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Summary of Text Immersion:

This immersion serves a resource for those who are interested in a deep
understanding and analysis of the way healing is represented in the Tanakh. These texts
provide inspiration to those searching for solace in the wake of physical and emotional
despair and crisis. The analysis of these texts explains why these texts are relevant,
despite their magical and unrealistic outcomes. The goal of this immersion is to engage
deeply with healing narratives in the Tanakh and to develop a deep connection and
understanding of texts in the Tanakh that provide healing. The text immersion is divided
into a comparison of I Kings 17:17-24, 11 Kings 4:30-37, and then an annotated
translation of the biblical verses. The text immersion also provides a description of Psalm
30 and an annotated translation of the Psalm. The immersion concludes with a personal
reflection and explanation of the modern day relevance of the texts.

This immersion was developed via an in-depth study and analysis with Rabbi
Sperling. This work was influenced by his teachings, in addition to the commentaries
listed in the bibliography. This in-depth study and annotated translation of I Kings 17:17-
24, 11 Kings 4:30-37 and Psalm 30 serve as a powerful reminder of the timeless nature of
biblical stories and psalms. Biblical stories repeatedly penetrate our hearts and provide us
with much needed hope in times of despair. Through this text immersion, the reader
enters the lives of Elijah, Elisha and King David. This text immersion portrays that
although thousands of years have passed since the creation of the Tanakh, the words of

our sacred scriptures are still relevant, meaningful, and alive.



Introduction

The world we live in is undoubtedly broken and in desperate need of repair and
healing. Humans are constantly searching for healing and hope. When we are at a loss of
where to go and who to turn to, the Tanakh’s timeless wisdom can be a source of hope
and strength. In I Kings 17:17-24 and II Kings 4:30-37, Elijah and Elisha magically heal
sick boys who are on their deathbeds. These stories remind us of the potential for healing,
even when all hope seems lost. While in reality many stories do not have the same
inspirational endings as the healing narratives in Kings and in David’s tale in Psalm 30,
these tales enable us to maintain a flicker of optimism by presenting relatable scenarios
and allowing us to see ourselves in the characters. Personally, I have felt comforted by
these texts and have looked to them in times of despair.

I hope that, through the skills acquired in this text immersion, I will be equipped
to both engage others in the nuanced study of Bible and provide them with hope and
meaning during life’s darkest moments. My wish is that we may all find comfort in these
texts and when we are in need, we turn to these texts. May the words of these stories,
“oo191 w-1a N9y, lift our souls from the netherworld, and instill within hope and

gratitude.

! Psalm 30



Why these texts?

One night, a few years ago in Colorado, I went to Shabbat services. That day, the
community had just lost a 1-year-old boy. The young boy had died from Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome. At the end of services, the Rabbi was passing around a signup sheet for
people to perform the sacred ritual of shmira, to watch over Max’s little body, until he
would be buried on Monday. All the shifts were filed except for one, from 2am-7am, so [
signed up.

I arrived at the desolate funeral home at 1:45am in a little mountain town,
Glenwood Springs. I was utterly horrified as I walked into the funeral home and sat down
next to the tiny little coffin draped in a child’s blanket. With every creak of the floor and
every rattle of the radiator, my heart skipped a beat. I felt broken for this poor family and
I felt terrified of the unknown.

The only thing I could think of to do, was to read the Bible. I opened my Bible on
my cell phone and began to study and pray. I had never felt so lonely. As I read the
psalms over and over the prayers became medicine to me. This incident sparked a deep
interest for me in healing in the Bible. Under the tutelage of Rabbi Sperling, I delved into
healing narratives and gained a deep understanding of the history and etymology of these
ancient texts. [ hope to share these learnings with those I teach so that they too may gain
an appreciation for the Tanakh, and its ability to heal. Below are annotated translations

from 1 Kings 17:17-114, 11 Kings 4:30-37 and Psalm 30.

Context of Verses I Kings 17:17-24:




In the beginning of I Kings 17, Elijah tells the people of King Ahab that there will be a
famine. However, God swears that Elijah will be cared for, and indeed, God protects
Elijah. God sends ravens to deliver food to Elijah and a wadi provides water for him, thus
sparing him from the famine. Next, God instructs Elijah to move to Zarephath where a
widow will care for him. However, when he arrives at Zarephath, the widow explains she
does not have enough food to feed him, just a small cruse of oil and a tiny bit of flour.
Elijah tells the widow, do not worry, feed me, and everything will be fine. And
everything was fine, the very tiny amount of oil and flour she had lasted for many days,
demonstrating Elijah’s holiness. The annotated translation begins at verse 17:17 in [

Kings. In this verse, the widow's son is inexplicably on his deathbed.

