
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What follows ia a projection of how the 

explained their aaaertiona . concerning 

forgiveness: Forgiven••• i• a moat highly regarded value . 

That is, whether or not sufferings (physical or otherwia~) are 

diminished, if there is forgiven•••• that ia moat important. 

If you are forgiven by God you somehow have been reconciled to 

God . If you are not reconciled to God, you c annot reap the 

rewards you would deserve (by "contract" or Covenant with 

If you are reconciled, forgiven, your merit ia 

increased , and meritorious behavior ia worthy of recognition 

by God who judges and rewards . 

' 

:s:z Note that the R&bbia do not use the term■ "contract" or 
"Covenant ." Th••• word■ f acilitate ,aodern ways of trying to 
verbalize the theological beliefs of the Rabbis . 
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Besides prayer and repentance, the study of Torah also is 

considered meritorious behavior and influences sickness and 

healing. Stated positively by R. Simeon b . Lakish, Torah 

study is a means by which to prevent the onset of painful 

s ufferings (Berakhot Sa) . Stated negatively by R . Johanan-

lack of Torah study may result in the onset of painful 

sufferings: 

If one has the opportunity to study the Torah 
and doea not study it, the Holy One, Who ia 
blessed , {brings upon that person} ugly and 
E•inful sufferin?,s , which atir {the person up}. 
For it is said : 'I was dumb wi t h silence , I kept 
silence from the good thing, and my pain waa 
stirred up" (Psa lms 39: 3). ''The good thing" 
refera only to the Torah, aa it ia sa.id : "For I 
giv e you good doctrine, do not forsake My 
teaching" (Proverbs 4: 2) . (Berakhot Sa) 

Raba (some say R. Hisda) includes neglect of Torah study as 
oru1 r,t1Hd.h1.lH-y dttttt~ e~t:t-1d t.bat. ,aay be th e cau~~ til #rin'itil 
sufferings (Berakhot Sa) .33 

In a case in which R. Eliezer had fallen sick and R. Ak.iba 

was visiting him, the two engaged in dialogue. Their 

discussion support s the belief ~hat negl~ct ing Torah is 

related to sickness , but ~itigatea against the power of the 

idea by recognizing and asserting that even the just sin (and 

are r~ded for suffering in the world to come). 

who hacf fallen sick said to R . Akiba : 

R. Eliezer 

"Akiba, have I neglected anything in the whole 

33 The other poaaibilities he mentions are [objectionable) 
conduct and chaateninga of love , 
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Torah? 1!:s4 - {Akiba} -replied, "You, . 0 Ma._t•r, 
have taught u■, 'For there i■ no ju■t per■on on 
earth who do•• what i■ be■t and do•• not ■in' 11 

{Eccle■ia■te■ 7:20}. (Sanhedrin 101a) 

Simplified, idea■ pre■ented ■o fi.ar having to do with Torah 

and healing in effect aay the following: 1 . Study Torah, and 

you won't get ■ick, 2. .If you don't study Torah, you will 

get ■ick. 3. If you get ■ick , neglect of Torah study may or 

may not b~ the cau■e. 4. Even if you ■tudy Torah diligently, 

you can't avoid ■in completely; you may ■uffer from ■ickn•••• 

(but you'll be rewarded in the world to come). At what level 

the rabbi• believed the first two type■ of statement• i• 

difficult to judge whether a■ literal belief• or , aa 

exaggeration■ with the purpose of empha■izing the inrportance 

of Torah ■tudy, Still, the belief in God's justice prevails. 

Torah for Alleviation of Pain and Promotion of Healing 

Not only i■ Torah study claimed important, meritoriou■ 

behavior before the on■et of illne■■, but it i• also ••id to 

play a role once illne■s haa come into effect. While the 

above section included warnings that lack of Torah study may 

re■ult in illnes■, here Torah study is endowed with curative 
) 

effect■ : 

For tho■e~5 who feel pain in their heada 1 1~ 
them engage in th• study of Torah, ainoe it ia 
aaid1 

11For {the word• of Torah} are a graceful 
~ wreu:h upon your head11 (NJPS, Proverb• l 1 9) • 
, For those who feel pain in their throat■, let 

them en~age in the study of Torah, since it ia 
aaidL 11{the word■ of Torah are} a necklace about 

DDDDDDDDD•DuDD»DDDDD 

:s• Soncino adda1 11That you {Akiba} sar that I {Eliezer} now 
auffer for my ■ina, so that I may have nothing but reward in the 
world to come?11 

:se To maintain a gender-neutral tone the passage ha■ been 
changed to the plural. 
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your throat" (NJPS, ~overh• 1 : 9) . For tho•e 
who feel pain in their bowel•, let them engage 
in the study of Torah, •ince it i• ••id 
"{Torah} shall be a healing for your navel'' 
(Proverbs 3:8). For tho•• who feel pain in 
their bones, let them engage in the •tudy of 
Torah, since it i ■ ■aidl. "{Torah ■hall be} tonic 
for your bones" (NJPS, t'roverb• 3:8). For tho■ e 
who feel pain in their whole bodies let them 
engage in the study of Torah, since it is •aid, 
"Healing for {the} whole body" (NJPS, Proverbs 
4: 22) . (Erubin 54a) 
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healing effects of Torah are emph••i~ed in the 

continuation of the passage in a remark by R. Judah. The 

benefits of God 's ToraD is accorded much more healing power 

than that of drugs administered by human beings: 

R . Judah son of R . Hiyya remarked: Come and aee 
how the dispensation of mortals is not like that 
of the Holy One, Who is blessed . In the 
diafenaation of mortals , when {someone} 
administers a dru9 to {another}, it may be 
beneficial to one lunb but injurious to another, 
but with the Holy One, Who is blessed, it is not 
ao . {God} gave a Torah to Israel and it is a 
drug of life for {the whole} body , as it is 
said, "Healing for {the} whole body" (NJPS, 
Proverbs 4:22). (Erubin 54a) 

Also, similar to statements in previous passages ( ie . Torah 

study prevents illness and lack of Torah study brings on 

illness), the level at which the rabbis understood the 

curative effects of Torah is unclear (whether more or leas 

literally). It is "logical, " but not textually justifiable , , 
to link what has been presented here about Torah ' study and 

healing with previous material concerning meritorious behavior 

as it relates t o reward and punishment. To make t~at link 

Torah study w~ ld become the mer'itorious behavior and reward 

would become healing. A statement such as the following would 

be the result : Torah heals becauae Torah study is 

meritorious, meritorious behavior is rewarded by God; since 
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healing• are reward•, Torah dudy is responaible (by way of 

God) for providing healing•. Again, the rabbi• never 

syntheaized the idea• in the way the prececling~tatement 

attempt• to do; auch a ayntheaia is "logical" but apeculative. 

Another, less "logical" but•• viable a speculation of how 

the rabbis may have explained why Torah heals is exemplified 

by this statement: Torah heal• because Torah i• God'• remedy. 

) 

-
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GOD' S RESPONSE TO MERITORIOUS BEHAVIOR 

Effectiveness of Prayer. Repent•nce. and Torah Study 

Though the previous three chapters discussed the self 

affecting the Divine Realm, the word "effectiveness" is 

tricky . The self may have an effect on the Divine Realm, but 

not necessarily in terms of effectiveness meaning 100% 

physical recovery . More precisely, t he effect seems to be 

that the self receives Diyine Justice through God's response 

to meritorious behavior , principally in God's dispensation of 

reward and punishment, 

Receiving Divine Justice through Meritorious Behavior 

This section is built on the texts presented in the 

previous chapters about the self affecting the Divine Realm . 

In order to understand properly what follows, the reader will 

need to have been exposed to these texts as no detail is given 

here about what exactly the texts say, 

Being in covenant with God includes the belief that God 

responds to meritorious behavior . Furthermore , when God 

responds, God does so justly. God' s justice encompasses mercy 

and love (ie . after sin) . Prayer, repentance, and Torah study 

all are subsumed under meritorious behavior deserving of God's 

response . 

There are numerous general accounts of God responding to 

prayer in the Ta►d , (eg . Yebamot 64a, M. Ta'anit 15a-1Sb). 

In addition, there are accounts of God responding to prayer 

with healings. God responds to spontaneous prayers , ie. to 

"cr ies of affliction' ' (Barak.hot 54b) &nd to fixed prayer, i e, 



• 

to petitions in the shemoneh e•r•y (Megillah 17b ) , 3
• 
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Alao 

considered significant is who says the prayer and ' the manner 

in which a prayer is expressed (ie. Berakhot 32b) . 

For repentance, God is there for people to " return to" 

when they examine their self- conduct as a result of being 

afflicted with pain ful sufferings (Berakhot Sa) . The belief 

that God responds to repentance with healing is reflected in a 

discussion on the shemoneh esrey (Megillah 17b) . 
• 

God responds to Torah study as well. God both prevents 

the onset of illness through Torah (Berakhot Sa) and heals 

through Torah (Erubin 54a). 