Summary of the Verses in the Annotated Translation

In the annotated verses below, the reader is presented with a very angry widow. She is
petrified because her son is gravely ill. It appears as though the boy has been saved from
starvation (in previous verses) only to die of an unknown illness in this tale. This illness
is perplexing to Elijah, and he is unsure if he will be able to save the young boy. The
widow blames her son's illness on the presence of Elijah. The widow believes that
Elijah’s presence brought to the forefront her previous sins and as a result she is now
going to be punished for her past actions. Miraculously, Elijah is able to heal the young
boy. When the widow's son is brought back to health, the widow praises Elijah and

recognizes the power of God, prophecy and forgiveness.



Annotated Translation: 1 Kings 17:17-24

The Revival of The Widow's Son

;121 ,A987 07277 nX 00 1 1| 17 And it came to pass after these things, that the
7Y ,TRD P17 1790 101 ;0027 NPYa TwRa-12 | son of the woman, the owner of the house, fell
WY -1 -9 WY | very, very sick; that there was no breath left in

him.

Breath: The way the word nnw] is translated, influences one’s understanding of this
story. Did Elijah bring the boy back to life, from death? Or did Elijah heal the boy from
his sickness? What does it mean that there was no breath left in the boy? A similar
expression is used in the book of Daniel 10:17, *2-798w1 X? 7nawd. In Daniel, the
expression does not mean death, rather very weak, because he is overwhelmed by the
vision. I believe that if the boy had truly died the writer would use the root n-1-n.
Commentator Leo Lazarus Honor contends that since the word *77), is later used in Verse
IIII, the boy either “came back to life or recovered from his fainting.” Therefore, we

cannot ascertain whether the boy died or if he was profoundly ill. *In addition, the same

? Leo Lazarus Honor. Book of Kings 1; a Commentary (New York: Union of American
Hebrew
Congregations, 1955. Print, 25.




language is used in Genesis 45:1I5-117 when Jacob learns that Joseph is alive: m- ,'nm

DAY 2P

DR WK LT %= 1 99R-98 , KM 0 | 18 And she said unto Elijah: 'What have I to do
S12-DR oA iy-nR 0107 Y98 nXa | with you, Man of God? Did you come to me to

bring my sin to remembrance, and to kill my son?

What have I to do with you: The widow's inquisitive tone implies that she was
uncomfortable with Elijah’s presence in her home. Elijah is reminding her of her past
sins, something she cannot cope with during this crisis. In IT Samuel 16:10, similar
language is used when the King is aggravated by the sons of Zeruiah. The text states:
0291 °%-1 , 7723 MR, Soncino writes that: “The widow bitterly protests against Elijah’s
coming to her house which, in her opinion, it was the cause of her son’s death.” * In
addition, the widow and Elijah were part of different socioeconomic classes. The widow
was a “poor sinful woman and Elijah was a man of God.” Without the prophet's presence,
her negative actions were unrecognized and unpunished. However, in comparison to
Eljjah's perfect existence, the widow’s flaws were highlighted and remembered, which
she believes causes her son's critical condition. Since Elijah was not in the same class as
the widow, he had no business being in her house other than to “bring her sin to

remembrance.”

3 A Cohen, PHD, ed. The Soncino Books of The Bible: Hebrew Text and English
Translation. Kings ed. New York: Soncino, n.d. Print,126.



Man of God: This wording is connected to an earlier story: 1 Kings 17:19. 1 In 1 Kings
17:19, the widow did not have enough food for her or her family, owing to the drought.
However, Elijah, through the word of God was able to make the small amount of bread
and oil she had, last until the drought ended. The text reads: -37% 722 127 WX ,77 1272,

As a result of this story, the widow perceives Elijah as a “Man of God.”

) un-5y | into the upper chamber, where he sat, and laid

him upon his bed.

AR VT2 5T32-DR O9-210 ,9R N0 v | 19 And he said unto her: Give me your son. And

- 20w, 0w awd KY- -TWR Y-8 1- 9301 | he took him out of her bosom, and carried him up

Up: In my perspective, the use of the root 1-7-¥ “to go up”, implies survival. If Elijah
carried the boy down, it would imply death and finality, like going down to Sheol. The
commentator John Gray explains, “the removal of the invalid to the airy upper chamber,
clean of household debris, was a matter of simple hygiene®.” Also, since the widow had
an upper chamber we can infer that she was not in the absolute lowest socioeconomic
classes especially in comparison to poorer classes in the Bible who do not have an upper

room in their homes. For example, II Kings 4:8-11 the Shunamite woman wants to create

* John, Gray. I & Il Kings, a Commentary (London: SCM, 1964)342.



a chamber for Elisha, since she did not already have one. The text reads, p-n’7y X-1Twy3

maup.

DAT--2R T SRR M-8 XOp” O [ 20 And he cried unto the LORD, and said:
M 0T AnY 7 DR IR-OWR 7aahRa-5y | Oh Lord my God, hast you also brought evil
JA12-NR N7 upon the widow with whom I sojourn, by

slaying her son?

Also: The use of the word also, suggests that Elijah is frustrated by the continued evil
that God has brought upon the widow, and upon the world. It is enough of a punishment
that God punished Israel by way of a drought earlier in the book. Abarbanel comments:
“Is it not sufficient that you caused the Bethelite children to die because of his sin? Will
you also cause the son of this widow to die? If so you are treating the righteous like the

wicked.” >

*Rueven Hochberg, Avraham Y. Rosenberg, and Rashi. Kings: A New English
Translation.(New York: Judaica, 1980) Print, 182.



Slaying: This indicates a moment of uncertainty for Elijah, a moment where he loses
hope and is unsure if the boy will survive. He is asking God, will you slay or kill the

boy? Elijah is unsure of the outcome.

DR RPN ,DMYD WOW T20-7Y 77a07 X2 | 21 And he stretched himself upon the child
TI7 720-wo3 K1 2wn PR M cnNe M | three times, and cried unto the LORD, and said:
JR-2v [ 'O LORD my God, I pray thee, let this child's

life/breath come back into him.'

And he stretched himself upon the child: This same tactic is used in II Kings 4:34
when Elisha lays upon a boy to revive him. Commentator John Gray describes this type
of healing as “contactual magic.” In this type of magic the “sickness was thus transferred
into the corresponding parts of an animal...here per contra the health of Elijah is
conveyed to the corresponding organs of the invalid.” ° Elijah passes his strength and
health to the boy. Rashi translates the root 7-7-1 as to prostrate himself. Radak expounds
on Rashi’s teachings and writes “Elijah prostrated himself over the body of the youth
according to its measure. L.e. he placed his eyes on the youth's eyes and his mouth on his
mouth and his hands on his hands...he did this to intensify his concentration of his subject
when he would pray for resurrection. ' Radak also explains that it is possible that Elijah

“resorted to this tactic to breathe on the youth and to warm him with his own warmth

® John Gray, I & II Kings; A Commentary,342.
" Rueven Hochberg, and Avraham Y. Rosenberg,182.



(perhaps this was an attempt at artificial respiration). Many miracles are performed only

after something is done to achieve the same result in a natural way. This gives human

beings power when it comes to healing. In the past, artificial respiration was known as

the “Elijah Method.” ®

TRI-WHI AWM ;19K 22,0 v 2

LY 7Y

22 And the LORD hearkened unto the voice of
Elijah; and the life/breath of the child came back

into him, and he lived.

TGN TP TIOR3
TR KD )

133

23 And Elijjah took the child, and brought him
down out of the upper chamber into the house,
and delivered him unto his mother; and Elijah

said: 'See, your son lives.”

2 DY A ANY L) O98-DK IWRA XM T

DY 7,92 MA-0277 570K D708 WX

24 And the woman said to Elijah: 'Now I know
that thou art a man of God, and that the word of

the LORD in thy mouth is truth.

¥ Rabbi David Sperling.
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Now I know that thou art a man of God: Owing to the illness of her son, the widow
began to doubt Elijah as a “Man of God.” However, now that her son is revived, she has a
restored faith in Elijah and fully trusts him. Radak explains that previously the widow
knew that the word of God was in Elijah’s mouth, however, the miracle of the flour and
the oil might have been a blessing from God in Elijah’s merit....the saving of the widow's
son, however, could be nothing but a miracle performed by a man of God. * Mezudat
David states: “when you predicted the miracle of the flour and the oil, I thought that
perhaps you had heard this prophecy from another prophet. Now, however, after you
have revived my son, I am convinced that you are a man of God. '° In addition, Rabbi
Sperling teaches that in Israel the power to intercede with God was considered a
prophetic gift, as noted in Genesis20:7 ;771,772 22007 ,X)- R°21-02 WORI-NYR 2w ,00Y
T2-WR-72) 70K M- N M- ¥7--2wn 7PR-08). This verse emphasizes the prophet’s

superhuman powers.

Context of Verses Il Kings 4:30-37

Prior to II Kings 4:30- 37, Elisha had gone Shunam. In Shunam there was a
woman he often broke bread with. The woman and her husband invited Elisha to stay in
her home, because she knew him to be a man of God. The woman said to her husband;

let us make a place for him to stay so that whenever he visits, he has somewhere to sleep.

° I Kings a New English Translation,183
"1 Kings a New Translation, 183
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And so they made him a room and Elisha stayed. Elisha was very thankful for the
hospitality of the Shunammite woman, and asked the woman what he could do for her in
return. She did not have any good suggestions, so Elisha asked his servant Ghazi what he
thought he should do for the woman. Gehazi stated, she has no son. Therefore, they gifted
her with a son. However one day, the son complained of head pains and he became very
ill. They brought the boy to his mother, but after a few hours he died. The woman called

for Elisha, and Elisha sent his servant Gehazi, to help her.