Through God's response, j ustice is done; God's just ice 

reflects a s y stem o f reward and punishment . While God's 

justice reigns, it must be reiterated that God's justice 

encompasses mercy and love, God ' s justice, as it relates to 

healing and reward and punishment, is touched upon more and 

less directly in numerous discussions. 

include those about the rewards of 

The discussions 

painful sufferings 

(Sanhedrin 101a, Berakhot Sa, Berakhot Sb) , the punishment for 

neglecting Torah study (Berakhot Sa) , and rescinding a final 

sentence (Rosh Hashanah 17b, 18a), 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 
3

• Besides responding to an individ~l's own prayer for 
healing, God responds to prayers said on behalf of a sick person 
(eg . Berakhot 34b, Ketubot 62b). 
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THE COMMUNITY 

Introduction 

The role of the community in healing is played out in 

several areas, including prayers on behalf of the sick, the 

role of the healer, and visitors to the sick. Even though 

there are accounts of a sick person relating directly to a 

member of the community, ie . a healer or a visitor, these 

scenarios all take place within the domain and consciousness 

of God's Rule. 

Relating to God 

Within the realm of healing, as in rabbinic Judaism 

generally, the community has a special relationahip with God. 

The relati onship an individual has with God extends beyond 

that person him/ herself; that is, a Jewish individual is part 

of the community Israel. According to the Rabbis, as God has 

specific requirements of Israel, God's response to that 

community is unique, In the following passage it is clear 

that the Source for all healing is God, but how God's healing 

power works within different communities varies: 

"After these things " (Esther 3 : 1). After what: 
- Raha said: After God had creat•d a he&ling for 
the blow [which was about to fall]. For Resh 
Lakiah has aaid: The HoLy One Who is blessed, 
doea not smite Israel unless (The Holy One] has 
created for them a healing beforehand, as it 
sa.ya, "When I have heale-d Israel , then is the 
in1~· ty of Ephraim uncovered" (Hosea 7: 1) • Not 
so, owever with the other nationsJ {God} 
am1 as them first, and then creates for them a 
healing, as it says: "The Lord will smite E9ypt 
smiting and healing" (Isaiah 19:22). (Meg1llah 
13b) 

As God has a special relationship with I srael generally, so 

too the belief that God relates to Israel in a special way as 
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regards heal ing. While to modern eyes the notion of a certain 

people being in a more favorable position with God may seem 

objectionable, this Talmudic rabbi , Reah LAkiah , expresses his 

beliefs from an ethnocentric vie""Point. 

Relating to the Sick Person 

The valuable role individuals outside of the sick person 

play in t h e healing process is taken seriously . The metaphor 

at the end of the ~ollowing passage highlights an assertion 

that the sick person needs help in healing him/ herself : 

R . Johanan fell ill and R . Hanina went in to 
visit him . He sai d to him 1 Are your sufferings 
welcome to you? He replied: Neither they nor 
their reward . He said to him: Give me your 
hand. He gave him his hand and he raised him. 
Why could not R . Johanan raise himaelf?~7 

- They 
replied: {Prisoners} cannot free { themaelves} 
from jail . (Berakhot Sb) 

Prayers on Behalf of the Sick 

There are numerous accounts of individuals praying on 

behalf of one who is i n need o f healing . The accounts include 

praying on behalf of a rabbi, a spouse , and a relative o f a 

col l eague or friend , In addition , there is reference to a 

healing perfo rmed in the Bible ( II Kings 5) by the holy man 

Eli sha on behalf of Naaman, the cornmartder of the army, sent by 

a neighboring king . The Ta lmud associates the manner in which 

Elisha heals with praying on behalf of another : 

R. Jotf.aian said : (Elisha) healed the leprosr of Naaman 
which iC the equivalent of death, aa it ia written, "Let 
her not be as one dead" ( NJPS, Numbers 12 :12) . (Sanhedrin 
47a) 

The citation from Numbers is Aaron'• plea to Moses on account 

37 Soncino adds in a footnot•i. "If he could c ure R . Hiyya 
b . Abba, why could he not cure himaelt?" 

--
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so 
of Miriam who had been atricken vith anow-whita scales . Moses 

responds to Aaron's plea by crying out to God. "0 God, pray 

heal her !" (NJPS, Numbers 12:13). In both biblical verses 

referred to by R. Johanan, it ia notable that the ones 

associated with healing prayers are conaidered holy men. 38 

Whereas in the above paasage there is no discussion as t o 

what quality a healer muat have in order to make a prayer 

e ffective ; passages from Berakhot 34b offer some insight into 

this matter : 

Our Rabbis taught: Once the son of R. G&JUliel 
fell ill. He sent two scholars to R. Hanina b. 
Dosa to ask him to pray for him. When he saw 
them, he went up to an upper chamber and prayed 
for him . When he came down, he said to them, 
" Go, the fever has left 'him. " They said to him, 
"Are you a prophet?" He replied "I am neither 
a frophet nor the son of a prophet, but I learnt 
this from experience. If my prayer is fluent in 
my m~uth {1hefu~•b ij9t~if~ p~f£} 1 I know that 
he is accef e {_L ___ ; u if not, I know 
that he is re~ec e {metoraf, literally 
·torn'}." They sat down and nua e note of the 
exact moment . When they came to R. Gamaliel, he 
said to them, ''By the temple service I You have 
not been a moment too soon or too late, but ao 
it happened : at that very moment the fever left 
him and he asked for water to drink . 11 (Berakhot 
34b) 

R. Hanina b . Dosa claims that for him a certain kind of 
) 

prayer, one that is fluent in his mouth ( shegyrah be{iv) .. "') 

indicates that the prayer is accepted and a healing will t ake 

place. However, R. Hanina b. Doaa does not claim that it i s 

he ~ o ia reaponaible for creating the experience of fluency 

in the mouth. That experience ia an i ndication of a healing, . 
DDDDBBBIDDDDDDDDDIDD 

3 • Not all the 
holy men in the~
are offered, butnof 
or otherwise). 

time are healing prayer■ associated with 
For example in Paalma healing prayer• 

by specificaliy identified persona ("holy" 
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but not an experience h• nece■■arily ha■ e ontrol o"-r. Though 

it i• not aaaerted directly that R . Hanina b, Do••'• prayer 

caused the recovery, it i■ clear that he was thought to have 

special abilities regarding prayer, 

In the paaaage that follows the previou■ one R . Hanina b. 

Doaa'• ability t o pray i• accentuated even more1 

On another occasion it happened that R. Hanina 
b. Dosa went to ■tudy Torah with R. Jobanan ben 
Zakk'ai . The ■on of R . Johana•n ben Zakkai fell 
ill. He said to him1 Hanina Mf son, pray for 
him that he may live. He put h1■ head between 
hi·• knees and pr:~: for him and he lived. Said 
R. Jobanan ben Z i ! If Ben Zakkai had . ..atuck 
hi ■ head between his knees for the whole da~, no 
notice would have been taken of Kim {by God}. 
Said his wife to him : I■ Hanina greater than 
you are? He replied to herr No; but he ia lik• 
a servant before th• king [who has permi■aion to 
go in to him at any time] 3 •, and I am like a 
nobleman before a king [who appear■ before him 
only at fixed ti-mes]. (Berakhot 34b) 

Thi■ passage ascribe■ to R . Hanina ben Doaa 11apecial acceas 11 

to God through the use of the court etiquette metaphor. A 

direct relations hip is drawn between Hanina ' a prayer and the 

recovery of Ben Zakkai's son . It was the prayer of Hanina, 

rather than that of someone el■• (even hi■ ■age Ben Zakk.ai, 

the father of the sick per■on,), that ia. a■■\,Ulled to have had a 

direct effect in br~nging about healing. Thia p '4aage 

probably intends both to emphasize the extreme piety of R, 

Hanina and to clarify a rabbinic belief that the prayer■ of 

s k a are more " worthy" and/or effective than tho■• of others. 

To make the i■aue of whose prayers a re an■wered more 

complicated another text will be examined. 

»••••••••••••••••••• 
In thi ■ in■tance 

3
• Thia and the following bracketed addition appear in 

Soncino a■ footnote■ • 
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neither the praying per■on' ■ holin••• (like Eli■ha) or piety 

(like R. Hanina b., Do■a) ar~ mentioned, The context is a 

di■agreement between R. She■heth and R. Ahadboi. 

[R. Ahadboi] ,ude hi■ objection■ in a mocking 
manner which deeply wounded R. She■heth, and • 
soon after R. Ahadboi b. Anni lost hi■ ■peech 
and forgot hi■ learning. His40 mother came and 
wept before {R. She■heth}, but in spite of all 
her cries {R. She■heth1 paid no attention to 
her. At length ■he·· ■aid: Behold th••• brea■t■ 
from which you sucked. Then at la■t {R. 
She■heth} prayed for {R. Ahadboi} and he was 
healed, (Baba Batra 9b) 

It is possible that the rea■on the rabbi■ would claim R. 