Summary of the Verses in the Annotated Translation

In the following verses, Elisha is able to bring another dying boy back to life
through prayer and physical contact. The physical contact proves that Elisha’s energy is
transmitted to the dead boy. However, the additional use of prayer implies that only God
can truly restore life. The boy’s revival is graphically described by the detail that he
sneezed seven times. These particular verses end with the ill boy reuniting with his
mother. Faith and trust in Elisha and in God enables healing to occur. The Shunammite
woman is profoundly grateful for the acts of healing, and prostrates herself before Elisha

and God as a sign of her gratitude.

12



Annotated Translation Il Kings 4:30-37

Another Revival in the Book of Kings

=) -0,V OX MRM
721,071 5TATYR-0K WD)

TN,

30 And the mother of the child said: 'Just as sure as the Lord
lives, and by your life I will not leave you.' And he arose, and

followed her.

I will not leave you: The mother of the ill boy wants to know that Elisha will be by her

side. She thinks that Elisha is the only one who can help in this extreme situation and she

vows to follow him wherever he goes. Rabbi Sperling explains that “as the Lord lives and

by your life” is something like the expression “cross your heart and hope to die.” It is a

very solemn oath.

pshRarhi vl

X2 -n¥ Q" ,07°197 "2y 1N 31 And Gehazi passed on before them, and laid the staff
TRYL2IP PRY LT 019-2Y nywna | upon the face of the child; but there was neither voice,

,ARD Y -730190 R7 2w ;2w [ nor anything heard. Wherefore he returned to meet

him, and told him, saying: 'The child has not awakened.'

Gehazi: Gehazi is Elisha’s servant. He is first mentioned in Kings for his relationship

with the woman from Shunam. Later in the story, the Shunamite woman goes to Elisha

at Carmel looking for help in behalf of the child that has died. However, in this scenario,

13




Gehazi paid no attention to her. Despite this, Elisha requests that Gehazi go to Shunam to

try and save the child through the use of Elisha’s staff. Gehazi fails at this task.

But there was neither voice, nor hearing: Gehazi was unable to bring the boy back to
life. The boy could not speak or hear. According to Pirke de R. Eliezer, Gehazi was
unable to bring the boy back to life because he did not have faith in Elisha’s healing
powers. This lack of faith and negativity prevented Gehazi from healing the boy. Similar
language is used in [ Kings 18:26 to describe the silence of Baal in response to the

attempt of his prophets to elicit fire from heaven. The text states: 739 PR 21 PR).

2% 737 ;AN YLK K27 32 And when Elisha was come into the house, behold, the

inbn-5Y 20wn ,Nn Y. child was dead, and laid upon his bed.

His Bed: This refers to the bed of Elisha.

3250 7Y NPT RN LK 33 He went in, and shut the door behind the two of

M=oK% 2%, them, and prayed unto the LORD.

14



Shut the door: Similar language is used in IT Kings 30:4. The text says, 1777 030, .

Soncino explains that Elisha did this for privacy. Rabbi Sperling teaches that this is

Elisha’s way of convey to Elisha and to Gehazi, “stay out of here!” !

Prayed unto the Lord: Like Elijah in I Kings 17:1I0 ( 7v1-2% X7p"), Elisha calls unto

God. This highlights that the prophets look to God for help, and cannot succeed without

divine intervention.

T2 ,770-5y 20 Yy
-5y PIY) 1O-5Y 1o oY
,T30,190-5 1O 1Y

79°0 W3 ,0m ;0.

34 And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth
upon his mouth and his eyes upon his eyes and his hands upon
his hands; and he stretched himself upon him; and the flesh of

the child waxed warm.

Stretched himself: This is similar to [ Kings 17:21, in which Eljjah also stretched

himself upon the sick boy. In I Kings 17 the language used is 72:3-2¥ 772071 In this

verse, the wording used is: Y7y ,773. This verb is only found one other time the Book of

Kings. In I Kings 18:42. The verb is used to describe Elijah's position as he waited on top

of Mount Carmel after his confrontation with the Prophets of Baal. In addition, in this

verse it is contested whether Elisha implemented the “kiss of life revival technique.”

Robinson concludes that it is unlikely, he writes, “Elisha was a Hebrew prophet, not a

modern doctor. His actions were intended to symbolize the transference of strength from

"' Rabbi Sperling

15




every part of his body to the boy’s body. The most that can be said is that Elisha’s actions

may have had the same result as the ‘kiss of life’ technique.

9912

T 7 NON N2 7 2w
TRV TN LY LA DORY
TWIT MRDMN ,DNYH YAY-TY T

PIY-NN.