Shesheth' a prayer\ was effective was because of R. Shesheth' s 

righteous rabbinic stature, but thi■ i■ not stated in the 

text. What is in the text is that R. She■heth had a "special" 

relationship with the one who was ■ickJ that is, hew..■ the 

recipient of the insulting remarks R. Ahadboi spoke. R . 

Ahadboi's insulting remarks are associated with his ensuing 

"illness" (lost speech and forgetfulness). Why doe■ the 

mother go specifically to R. Shesheth rather than another 

(including herself) to intercede on behalf of R. Ahadboi? I ■ 

it only R. She■heth's prayer that can promote R. Ahadboi' ■ 

recovery? If so, is R. She■heth's prayer needed because R. 

Shesheth muat relent his feeling of being "deeply wounded" 

before R. Ahadboi can be healed; and that R. Shesheth prays 

for him shows that he has r~lented his negaiive disposition? 

It seems that R. Shesheth as the injured party first had t ;:> 

forgive before R. Ahadboi could be cured. The connection here 

DDDDD,,,DDDDDDDDDDDD 
40 There is di■agreement concerning who■• mother i• being 

referred to, but it ••em■ on the ■urfac• to be R, Shesheth' ■ 
mother. 
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between forgiveness and healing fita into the Rabbis ' atrong 

sense of justice . God'• syatem of ju.atice i • not juat between 

humans and God, but must operate in interpersonal encounters 

as well. 

Two other a ccounts of praying effectively on behalf of 

another involve a husband praying for his wife. The husband 

in each scenario is a scholar returning home after spending 

twelve years in the academy . The first scenario concerns the 

son of Rabbi ': 

{After the marriage}, he departed and spent 
twelve years at the academy~ By the time he 
retur.ned his wife had lost the fOWer of 
r,rocreation. "What shall we do?" said Rabbi. 
'Should we order him to divorce her, it would be 

said: Thi a poor soul waited in vain! Were he 
to marry another woman, it would be said: The 
l atter is his wife and the other his mistress." 
He prayed for mercy to be vouchsafed to her , and 
she recovered (her fertility} . (Ketubot 62b) 

The second scenario concerns R. Hanania b. Hakinai after 
he returns from twelve years at the academy ; 

(When they reached the house] his wife was 
sitting and sifting. She lifted up her eyes and 
seeing him, was so overcome with joy that she 
fainted [literally, "her spirit fled"]. "0, 
Lord of the universe," (the husband] prayed to 
{God}, ' 'this poor soul: is this her reward?" 
And so he prayed for mercy to be vouchsafed to 
her and she revived . (Ketubot 62b) 

A last example of . ~ praying on behalf of another involves -...,. 
ra.bbia praying on behalf of one of their colleagues: 

Our Rabbis taught: No one should eat onion on 
account of the poisonous fluid it contain•!· and 
it once happened that R. Hanina ate ha fan 
onion and half of it s poisonous fluid and became 
so ill that he was on the point of dying. Hia 
colleagues , however, begged for heavenly mercy, 
and he recovered because he was needed at the 
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time. •u (Erubin 29b) 

In this case the role of the praying rabbis is not as much 

in the fore as the role of the one in need of healing . The 

piety of the rahbis is not mentioned; rather, the importance 

of R. Hanina ' s role at the time i s the reason given for his 

recovery . Circumstance is focused on instead of personal 

qualities of those praying ( such as holiness, piety, or 

spousal devotion) The rahbis' prayers seem t o have been 

effective mostly because of who R\ Hanina was; presumably, a 

rahbi of great and pious stature. To balance the picture it 

is important to note that every Jew was seen as capable of and 

expected to pray for the recovery of specific persons who were 

ill. Evidenc e for this assertion is from the fifth petition 

(the prayer for healing) of the ahemoneh esrev. which c learl y 

was in place at the time . 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

•~ My translation. The Hebrew is miynav •9•htsha-ah 
tzrihah lo , literally "because the hour (or time neede hi.m . 11 
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WITHIN THE COMMUNITY; THE ROLE OF THE HEALER 

Within the Fram,work of God'• Rul• 
I 

The effort■ of hwaan healer■ are recounted ■core■ of time■ 

throug~out the Talmud, However, these efforts take place with 

the con■ciou■ne■a of God'• authority. God' • authority is 

present in term• of both granting pernaiaaion to heal and 

maintaining the ultimate c ontrol over whether or not the 

healing will be effective. 

That a person even •• involved in the realm of healing 

require• special permission granted by God sine• God send■ the 

■ickne••• generally as punishment . One of the ver••• rabbi■ 

rely upon in order to support the permiac ion to heal is from 

Exodus 21 : 19, " ... and to heal he shall heal." The double 

Mention of the word "heal" gives an opening for 

interpretation :• 2 

" The School of R . Ishmael taught : (The words] 
'And to heal he ■hall heal' (Exodus 21:19) [are 
the source] from which it can be derived that 
authorization was granted [by God] {to the 
healer} to h eal." (Baba K&J'IU'U 85a) 

The opinion that God grants healers permission to heal is 

seen in another passage as well: 

On going in to be cupped {blood-letting} one 
should aay c "May it be Your will 1 0 Lord, ID)' 
God , that this operation may be a cure for mei 
and may You heal me, for, You are a faithfu 
healing God, and Your healing i• sure, since 
{h\.Ull&n beings} have no power to heall but this 
is a habit with them." Abaya ■aids A {person} 
should ..t, •r•ak {that way} , since it was taught 
in the -,rioo of R. Ishmael , (It is written] , 

• 2 Other rabbi• use this same verse to support another idea 
a■ well, one concerning conapenaation for in3u.ry . 
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"And to heal h.- •hall heal"4 ::s (Exodus 21: 19) . 
From this we learn that permi•sion has been 
given to the {hea ler } to heal. (Barak.hot 60a) 

Though God is the ultimate healer, Abaye objects to the 

deprec ation of tife human aide of healing, 

In passages from Berakhot 60a, Baba Kamma 8Sa and 85b are 

outright statements that God has granted the healer permi•si on 

to heal. But because of the contexts of these statements, 

that is, because the statements are surrounded by arguments , 

thei r status is not obvious . The passage from Baba Kamma 85b 
I 

i ncludes a series of arguments c oncerning the meaning of the 

Exodus verse: 

R. Papa said in the name of Ra.ha: Scripture 
s a~s , " And to heal he ahal l heal," [thus 
enJoining] payment f or healing even in the case 
where {damage, " nezek"}4

"' is paid independently. 
But is not that vers e reguired for the lesson 
taught at the School of R. Ishmael that (the 
text) " And to heal he shall heal : [is the 
source) from which it is derived that 
authorization was granted {by God} to the 
{healer} to heal? - If so, Scripture would have 
said, "Let the {healer} cause him to be healed." 
This shows that payment for h ealing should be 
made even in the case where {damage} [i s paid 
i nde~endently] . But still, ia not the t ext 
required as said above t o frovide a double 
mention in respect of healing? - If ■ o, 
Scripture should have said either " to cause to 
heal and to cause to heal" or " ha shal•l cause to 
heal [and] he s hall c ause to heal." Why say 
" and to heal ha shall heal" unless to prov e that 
payment ehould be made for bealing even in the 
ca•e where {damage} [is paid indepenaently]. 
(Baba Kamma 85b) 

Arguments i n the Talmudic passages a.bout the meaning of 

Exodus ~ 19 •••m to point to 
DDDDDDDD,,,DDDDDDDDDD 

one of three p ossib ilities: 1. 

4 3 Thia translation of the Exodus 21:19 verse is uaed by 
Soncino in B.K . 85a . The , translation Sonoino uses here for the 
aame line ia, "{God} shall c ause him to be thoroughly healed . " 

Soncino translates this word aa "depreciati on . " 
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The verse "and t;o heal he ahal l heal 1 1 may mean aomething 

besides permission to heal ( ie . having to do with 

compensation), but the interpretation that humans are granted 

permiss i on to heal is also valid and applies . 2. The verse 

may mean something besides permission to heal , and the 

interpretation that humans are granted permission t o heal is 

not valid and does not apply . 3. The interpret ation that 

humans are granted permission to heal is n ot textually valid 

here , but still does apply . 
t 

Despite the p ossibilities presented above, the predominant 

b el ief was that humans have been granted permissi on to heal . 

Th i s conclusion is based on three things: 1. Tannaitic 

positions, such as those held by the School o f R . Ishmael were 

held in high esteem and authority , 2. There are numerous 

accounts in the Talmud in which human healers, generally 

sages , practice healing techniques effectively and without 

concern that they are somehow transgressing . 3. The 

continuing practice and high esteem of healers not on l y 

throughout, but beyond the Talmud (both in parallel Jewish 

literature at the t ime and in post-Talmudic literature) . 

Even if human beings have been granted permission to h8al, 

God 's healing powers surpass the abilities of human healers: 

R. Judah son of R. Hiyya remarked: Come and see 
how the dispensation of ~ortals i• not like that 
of the Holy One, Who is blessed. In the 
di•f•naation of mortals, when {someone} 

«.administers a dru~ to {another}, it may be 
, beneficial to one limb but injurious to another, 

but with the Holy One, Who is blessed , it is no~ 
so. {God} gave a Torah to Israel and it is a 
drug of life .for {the whole} body 1 as it is 
said , "Healing for {the} whole body " (NJPS, 
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Proverbs 4:22). 

Social Standyds for Healers as Aµthoriti•• &pd Experts 

Besi des working within the framework of God's Rule, 

healers are subject to standards recognized by the community. 

Standards upon which a healer 's expertise and authority are 

ba•ed include skill, experience, wisdom , and righteousness. 

The opinion that a healer ia an expert worthy of 

consultation when pain appears , is stated in a straightforward 

manner by R. Aahi: 

Ia it not common sense that if a {person} is in 
pain {that person} should visit the heal~r7 
(Baba Kamma 46b) 

Samuel Yarhina'ah, Rabbi's healer , was highly regarded . 

In the following passage it is clear that Samuel was able to 

draw on a wealth of medical wisdom in order to heal Rabbi: 

Samuel Yarhin'ah was Rabbi's {healer}. Now 
Rahbi having contracted an eye disease , Samuei 
o!fered to bathe it with a lotion, but he said, 
"I cannot bear it." "Then I will apply an 
ointment to it 

1 
'' he said . "Thi a too I cannot 

bear," he objec1:ed. So he placed a phi al of 
chemicals under his pillow , and he was healed . 
Rabbi was moat anxious to ordain him , but the 
opp orb.mi ty was lacking . " Let it not grieve 
you," {Rabbi} said: "I have s een the Book of 
A.dam in which is written, Samuel Ya.rhina ' ah 
sbali be called "Sage" but not "Rabbi, " and 
Rabbi's healing shall come through him." (Baba 
Metzia 85b-86a) 

) 

The passage shows that Samuel was able to come up with 

several alternatives in order to he~l Rabbi . Presumably, 

someone who is ·able to come with so many alternatives has 

great knowledge : i)deed , Rabbi regat"ds him as "•age" and 

furthermore wants to recognize his special ..bilities by 
DD••···••aoDD•DDDDDD 

415 Thi• passage also is discusaed in the chapter "The Self 
Affecting the Divine Realm : Through Torah . " 
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ordaining him "rabbi." What a1 ■o •••mis ■pecial about Samuel 

i• hi• "sensitivity" to hi• patient, (admittedly a modern 

reading which may or may not be intended in the • text). What 

i• meant by sensitivity i• that when the patient (Rabbi) ••Y• 

he cannot bear the remedy, the healer (Samuel) i■ re■pon■ ive. 

It i• a• if the healer i• working with the patient in order to 

find a remedy that will work but will not be intolerable to 

the patient. In short, the patient isn' t forced either to 

accept a stated remedy or el•• to continua ■uffaring1 rather, 

' the healer and the patient agree on treatment satisfactory to 

both. 

One of the most highly regarded healers in the T--almud is 

Abba. Because of his status, he i■ said to have been 

recognized by the greate■t ■ages of all time 

reside in the "Heavenly Academy": 

those who 

Abba was a {blood-letter} and claily he would 
receive greetings from the Heavenly Acadellly. 
Abaya received greetings {only} on every 
Shabbat•• eve, Raba {only} on the eve of every 
Day of Atonement. (Ta'anit 21b) 

The Talmud then leads into an explanation a■ to just what is 

so special about Abba the Blood-letter: 

Abaya felt dejected becau■e of (the ■ ignal honor 
■hown to] Abba th• {Blood-latter} . People ■aid 
to him, "Thia di■tinction i• made l:lecauae fOU 
cannot do what Abba doe■• What wa■ the ~_pecial 
merit of Abba th, {Blood-letter}? When he 
E•rformad "hi_• oparati~n•, he vcn&.l~ seiarate '!'en 
from WORtan, and in addition ha had a c oak which 

· held a cup [for receiving] blood and which was 
~lit at the shoulder and whenever a woman 

DDDDDMrDDDDDDDDDDDD 

•• The Hebrew term 11Shabbat 11 will be used throughout this 
docWllant rather than the English "Sabbath." Chang•• to this 
effect will include, without additional note, references in 
Soncino translations of Talmudic passages (which use the term 
"Sabbath") • 
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patient came to him he would put the garment on 
her shoulder in order not to see her [exposed 
body]. He alao had a place out of public gl.ze 
where pati ents deposited their fees whic~ he 
would charge• those that could afford it put 
t heir fees there, and thus those who could not 
pay were not put to shame . (Ta'anit 21b) 

Two aspect s o f Abba's special merit have been described: 1 . 

his r espect for modest y , and 2 . his sensitivity to the poor . 

His system for payments reflects his respect for the dignity 

of his c lients and his trust in them . Despite the debatable 
' imposition of modern wording for deacribing Abba ' s behavior 

(ie. " sensitivity .' ' "reapect for dignity," etc.) , it is not 

debatable that h i s behavi or was conaidered righteous and 

worthy of the highest recognition. He was not merely a 

technic i an but had a rabbinic s e nse of human propriety . 

In addit ion to the two aspects of merit ascribed to Abba 

above , there is a third : 3, The spec ial c onsideration · given 

to scholars : 

Whenever a young scholar happened to consult 
{Abba} , not only would he accept no fee from 
him, but on taking leave of him he also would 
give him some money at the same time adding1 _ " Go 
and regain strength {with this} . One day A.Daye 
sent t o him two scholars in order to test him. 
He received them and gave them food and drink 
and in the evening he prepared woolen mattresses 
for them [to sleep on L, In the raorning the 
scholars rolled these to~ether ahd took them to 
the market [for . sale] . There they met Abba and 
they said to him, "Sir , value these bow much 
they are worth,•• and he ref.lied, t,so-and-so 
much." They said to him, 'Perhaps they are 
worth more?" He replied , "Thi.a ia what I paid 
for them . " They then said to him, "They are 
yours, we took them away from r,ou· tell us , 
r,ray, of what did fOU au8'pect us .' He replied , 

Perhaps the Rabbis needed money to redeem 
captives and th•f were ashamed to tell me. " 
They replied, "S1r, take them back ." He 
answered .. From the moment T miaaed them I 
dismissed them from my mind and [I devoted them] 
to charity." (Ta'anit 21b - 22a) 
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Elsewhere, healers may be consulted for other reasons 

besides treatment for a physical aiiment. Tvo other areas in 

which healers are involved are 1. giving advice for ''burning 

desire" (Sanhedrin 75a) and 2. forensic medicine; ie. 

decisions concerning liability and just compensation (eg. &ba 

Kamma 85a) , procedure• affecting personal status (eg. Ketubot 

74b) 4 7 , and treatment of injuries though a rabbinic ordinance 

will be broken (eg. Yoma 83b, Avodah Zarah 22b and 28a). 

Although a certain amount of authority and expertise is 

recognized in healers, they do not make decisions 

autonomously, in a vacuum. As already has been seen in the 

case of Samuel treating Rabbi (Baba Metzia 85b) , the patient 

refused several remedies before a satisfactory one was agreed 

upon by healer and patient. In liability cases a patient is 

permitted to reject certain healers. The rejection has more 

to do with legal considerations; nevertheless, the passage is 

evidence of an injured party having some say in who will treat 

him/her : 

If the offender says to the injured person: "I 
can personally act as your healer," the other 
party can retort, "You are in my eyes like a 
lurking lion." So also if the offender says to 
{the injured party}, "I wi 11 bri"°'g you a 
{ healer} who will heal you for noUrlng, 11 {the 
injured} might object, saying "A {healer} who 
heals for nothing is "forth nothing," Again, if 
{the offender} says to {the injured party} "I 
will bring fOU a {healer} from a distance± {the 
inju.r.d} might say to {the offender}, "f the 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

~ 7 Ketubot 74b deals with a woman who waa under a vow at 
the time of her betrothal : 

Our Rabbis taught: If she went to a Sage [after her 
betrothal] and he disallowed her vow, her betrothal is 
val id. [If one vent] to a {healer} who cured her, her 
betrothal is valid , (Ketubot 74b) 
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{healer} ia a long way off the eye will be 
blind [before {the healer$ arriveal . " (Baba 
Kamma 85a) 
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There are limits, however, (at least in legal cases) , as to 

what the person in need of healing can request . In other 

words not every "healer" is permiss&ble to the injured person : 

If , on the other hand, the injured person says 
to the offender, "Give the money to me 
personally as I will cure myself," {the 
offender} might retort, "You ra1ght neglect 
yourself and thus get from me too much . •~• 
( Baba• Kamma 85a) 

In one passage an assertion is made which reflects a 

re~ognition that when l he healer's and the patient ' s input in 

the healing process conflict , sometimes the one is listened to 

and sometimes the other , Th e patient ' s expressed needs arf! 

taken into account, but not necessarily followed: 

A sick ~erson is fed at the word of experta . 4
~ 

R. Janna1 said: If the patient says, "I need 
[food], while the {healer} says, 11 {The patient} 
does not need it, " we {listen} to the patient. 
What is the reason? "The heart knows its own 
bitterness" (Proverbs 14 : 10) . But that is self
evident? You might have said: The {healer's} 
knowledge is more established : therefore the 
information [that we prefer the patient's 
opinion] . If the {healer} says , "{The patient 
needs food} while the patient says that {it is 
not needed} , we listen to the {healer}. Why? 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDBIDD 
AB The paasage continues, 

Even if the injured person ••Y• to {the offender} 
" Make it a fixed and definite awni" {the offenderi 

W,ight object and say , "There is al the more danger 
l{hat you might neglect rourself [and remain a crippleli 
and consequently I w1.ll be called ' A harmful ox.'' 
(Baba Kamma 85a) . 