35 Then he returned, and walked in the house once to
and once fro; and went up, and stretched himself upon
him; and the child sneezed seven times, and the child

opened his eyes.

And walked in the house once to and fro: Why did Elisha pace back and forth? Was he

nervous? Gray explains that the pacing back and forth was probably a way for Elisha to

release nervous tension after the difficult experience. The spiritual concentration Elisha

had to employ tested his limits.'

3

And stretched himself upon him: Elisha repeated his previous act of putting his body

on the body of the child’s and warming it. It is clear that the revival does not work the

first time, so Elisha has to repeat his actions a second time.

1728 KR M TR RN
AR SR S Raaa

T2 R, MN0L

36 And he called Gehazi, and said: 'Call this
Shunammite.' So he called her. And when she was come

in unto him, he said: 'Take up thy son.'

27, Robinson, 45.
13 John Gray, 447.
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And he called Gehazi, and said: 'call this Shunammite: Despite Ghazi’s failure to
bring the boy back to life, Elisha calls upon Gehazi to present the good news to the
Shunammite woman. Rabbi Sperling comments on the disrespectful tone used by Elisha
in relation to the Shunammite Woman. It is almost like Elisha said “Get this woman over

here 14

Fell at his feet: This is a sign of worship and gratitude for Elisha. The act of prostration

implies that the woman knew that God was working through Elisha.

Comparison of I Kings 17: 17-24 and II Kings 4:30- 37

The stories in the Book of Kings were developed during a time in which the “the
Israelites believed and none more fervently than the Deuteronomists, that God rewarded
righteousness and punished sin in a quite mechanical manner.” The narratives in the
Book of Kings modify this belief. J. Robinson writes that the Book of Kings, “points to
an insight into the nature of God as one who is loving and compassionate to his people.
Robinson asks the question, can it be that the editors included this story as pointing to
Elijah’s vocation as God’s Man to breathe new life into God’s Child, Israel, who was fast
becoming spiritually lifeless?” >

Throughout the narratives of I Kings 17:17-24 and II Kings 4:30-37 the Prophets

Elijah and Elisha reveal themselves as healers of the sick. Through these narratives God

' Rabbi Sperling
15 J. Robinson,. The Cambridge Bible Commentary on the New English Bible.
Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1972 ,203.
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proves to be loving and compassionate. Another obvious similarity between these two
narratives is the presence of a very sick and potentially incurably ill child. Miraculously,
Elijah and Elisha are both able to heal these critically ill children. Volkmar Fritz explains
that “both miracle stories follow the same structural pattern, although in Elijah’s case
there is a stronger focus on prayer.” '° Fritz also explains that it is likely that the story of
Elisha was the first story, and it was then “transposed to Elijah.” Despite these glaring
similarities there are nuances in each story that make each tale distinct.

A primary difference between the two tales is the language used to describe the
boys’ sickness. In The Elijah Story, I Kings17:17, it is written “His illness was so severe,
there was no breath left in him”, 7wy 1" =707 -2 @R 79,787 P90, This language is
ambiguous, what does it mean? _ nw3 Y -7 -X°. Does it mean that he was dead? If you
have no breath you are dead. However, very similar language is used in the Book of
Daniel 10:17, »2-778w1 X7 7w, This is translated as “there remained no strength in me,
neither was there breath left in me.” However, in the next verse in the Book of Daniel
IRTAN L, AT AR °2-V3%) A9, and he then there touched me again, one like the appearance
of a man, and he strengthened me. If we use the language in Daniel as a reference point
we can translate “no breath left” to mean very weak and ill, but not dead.

The Elisha story is different because we are told that the boy actually died. In the
Elisha story, the boy is described as having no voice or hearing; the boy could not be

awakened. As it is written in IT Kings 4:31 1 K% ;987 1 =731 297 2015200 PR, PR,

' Volkmar,Fritz, and Anselm C. Hagedorn. 1 & II Kings: A Continental Commentary.
Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003. Print, 252.
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217 vopi. However, as we continue reading the Elisa story we learn that the boy has truly
died as stated in II Kings 4:32, n» w17 .