--

The passage as a whole reflects the sensitivity given to 
getting both parties' "rights" into the ruling. 

The context of this discusaion ia fasting on Yorn Kippur. 
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Stupor aeized {the patient}. (Yoma 83a)e0 

Besides the iaaue of the input of the patient v.raua the 

healer, it should be atreaaed that the central iaaue is 

sustaining life; that is, when life ia at stake (ie. needing 

food though it be a fast day) certain laws and opinions can be 

over-ruled. 

Besides expressed needs, a good healer takes into account 

a patient's unexpressed needs (eg. financial) . 
\ 

upon the patient is highly valued (Ta'anit 21b). 

Compassion 

Even though at times it may be considered meritorious to 

help scholars or the poor by healing without payment , in the 

usual case it is acknowledged that healers are worthy of 

payment : 

{If an} offender says to {the injured party}, "I 
will bring you a {healer} who will heal for 
nothing," {the injured) might object, saying, "A 
healer who heals for nothing ia worth nothing . 
( Baba Ka.mma 85a) 

In another instance it is noted that for physical pain one 

goes to a healer and pays for treatment (even if the persori is 

not cured) :::1 1 

Said R. Abbahu: ... If people have pain in their 
eyes, they pay away money to a {healer}, . and ,~ 
they may be cured or t~ey may not be cured.,. 
(Ketubot 105a) • 

Someone who can carry out difficult medical procedure• may 

be more apt to be given (worthy of being given?) large fees. 

Al1aough the following statement• are aaid in an argument 
DOf°DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

~ 0 A lengthx diacuasion continue• concerning the phrase , 
sick pe.rson is fed at the word of experts." 

" A 

~ 1 The p&ssage is changed 
maintain gender-neutral language. 

to the plural in order to 
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which stir• up emotional and perhapa exaggerated COftlftlent ■ ; 

still, it probably i• fair to aay, (but not provAble froa . thia 

context), that healers got fees, and that better healer• got 

better fees: 

"You have called me wioked, " {Geblha b. Peiaa 
said to the aectarian}, "if I atood ur. I could 
kick you .and •'trip you of your hwapl ' "If you 
could do that" he retorted, "you would be 
called a great {healer} and command great f•••·" 
(Sanhedrin 91a) 

Limit• to th, Healer'• Authority 

Aasuming a healer doea de1Donatrate ■kill, experience, 

wisdom, and righteou■n••• ; ■till, within the framework of 

social standards, the healer'• expertiae and authori~y are 

subject to limits. More specifically , the patient, the 

Rabbis , and the community may inapoae restriction• on the 

healer. 

As far as the patient is concerned , the clearest example 

of a patient's opinion overriding a healer'• opinion already 

has been discussed , The text refers to a patient being 

listened to if he/she requests food, despite an opinion a . 
healer might have that food should not be given. (Yoma 83a) 

The Rabbis limit healers most notably in tenu o( their J..;> 

lengthy discussions and debates; oonoerning which laws 

(halakhot) may be broken for the aake of healing. One major 

i••ue concerns profaning Shabbat. The Rabbis agree that it is 

permittJt1 for a healer to profane Shabbat by tranagreasing 

rabbinic ordinance■, Whether or not Shabbat can be profaned 

(by transgressing rabbinic ordinance■) in order for a heathen 

to heal, there is disagreement. There i• a tremendou• &Jllount 

of elaboration, di■cussion, and detail devoted to the iaaue of 

, 
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when Shabbat can be profaned, for what kinda of aorea, ~d ao 

on, (Ia. aee: Yoma 83b, Shabbat 133b, Avod&h Zarah 22b and 

28a.) ~here are alao other hala.khic topioa which arouse 

debates related to healing, auch •• giving a patient untithed 

food (Yoma 83b) and "wounding" for the aake of healing 

(Sanhedrin 84b) , e:z 

In an area othe r than halakhah, i a an instance in which 

healers' opinion• are ahbjeot to the discernment of the 

R&bbia. The caae involve■ "burning deaire"1 

Rab Judah aaid in Rab'• nam•: A man once 
conceived a paaaion for a certain woman , and hia 
heart was conewned by hia burning de■ire, hia 
life being endangered thereby . When the 
{healer■} were conaulted, they aai.d, "Hia only 
our• ia that ah• ■hall aubmit . " Thereupon the 
Sages aaid "Let hi-m die r&ther than that ahe 
should yieid." 11Then, 11 {aaid the healers}, "Let 
her stand nude before him." [They an■wered], 
"Sooner let him die. 11":s (Sanhedrin 75a) .................... 

" 2 "Wounding" ia a ain and honoring parents ia a 
oonnandaent. Examples of queationa (in which the response waa 
negative) related to wounding for the aa.ke of healing are : 1. 
Can a eon extract a thorn from his father'• flesh (ainoe in 
drawing the thorn out~ he might 9auae a alight wound)? 2. Can a 
aon lance a feater ror hia father (ainoe in doing ao he might 
wound hi°m)? Aboy.t the iaaue of a eon ..,1-.tting .. blood for hi• 
father, there _i-a more of a poaitive opinion (Sanhedrin 84b) . 

e,:s The paa ■age continues: ) 

, "Then II aaid th• {healers}, "let her conv•r•• with him 
fr011t behind a fence . " Now R. Jacob b. Idi and R. 
Samuel b-. Natunani di■futed {about the matter}. One 
aaid that ah•;.• a married woman; the other that ahe 
waa unmarried . Now, thi• ia intelligible on the view 
that she waa married woman but on the latter, that 
aha waa unmarried, why auch severity? - R. Papa aaidi 
"Because of the diagrace to her family. R . Iarae 
aaid, "That the daughter• of Israel may not be 
irmnorally diaaolute. Then why not m&rry her?
Marriage would riot •••uag• hi■ paaaion, even•• R. 
I■aac aaid, "Since the destruction of the Temple , 
■exual pleaaure· ha• been taken [from tho•• who 
practice it lawfully] and given to ainnera, aa it ia 
written, "Stolen water■ are ■weet, and bread eaten in 
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R.t.bbia also give opinion• regarding how healers should be 
, 

incorporated into communal life. Included in a list of ten 

things a city should have in order for a scholar to reside 

there, is a healer (Sanhedrin 17b). But a limit is given to 

the role a healer should be given in communal matter■: 

Rab said to R. Asai: Do not dwell in a town in 
which no horses neigh or dogs bark. And do not 
dwell in a town where the leader of the 
community is a {healer} ... (Pesahim 113&) 

Why exactly it was felt that a {healer} should not serve as 

leader of the community is not given . A reasonable, but not 

provable, speculation would be that community leaders are too 

busy to be fully attentive to giving adequate treatment to the 

sick, thus endangering them. 

As far as attitudes about healers go, there is one last 

comment worth mentioning. It is notable that though th e 

comment is in the Mishnah text, it is not taken up for 

discussion in the Talmud, (t hough later commentators struggle 

with its meaning): 

The beat of {healers} are destined for Gehenna. 
(M. Kiddushin 82a) 

The meaning of the comment in the Miahnah and why the comment 

is not discussed in the Talmud remain unclear. Nevertheless, 

because of the potency of the statement , it is presepted 
' without an attempt to evaluate it; there is simply not enough 

information to do so justifiably. , 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

secret is pleasant" (Proverbs 9 : 17) . <S•nhedrin 7Sa) 



WITHIN THE COMMUNITY; VISITORS TO THE SICK 

Within the Frame~ ork of God's Rule 

At first glance it may seem that healing enhanced by 

visitation involves only human beings ; that ia, people Visit 

people, However , instances are given in which it is made 

clear that it is from God's example that human beings learn 

this important (if not indiapenaable) aspect of the healing 

process: 

The Holy One 1 Who ia blessed, visited the sick , 
for it is written "And the Lord appeared {to 
the recovering Abraham after his circumcision} 
by t he oaks of Mamre (Geneaia 18 : 1) ," ao do you 
also visit the sick.. (Sotah 14a) 

A. verae from Psal,ns i
1

a referred to in another passage in 

order to show God's involvement in visitations to the aick: 

Thoaee• who enter [a house) to visit the sick 
may sit neither upon the bed nor on a seat, but 
must wrap themselves about and sit in front of 
{the aick person}, for the Divine Presence is 
above an invalid' a pillow, as it is said, 11The 
Lord will sustain thoae on their siokbeda" 
( NJPS, Psalms 41:4). And Raba said in Rabin's 
name: How do we know that the Holy One, Who is 
blesaed, suatains the sick? Because it 1s said 
"The Lord wi 11 sustain those on their sickbeda1• 
(Ibid .) . (Shabbat 12b) 

God's Presence ta.kea precedence over human visitors, Visits 

are to be made within the framework of an awareneas of Goe, 

the Divine Sustainer (whose powers are beyond all human-~ 

"sustainers") . 

Besides God setting an. example, the R..bbia cite biblical 

verse■ to s how how God teaches in a more direct way the 

re(J\,li~ent to visit the sick , 
DDDD.""1DDDDDDDDDDDD 

The Rabbis refer to a verse in 

e• ~hia whole paaaagei including the Biblical quote, haa 
been changed to the piura in order to maintain gender-neutral 
language. 
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which Moses is counseled by his father-in-law on how to 

instruct the Israelites: 

... and enJo~n upon them the laws and 
teachings, and make known to them the way 
are to go {"to walk."}, and the practice• 
are to follow. (NJPS, Exodus, 18 :20) 

the 
tttey 
they 

The words, "the w&y they are to go" (or "t o walk") .are said to 

mean visiting the sick (Baba Metzia 30b, Baba Kamma 100a). 

That visitors should be aware of God's Rule and God ' s 

Presence comes through during a discussion having to do with 

s pecial considerations for visiting the sick on Shabbat, a day 

decreed holy by God. 

R. Simeon b . Eleazar said{ ... } on the authoriti 
of R. Simeon b . Gafflaliel1 . 1 .nor ra.ay thf sic 
be visited on ShAbbat , that ia the r\Ll nq o 
Beit Sh&Jllftlai; but Beit Hillel permit it, 
(Shabbat 12a) 

The text continues with more information regarding visits on 

Shabbat : 

Our Rabbis taught: If on• enters [a house] to 
visit a sic k r,•rson [on ShabbatJ, {that peraon} 
should say, ' It is Shabbat, when one must not 
c ry outJ.. and recovery wi l l come soon. " R. Meir 
said, [une should say] j " It [Sha.bbat] rnay have 
coml>asaion. 11 R . udah said, "May the 
Omnipresent have compassion upon you and upon 
the sick of Israel. " R. Jose said, " May the 
Omnipresent have compassion upon you in the 
midst of the aick of larael . " Shebna a citizen 
of Jerusalem, on entering would say ''Peace;" and -
on leaving, 11 It is Shabbat , when one must. not 
cry out and healing 1 will come soon {God's} 
compassion is abundant and enjoy Shabbat reat in 
peace... R. Hanina also ■aid: It was [only) 
with difficalty that comfortin~ the mourner• and 
visiting the •ick was permitted on Shabbat. 
(Shabbat 12a - 12b) 

~ The Injunction to Viait 
There are nwaero~• instances recorded in which people . 

visit the sick (eg. Sanhedrin 101a , Berakhot Sb and 46a, 
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Avodah Zarah 18a) . To do so is an injunction which is worded 

in ways which stress personal obligation and responsibility. 

Akiba liken• the one who doesn't visit the sick with someone 

who sheds blood; R . Dimi claims that those who visit the sick 

cause them to recover, while those who do not visit the sick , 

cause them to die (Nedarim 40a). The claims made by Ak.iba and 

R . Dimi , whether exaggerated or not, at the very least, 

reflect their strong belief that each individual should be 

involved in the healing process by visiting the sick . 

Two intefpretations of the meaning of the statement, 

"There is no measure for visiting the sick" underscore the 

imperative for the individual to visit the sick. R. Abaya 

associates " no measure" with the idea that a great person must 

visit a lowly pers on who is sick; Rava, invoking hyperbole, 

c laims the statement means that a person must visit the sick 

even a hundred times a day (Nedarim 39b). Furthermore, 

visiting the sick is associated with the practice of loving 

deeds (Baba Metzia 30b). 

Besides the sense of command to visit the sic k and the 

negative results listed for not visiting, there i s further 

motivation for visiting the sick - the promise of reward. R. 

Jose associates the statement , "There is no measure fo>c 
visiting the sick" with Wllimited rewards for doing so 

(Nedarim 39b). Thia idea is reinforced by what several Rabbis 

list as actions worthy of reward: 

R. Judah b . Shila said in R . Asai '• name in R, 
Johanan'a name: There are six thinys, the fruit 
of which {people eat} in this vor d, while the 
principal remains for {them} in the ~orld to 
come, viz .' t Hospitality to wayfarers, v isiting 
the sick, meditation in prayer , early attend.Ance 



at the Beit Ha.midraah1 rearing one'• {children} 
to the •~dy of tne Torah and judging on•'• 
neighbor in the scale of merit, " (Shabbat 127a) 

During Visits to the Sick . 
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Some guidelines are given as to what is proper conduct 

during a visit. There is discussion about whether or not 

certain visits should be made standing or sitting (Nedarim 

39a), and what the proper place is for a visitor to sit 

(Shabbat 12b) . Furthermore , there are visits described in 

which visitors (Rabbis) engage in the following activities: 

conversation w.i.th the patient (eg, .Berakhot Sb, Avodah Zarah 

18a, Sanhedrin 101a), calling upon God (eg, Shabbat 12b), 

making a vow (eg. Berakhot 46b) . extending a hand to the 

patient (eg. Berakhot Sb) , and weeping with the patient (eg. 

Berakhot Sb, Sanhedrin 101a). After some, but not all , of 

these activi ties, healings are recorded. 

Conversations with the patient are varied, In the first 

example the discussion centers around the problem of why R . 

Eliezer was " struck'' with sicknes.s: 

Rabbah b. Bar Hana said: When R. Eliezer fell 
sick, his disciples entered [his house] to visit 
him, He said to them, "There is a fierce wrath 
in the vorld. " TheX broke into tears, but R. 
Akiba laughed. 'Why do you laugh?'' they 
inquired of him . "Why do you weep?" he 
retorted. They answered "Shall the Scroll of 
the Torah [ie, R. Eliezer} lie in pain, and we 
not weep?" -He replied, 'For that very reason I 
rejoice. As long as I saw that my master'• wine 
did not turn •our,· nor was his flax ■mitten. nor 
his oil putrefied, nor hia honey become rancid, 
I thought, God forbid, that he may have received 
all his reward in this world [leaving nothing 
for the next)J but now that I see him lying in 
pain, I rejoice [knowing that his reward has 
been treasured up for him in the next)." He [R. 
Eliez.er) a°'id to him, "Akiba, have I neglected 
anything in the whole Torah?" - He replied, 
"You, 0 Maater, have taught us , 'For there is no 

• 
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j ust person on earth who doea what is best and 
doea not sin '" {Ecc~siaates 7:20}. (Sanhedrin 
10la) 15a 

Akiba's words seem reassuring as he states with confidence 

that R . Eliezer will be rewarded in the world to come and 

reminds him that even a just person sins. Akiba ' s words 

reinforce the belief that God's justice reigns, the "second

level" theodicy of everything being made right in the next 

world. Weeping is also mentioned as being engaged in by some 

of the visitors . 

In another instanqe as well , R. Akiba' s words seem to be 

considered most pertinent by the sick person: 

Our Rabbis taught: When R. Eliezer fell sick , 
four elders went to visit, viz. R. Tarfon, R . 
Joshua, R. Eleazar b. Azariah, and R. Akiba . R. 
Tarfon observed, " You are more valuable to 
Israel than ra i n; for rain is [precious] in this 
world, whereas you are [so) for this world and 
the n ext." R. Eleazar b . Azariah observed, "You 
are better to Israel than a father and a mother : 
these are for this world, whereas my master is 
for this world and the next." But R. Akiba 
observed, "Suffering is precious. " Thereupon he 
(the sick man) said to them, " Support me, that I 
mar bear the words of Akiba, my disciple , who 
said, "Suffering is precious . .. " (Sanhedri n 
!Ola) 

While some of the rabbis engage in conversation by highly 

praising R. Eliezer, it is R . Akiba's oomment which provokes a 

verbalized response from the sick person . Akiba associates 

the suffering of the righteous with futu.te reward. Whether or 

not Akiba means his statements to be comforting is dehatable; 

nevertheleaa , hia atatements do, at least indirectly, provide 

reassurance ~at God's system of reward and punishment is at 
DDDDDDDDDDDdiDDDDDDD 

= In two other ohaptera of this thesis, parts of this 
r,assage are discussed - in "The Self in Covenant with God" and in 
'The Self Affecting the Divine Realm: Through Torah ." 
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That is, a person does not suffer for nothing, and 

suffering indeed may indicate something quite positive, The 

issue of reward and punishment often comes up in conversation 

during visits to the sick . 