Another focal point in each of the narratives is interplay between the mother of

the sick boy and the prophet. The mother in the Elijah story feels that she is being
punished for something that she had previously done wrong. In Me Kings 17:18 she
cries: 23¥-n¥ 2177 28 NR2. And while she cries about her punishment for her past sin. In
the Elisha story, there is no mention of the mother feeling as though she is being
punished for her actions.
Another contrast is that in the Elijah story, Elijah takes matters into his own hands, he
says “give me your son” oyn-28 1- 2821 AP0 1 1221 5712-N% °2-°1n and he took her son
and proactively brought him to the upper chamber 7°9¥73-9% 1- 23\, In this tale, the mother
is passive and Elijah is very proactive. In contrast, Elisha is more passive in his
narrative. Elisha did not take the child up to his own upper chamber, because the child
was already lying on his own bed. Elisha just had to enter the house and find the boy.
Later on in this narrative, Elijah continues to take a more proactive role. When Elijah
revives the child, he takes the child and brings him down back to the chamber and
delivered him to his mother. Verse I Kings 17: 23 explains, -1 1- 77 ,7223-D8 1- 2% 12”1
MR? - 30M ,anad 1°ua. However, when Elisha revives the boy in IT Kings 4:37 he uses
Gehazi as a messenger and says: ;198 82N ,I8°1 DRI NIWT-O8 K MK ,OT7°3-28 XN
T3 ORY ,R0L.

Another notable similarity in the two tales is the first thing that both Elisha and

Elijah do when they are alone with the sick children is to reach out to God. In I Kings

19



17:20 the text reads M-8 X1p", and II Kings 4:33 the text states ¥1°-7% ,77290°1. These
words and actions represent the connection that both Elijah and Elisha have to God.

In the Elijah tale, after calling to God, Elijah stretches himself upon the boy 3
times and calls to God again: Mm-2% RPN , 00y Wow 72;3-2¥ 772071 In the Elisha story,
Elisha lay (“laid” means he put something on the child) upon the child, ,7923-%¥ 20w %y
192-5Y 19921 PIY-2¥ 1Y 1°9-5¥ 10 o), but he did not call to God a second time as Elijah
did. Instead, Elisha put his mouth upon his mouth and his eyes upon his eyes and his
hands upon his hands. The child’s skin got warm, but the child was not fully revived until
he sneezed seven times and his eyes were opened. It is intriguing that the healing of the
sick took place in the sleeping quarters of the prophet and that stretching upon the child is
a core element of the healing process.

The difference in the narratives that resonate with me most is that the Elijah story
focuses on the nefesh when dealing with life and death, whereas the Elisha story focuses
on overt, physical signs of life and death. In my perspective, this highlights two distinct

ways of being ill: mentally and physically.

Psalm 30: Background and Summary

In Psalm 30, King David pleads with God for healing, and then David is in fact
healed. The Psalm begins with a dedication to the ancient Temple, which is striking
because the rest of the Psalm has nothing to do with the Temple. Rashi comments on
Psalm 30:1 that the Levites will also sing a “song of dedication of the house”, at the

dedication of the house in the days of Solomon. However, the connection between this
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opening verse and the rest of the Psalm is unapparent and the focus of the psalm is

David’s emotions and David’s connection to God.

Throughout this Psalm, David was in a state of despair. We are not entirely sure if it was
physical despair or emotional despair, but despair nonetheless. Ibn Ezra posits that David
sought a cure for his illness from God and not from a doctor. Therefore, David’s
misfortunates were spiritual and not physical in nature. What is clear and important in
this Psalm is that God saved David from his despair and suffering. God pulls David out
of the pit. For this, David is profoundly grateful and David extols the Lord for delivering

him.

A striking verb used in Psalm 30:2 is °3n*%7, which can be translated as God lifted
David out of his place of suffering. Throughout this Psalm the theme of “highest highs”
and “lowest lows” repeats throughout the text. For example, in Verse 6 the text states:

17772 07 --1982 ,¥27 "ohighlighting the difference between the momentary anger and

the life lasting favor. Also in Verse 111, mourning turns into dancing and sackcloth
becomes joy. The use of language represents the full spectrum of human emotion and
experience.

Throughout the psalm we are not sure what causes David’s suffering. Rashi
comments on Verse 3 and suggests that perhaps the cause of David’s suffering, are the
sins he committed. In addition Rashi proposes the healing that David experienced, was

actually the forgiveness of David’s sins. Rashi explains the phrase: *IX5701,7.7% *nyiw to
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mean the forgiving of iniquity. This is similar to Isaiah 6:10 where the text states “and he
repent and be healed.”

Like in Verse 2, Verse 4 highlights the juxtaposition between the lifting up out of
Sheol and the going down into the pit, creating very powerful imagery. God keeps
David’s neck lifted, so that he would not permanently be stuck and in the pit. Again we
are provided with David’s lifting from the lowest place to a higher one. David does not
take his transition from low to high lightly. He is profoundly grateful for this lifting out
of despair and this movement to higher places. David asks everyone to join him in his
praise of God: wTp 2217 ,379 ;17°0n M7 Y- »1. David changes his praise from personal
to communal. He says publicly: God you have saved me, and calls on everyone else to
join him in an outward praising of David and in particular he calls on the hasidim to
connect him to the eternal.
In Verse 7, David’s recovery from his illness and distress is set in stone. He says: ,’1X)
a7’ % v §-72 --17w32 AR, meaning that his serenity will last forever. (You’ve
misunderstood. The writer is confessing that he thought his serenity would last forever.
Only when God His face did he realizes his error) throughout the rest of the Psalm, David
reiterates his supplication, and he and promises to praise God forever. In my perspective,
Verse 10 is the most interesting verse. In this verse David explains to God the reasons
that God must heal David. David explains that if God did not heal David, then David
would be dead, and therefore he could not praise God. And if David could not praise
God, then he is essentially useless. This verse assumes that God needs and wants our
praise. This Psalm is interesting because it is not just solely unadulterated piety, rather