In a section in Berakhot several conversations during 

v i si t s with the sick end with the visitor-=• extending a hand 

to the sick persona and "raising them." While one position , 

reflected by R. Akiba ' s statements, may consider sufferings 

precioua, this position is balanced or even challenged by 

other statements which reflect a c ertain realism acknowledged 
\ 

by and acceptable to the Rabbis - patients , even great rabbis , 

do not necessarily welcome their sufferings, and they are 

neither chastised nor condemned for their attitude: 

R. Hifya b, Abba fell ill and R. Johanan went in 
to visit him He said to him, "Are fOur 
suffering• ,o,elcome to you?" He replied, 
"Neither they nor their reward." He said to 
him, "Give me your hand .'' He gave him his hand 
and {R. Johanan} raised him . (Barakhot Sb) 

Immediately following the above passage is one (worded almost 

exactly the same way) in which R . Johanan is r a ised by R. 

Hanina. The passage about R. Johanan being r aised ends by 

asking the queation why R. Johanan could not raise himself, 

( seeing as he just raised R. Hiyya b. Abba). The answer given 

is, "{Prisoners} cannot free {themselves} from jail." The 
J 

insertion of this comment at a point in which a visitor 

promotes healing , gives reinforcement to t he value of visiting 

DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

=• It is worthwh· • noting that the visitors who "raise" 
the aick individuals are all great R~bia,, Thou9h it i .a not 
stated directly, that these visitor• are not "ordinary peoplet" 
but rather great, holy men is a ai,gnificant consideration in 
terms of understanding their ability to promote healing . 
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the sick, 

The last passage in this Barakhot Sb series relays more 

extensive conversation and shows the visitor weeping with the 

s i ck person: 

R. Eleazar fall ill and R. Johanan want in to 
visit him . He noticed that he was lying in a 
d.u-k room, and he bared his arm ~nd light 
radiated from it . e 7 Thereupon he noticed that 
R. Eleazar was weeping, and he said to him, "Why 
do you weep? Is it because you did not st~dy 
enou9h Torah? Surely we learnt: The one who 
sacrifices much and the one who •acrifices 
little have the same merit provided that the 
he~rt ia directed to heaven , Is it perhaf• lack 
of sustenanc~ Not everybody ha• the privilege 
to enjoy two ta.blea, Ia it perhaps because of 
(the lack of] children? This is the bone of my 
tenth son!" - He replied to him, " I am weeping 
on account of this bea~t ye• that is going to rot 
in the earth," He said to him, " On that account 
you surely have a reason to wee~;" and they both 
wept, In the meanwhile he sa1.d to him, ' lAre 
r,our sufferings welcome to you? - Ha replied, 
'Neither they nor their reward." He said to 

him._ "Give me your hand," and he gave him his 
hana and he raised him. (Berakhot Sb) 

The tone of this passage seems to be that of a teaching story, 

Insofar as visiting the sick is concerned, R. Johanan'a 

presence is invaluable to the sick R. Eleazar, he reassures 

him, weeps with him, and extends his hand in order to raise 

him , A visit aids the healing process . 

The last example to be presented of c onversations during 

visits with the sick is of a completel~ different nature , The 

discussion centers around the y iaitor ' s activities during the 

current twnultuous political situation and the sick person 's 
DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

e 7 Son1f no adds in a footnote , "R. Johanan waa supposed to 
so beautif~l that a light radiated from his body, v, B.M. 84a. " 

e• Soncino adds in a footnote, "le . the beautifu l body of 
yours." 



• 
74 

re■pon■e to him . Neither reaaaurance, empathy, nor ■ympathy , • 
seem to be motivating element ■ for the vi■ itor'• connent ■: 

Our Rabbi■ taught1 When R. Joae b . Kiama was 
ill, R. Hanina b . Teradion went to vi,ait . him. 
{R. Joae} ■aid to him, "Brother Hanina, do you 
not know that it ia Heaven that ha■ orckined 
this [Roman] nation to reign? For thou9h {Rome} 
laid waste {God' ■} Houae, burnt {God'•> Temple 
slew {God'a} ~ioua ones and cauaed {God' ■} be■t 
onea to per1■h ■till ia {Rome} firnaly 
eatabli~hed! Yet, I have heard about 1ou, {R . 
Hanina} that you ■1t and occupy fOur■elf with 
the Toraht publicly _gather aaaeinbl1e■ , and keep 
a ■croll of the Law} in fOur bo■om! " {R. 
Hanina} replied, "Heaven will ahow iaercy. 11

-

"I,11 he remon•~rated, " am telling you plain 
faQtai and fOU ••fi 'Heaven will ■how mercy.' 
It wi 1 aurpriae me 1r they do not burn both you 
.and the acroll of the Law with fire." "Rabbi 11 

aaid the other {R. Hanina}, "How do I stand with 
reg.ard to the world to cOJlle?' ' - "Ia there any 
particular act that you have done?" {R, Jo■•> 
inquired. {R. H,nina} replied, "I once 1fii ■took 
Purim-money for ordinary charity-money, and ·I 
di ■tributed [of my own] to the poor . 11 "Well 
then," said {R . Jo■tt} would that your portion 
were my portion and your lot my lot." (Avodah 
Zarah 18a)8

• 

Although a very lengthy and involved pa■■age is pre■ented 

above (and the continuation of the story ia al ■o lengthy), the 

passage teaches several thing■ about vi ■iting the sick. 

Primarily, the passage show■ that th• sick may teach the 

visitor and t hat the ,visitor may bring spiritWll insights to 

the patient . Furthermore, via the acenario, ■piri~l 

insights are taught to the ~utside reader a■ well . 

Making a vow in th• presence of a sick person is something 

which may be done du.ring visits : 
DD»DDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDD 

.. e• A few d&ya Kater R. Jose dies and great lamentation is 
maK'e for him , No mention is made of life in the world to come 
for him. Then, R. Jose is captured by the Romana and set on 
fire, but a voicf from heaven promi■ea him a place in the world 
to come , 
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R. Zera once wa■ ill. R. Abbahu went to vi■it 
him, and madt a vow , aaying, "If the little Ol'Je 
with acorchid lega•0 recover•, I will ruk• a 
feast for the Rabbi■." He did recover_,, and he 
made a feast for all the Rabbis. (Ber&Jt.not 46a) 

Prayer in the pr•••no• of a sick peraon ia referred'to in 

a discussion of visits during Shabbat, with the aubaequent 

limitations of that day. Two prayers which r&bl>ia suggest be 

said follow : 

R . .Judah said, "May the Onmipreaent have 
oompasaion upon you and upon the ■ick of 
Iara.el." R . .Jose aaid, 11May the Onmipreaent 
have compassion upon you in the mid■t of the 
sick of f•rael." (Shabbat 12b) 

God is ultimately responsible for all illn••••• and all 

healing• . Yet, from the above series of passages, it is clear 

that viaiting the sick ia highly valued by the Rabbi.a . The 

Rabbis would assert that the value they attach to visiting 

reflects God's instructions and God's example. Not only does 

visiting benefit the aick, (ie , "{prisoners} cannot free 

{themselves}" Berakhot Sb), but visiting benefits t-he 

visitor as well (ie. he/ she fulfills a commandment , avoids 

being likened to "those who shed blood . .. 11
, and i• rewarded 

greatly) . Most importantly, visiting is what God requires . 

) 

•
0 Sonoino add- in a footnote, 11A nickname of R . Zera, 

explained in B .M. 85a . 
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CONCLUSION 
God'• Rule 
God'• Rule ia pri,ury in a theology of healing from a 

• 
Talmudic per•pective. Healing i• alway• within the framework 

of God'• Rule. Healing i• never ••parate from or out•ide of 

God's jurisdiction. God'• healing powers a.re enduring and 

pr•••nt during any proc••• of healing, including healing• 

•••iated by human• . 

Within God's Rule are time• in which human being■ relate 

intimately to God , ••F•cially through prayer, repentance, and 

Torah study. But God' ■ Rule extend■ beyond human 

relation■hip■ with God, (ie. comm\,IJ'lica~ion through prayer and 

learning through study). Though human being■ ruy encounter 

God in intimate way• , God 

understanding. 

is not limited by human 

What is difficult to under■tand i ■ the ten•ion and 

paradoxical co-exi•tence of irmu.nence and tran■cendence . The 

•en•• of God ' s pre■ence on the on• hand, and God' ■ 

omnipresence on the other i• reflected particularly in th••• 

way■ in which the Talmud view■ people' ■ relation•hip with God: 

l. A■ merciful partner and detached judge; 2. a■ one who 

grant■ authorization to the healer to heal, but ruintains 

ultimate respon■ibility for all ■ickneJ■ and hea~ ing; and 3 . 

a■ one who support• and ■u•tainl the ■ick, yeti■ the one who 

bring■• ■ickn••• in the first place. 

The Rab~• do not ■pend their energy on long philo■ophical 

di■cour••• which try to resolve paradox•• in healing, What 

they do focu■ on are atorie■, •cenario■, and teaching■ in 



which God's ju■tic• i• defended. 

77 

What the Rabbi■ believe they 

do understand about God and God'• action■ i• that God'• 

justice prevail■; it is thi■ belief that com•• through again 

and again throughout the material on healing. 

God's Justice 
The belief in God'• ju■tice underlie■ the R&.bbi ■' 

attitude■ toward■ healing. God's ju■tice rest■ on the idea of 

covenant - God Jll&lte■ deraands on hwu.n being■ and pr<>llli ■e• 

ju■tice in ~return. In nearly all of the text■ having to do 

with God'• involvement in healing, is the theme of God'• 

prevailing ju■tice, The •~captions are the texts _gealing with 

God granting per•i•sion to humans to heal (which establi■h the 
. ~ 

sense of God'• Rule), and texts in which God's example and 

commandments are the ■ou.rce for teachings on visiting the 

sick. Implicit in the texts dealing with God'• juatia• are 

theodicies, especially these: 1. God bring■ siokne•• on 

those deserving of ,puni■hment; and 2. when the righteou■ are 

affected by sick.ne■a, it is the reault of God'• love, a love 

which will bring reward in the world-to-come. 

Besides text■ which clearly reflect the Above theodicie■,..\" . 
there are nwneroua text■ deali~g with th~ •f~ecta of prayer on 

healing.. Though the .text ■ having to do with prayer do not 

bring to mind directly the two mentioned theodici•• above, 

t~t prayer i• given 

h-l'ling does ■trengthen 
■ o much credence in the proo••• of 

the power of th• belief in God'• 

justice. God'1 juatice ie flawl••• becau•e it enconrpae■e• 

Nercy and love. That thie is so i• 11proven11 by the writing• 

about God lietening to and reeponding to prayer. 
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Besides God's attentiveness to prayer, God's mercy and 

love come across in a.asertions by the Rabbis that God doe• not 

require people to welcome suffering (though it be for future 

reward) . Some of the most pious rabbi• cannot endurg / 

sufferi1)9, and they are not conderuted. The integrity of God's 

justice is reinforced; the system is just, but not cruel, 

demanding righteousness, but not saintliness . 

How the Human Role Fits into Healing 

The reason it seems that humans can be involved in 

healing (ie. as patient, healer, or visitor), is because God 

makes some of God's healing powers available in the context of 

human living . People may call upon God, even encountering and 

influencing God as they work toward healings . But all 

healings are contained within the expanse of God's Rule . 

While the Rabbis believe that justice reigns, there is the 

recognition that people do not have access to the full expanse 

of God ' s Rule, to alter God's judgments. 

The covenantal system requires people to be committed to a 

path of righteousness and holiness. It allows human beings 

some direct involvement with God, but requires them to trust 

in the integrity of God 's justice. God will keep faithful to 

God's side of the covenant - the promise that the Source of 

all things is~ just Judge. 

theology of healin~is trust in 

covenant) and God ' s faithfulness 

At the core of a Talmudic 

God (ie. by following God's 

in return. That justice, 

tempered with mercy and love, pi:,evaila is a principle which 

extends beyond healing and points to what the Rabbis believe 

is the promise of life ' s meaning. 
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AFTERWORD 

In thia closing section I offer my own reflections on the 

material studied for this thesis. These reflections are based 

on my own experience and observations. My assertions are 

tentative; I expect they will change as I continue to learn 

and experience. 

There are several issues which came up in the material 

which I did not expect before I started my research . Though I 

assumed the issue of sickness as punishment would arise, I did 

not expect that so often \his idea would be the starting point 

of explaining illness - sickness was considered punishment or 

reasons would need to be given or implied aa to why this 

assumption did not hold in certain cases. The main reason 

given for sickness not being punishment was that sickness was 

one of God's ways for providing reward in the world to come. 

With the Rabbis' unwavering belief in the world to come, their 

theology was complete; illness could be explained, (ie. within 

this world or the next, justice finally prevails) , Still I 

did not expect the Rabbis to challenge their own theodicies in 

the way they did, taking them to deeper, more sophisticated 

levels . The Rabbis ' implicit theology of healing ia reasoned 

logically when a certain faith is taken for granted (ie . God's 

justice and that there is a world to come) . 
1 

I was surprised by the a.baolut:e all-encompaaaing "Rule" 

ascribed to God. I expected that, similar to some modern 

Jewish positio'1, that the Ra.bbis would see healing as a 

partnership - God does God's part, humans do their part, and 

together they bring about heal'ing. I had what turns out to be 
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a modern bias when I approached the material, that of human 

autonomy. Everything the Rabbis assert about healing is 

rooted in the consciousness of God's will. That is, humans do 

not have an independent or autonomous role in healing. 

Presumably, sickness in every age encourages self-reflection, 

and reflection on "big questions. " While it seems that the 

modern question which tends to be asked is, "What do I want 

from life," it seems the Rabbis asked, "What does God want 

from me in my life?" While I am nQt sure how successful 

people always can be in separating their will from God's will, 

I do think the Rabbis' profound awareness of God is worthy of 

trying to emulate. I think the Rabbis teach something very 

valuable - that the more we are able to sustain a conscious 

awareness of God's presence, the more we will deepen our 

understanding of God's will. 

That sickness is punishment from God for sin is not an 

idea often asserted by liberal Jews, at least in public forums 

and writings about Judaism and healing . Speaking for myself, 

I might see an illness as a consequence for certain behavior, 

(eg. lung cancer as a result of smoking), but I would hesitate 

always to assign to God direct responsibility for bringing on 
) 

an illness. In other words I would tend to say , "l got cancer 

because l smoked too much," but probably would not say, "God 

is punishing me with cancer because I sinned (eg. I didn't 

study enough Torah") . In th~odern age I, maybe erroneously, 

but probably like moat liberal Jews, have seen myself as more 

independent. I can imagine a scenario in which I would get a 

disease (such as that which might result from a vitamin 
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deficiency) and get eured (by taki119 the vitamin missing from 

my diet) without much thought about God's ultimate 

responsibility for 11all wounding and all healing." Now, 

however, I am encouraged by the Rabbis to think more about 

deep and difficult questions during illness and to realize 

that a change in "spiritual" behavior may enhance the healing 

process. In addition I am challenged to question my own 

11 i ndependence" j;,,n ways that may lead me to alter greatly my 

preconceived notions. -
I found it interesting that instructions for visiting the 

sick so strongly stressed how visiting " benefits" the visitor, 

It seems that most modern individuals think of a visit to the 

sick as a favor to that person, as a good deed, but are not as 

influenced by the idea that visiting is something which 

benefits themselves as much as , if not more than, the sick 

person him/herself. The Rabbis' attitudes toward visiting are 
c-:---.-certainly wortny of further reflection . 

I think the major difference between the Rabbis ' views on 

h~a'Ti'ng and those of modern liberal Jews ia that the Rabbis 

have a theology of ),ealing which "works. 11 What makes the 

system work is that God's justice and the existence of the 

wprld to coftii! are not debatable . While I do have some sense 

of an afterlife, I have difficulty in believing that the 

afterlife ia a "place" in which a Supreme Being metes out 

reward and punishment. In terms of God' s juatice and a world 

to come, I think we are faced with ambiguities in defining 

these concepta in the ways about which the Rabbis ' felt 

certain. 
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I do think there are liberal Jews whose faith is as 

strong as that of the Rabbis. But modern faith is less 

structured , The modern intellect has struck down successfully 

every theodicy. There is no satisfactory theodicy from a 

modern perspective . In fact, many Jewa view theodicies as 

inappropriate and even offensive, especially in light of the 

Holocaust . Similarly , there is trepidation in defining God ' s 

role in human affairs , On the other hand , I think the 

theodicies presented by the Rabbis were seen as " adequate. " 

While they surely discovered some flaws in their theodicies, 

they were able to reconci l e them enough in order to structure 

them into a working theology . Assuming that this impression 

i s true, the Rabbis ' re l igious l ife was grounded in "logic" as 

much as in faith. Believing made sense - because even for 

those sufferings which at first could seem inconrprehensib~e , 

the " fact" remained that everything would "even-out" in the 

world to c ome . For the modern person, without a satisfactory 

theodicy, religious life must be grounded more in faith, 

feeling, and experience . ' ~ 

I expec t I never will " resolve" the puzzle of how exactly 

the process of healing works. I am humbled in the face of all 
I 

the questions and mysteries which still remain despite these 

efforts in academic research and personal soul-searching. 
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