David praises God, because God did something good for David. Throughout the
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remainder of the Psalm David renews his vow to praise God and be loyal to God forever.
This is a powerful Psalm to recite when one is feeling helpless and lost and it provides us
with an important reminder that we are able to survive, and heal from even the darkest,

most horrific situations and circumstances. It’s also a reminder not to become

complacent.
Annotated Translation: Psalm 30
An Eternal Faith in God
VTP 23 NIT-Y Y ) R 1 A Psalm; a Song at the Dedication of the

House; of David.

Dedication of the House; of David: This is an unusual opening for a Psalm, especially
since the rest of the Psalm 1s about God’s greatness. Why does this Psalm open with these
words? One reason could be that David wanted his house (or Temple as it is commonly
translated)'” to be a place where God’s great name is constantly extolled. Furthermore,
there is the problem that David did not receive permission to build the Temple as
illustrated in II Samuel 7. Some scholars suggest that due to the unusual syntax of the

verse, perhaps this verse did not originally relate to this specific psalm. '®

"7 Rabbi David Sperling

'8 Robert Alter, The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary (New York: W.W.
Norton, 2007) 102.
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S902R now-XD) ;a7 00, g R 2| 2 T will extol thee, O Lord, for you have
lifted me up, and not suffered mine enemies

to rejoice over me.

For you have lifted me up: Rabbi Sperling observes that this verb is the same word
used to “draw water out of a well” as stated in Exodus 2:16 and 19. The metaphorical use
of this verb emphasizes that David was in an incredibly low, dark place. However, God

lifted David out of this low, dark place, as one would draw water out of a well.

Mine enemies to rejoice over me: If God did not lift up David, it would have given his

enemies great satisfaction. A perfect example of schadenfreude!

SINDIM TR CINIY --OR I A 3 O Lord my God, I cried out to You, and

Thou didst heal me;

I cried out to You: David actively asked God for help, and God came to David’s rescue.
Ibn Ezra explains that David cried only to God, and not to a doctor. A man as pious as

David does not need doctors or physicians, only God. ' This is different from Psalm 6:3

" Norman Strickman,and Ibn Ezra Abraham Ben Meir. Abraham Ibn Ezra's Commentary
on the First Book of Psalms ; Abraham Ibn Ezra's Commentary on the Second Book of

Psalms( Boston: Academic Studies) 2009.214.
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where the metaphor of God as doctor is implemented. This is in stark contrast with II
Chronicles 16:12, when Asa was gravely ill he looked directly to the physicians and not

to God, o°X912 2 ,MM-NX WIT-X7 17512-03).

Thou didst heal me: Rashi explains that healing is a “metaphor for forgiveness of
iniquity.” This same metaphor is used in Isaiah 6:10. *° Other commentators translate

“heal” as physical illness which could have potentially killed David.

LInvn w1 2 w-n noyg--mim 7|4 O LORD, Thou broughtest up my soul from the
N )-77( - 771 | nether-world; Thou didst keep me alive, that I should

not go down to the pit.

Pit: The pit is a reference to Sheol. David was on his way down to Sheol. Righteous and
wicked alike go to Sheol. In general, the righteous get there at a ripe, old age while the

wicked get there early.

AR R MY rTon M2 - 11 77| 5 Sing praise unto the LORD, His godly ones, and

give thanks to His holy name.

2% Rashi, and Mayer 1. Gruber. Rashi's Commentary on Psalms (Atlanta, GA: Scholars,
1998). Print, 290.
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His godly ones: Rabbi Sperling teaches that 1701, are those who have a special
connection, a special righteousness because of their relationship to God. These are people
who are “bound to God.” In this verse David is encouraging people to praise God,
because God will help them in times of need. If you are close to God, and you experience

trauma (as David did), God will help you, since you praise God’s name.

72 07 --19%2,v27 72 1| 6 For His anger is but for a moment, His favor is for
7717 TP221;°92 19,27 | a life-time; weeping may tarry for the night, but joy

comes in the morning.

For his anger is but for a moment: At times God does get angry, but it is not forever.
God’s anger is fleeting, it may last through the night, but in the morning God’s joy will

come forth. God’s joy is more powerful than God’s anger.

A7 VY R-22 --17w2 0k LX) 1| 7 Now I had said in my security: 'T shall

never be moved.'

Now I had said: There was once time, in the past in which David was complacent. He
assumed that God things in life would last forever. David now believes he cannot

possibly live a life without God.
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V-9 AnTYT AN 02 --m 1|8 O Lord, in your favor, you made me stand
.2721°00 57,39 NN | mountain strong, When you hid your face- I was

afraid.

You made me stand mountain strong: The sequencing of the Hebrew words makes it

difficult to understand this verse. Alter writes that literally it would be translated as:

“Y ou-made-stand-my-mountain-of strength.” *' Rashi translates this as when God was

showing David favor, he enabled David to be strong like a mountain. Rabbi David

Sperling suggests that we can read the verse as “you caused me to stand on mountain

refuges where nobody could attack me.

9922

The instant God hid his face, David became

afraid and terrified. This verse is reiterating how powerful it is to be favored by God. **

AN ITR-28Y RIPR M TN 0

9 Unto Thee, O LORD, did I call, and unto

the LORD I made supplication

:NOW-9% °NT72 RT3 YE3-m O

AN TR0V AN

10 What profit is there in my blood? When I go
down to the pit. Shall the dust praise Thee? Shall it

declare Thy truth?

21 Alter, Psalms, 103.
> Rabbi David Sperling
3 Rashi, 291
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What profit is there in my blood? In this striking phrase, David is telling God, there is
no point of killing me, since there would be no one to praise you. Hezekiah used this

same reasoning in Isaiah 38:18, “ qnaR-28 ,M -7 1 2w-X7 ;7990 N, Y W KD DY

Personal Reflection on Healing in the Bible

The Biblical tales studied in this project, are Biblical success stories. They are
stories in which God helps those in need and prayers are answered. According to the
medieval Jewish scholar Ibn Ezra, the main point of human life is to “Observe God’s law;
know and love God; and share one’s knowledge of God with other human beings. Ibn
Ezra contends that the “secret of all psalms is contained in the statement, “I will extol
Thee, my God, Oh King (Ps. 145:1), Bless the Lord, ye angels of His ( Ps. 103:110); O
magnify the Lord with me” ** Ton Ezra teaches us that through the Psalms we are able to
know God. Through prayer and exaltation we encounter God’s greatness. When reading
the narratives I studied, it is easy to connect and agree with Ibn Ezra’s statement because
in these narratives, God is good. God heals. In Psalm 30, David prayed to God, and God
healed him. Similarly, in the Book of Kings, the widow and the Shumanite women revere
God because God helped them out, God worked in their favor.

However, God does not necessarily always help us in the ways that God helps the
subjects of these tales. We are often left alone, without the touch of Elisha and Elijah to

bring our loved ones back to life. In Psalm 30, we experience the horror that David felt

?* Norman Strickman, Abraham Ibn Ezra's Commentary on the Second Book of Psalms, 9.
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when God hid God’s face from David for a period of time. Psalm 30 describes how
terrifying an experience this can be. While the stories are inspirational, many readers find
them frustrating. The stories depict a God that many have not experienced in times of
need. Many of us have called to God in our suffering. We witnessed as our mothers and
fathers, grandmothers and grandfathers, brothers and sisters prayed for healing, pleading
with God to save them. However, we heard nothing in response to our collective cries. So
if in our own life experience, we have asked God to heal us, and we have not been
healed, why should we continue to study and engage with these narratives?

There is a blessing that we recite when studying the Book of Lamentations:
Blessed are you Adonai our God, Sovereign of the universe who has made us captives of
hope.

JTIPN SPOR WY WK 2RWA TR 1R 170K 7102
The Jewish people are captives of hope. We are in a constant state of hoping and praying

for a better world. When we read these stories, we are reminded that sometimes, things
do work out. By studying these stories, we can understand the ways in which our
ancestors dealt with suffering. In addition, memory and remembrance are at the center of
what it means to be Jewish. When we read these tales we are embracing every shred of
our biblical past.

The healing narratives in the Bible are derived from a theology of an omnipotent,
omniscient God who, as Rabbi Bernard Mehlman writes, “can make the ‘sun stand still,’
‘heal the sick,” and ‘divide the seas.”" *> By engaging with these stories we gain an

appreciation and understanding of how our ancestors dealt with tragedy and suffering.

25 Rabbi Bernard Mehlman
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These stories link us to our ancestors’ psyche. And, these stories capture what we want to
believe, think and feel when we are confronted with tragic circumstances. Rabbi
Mehlman explains, “the healing Biblical narratives are either indications of how our
people in their development believed, but we no longer believe or they are metaphoric,
expressing our hope for strength and healing in the face of adversity.” % After all,
metaphors are essential to our understanding and ability to perceive God.

In addition, the study of the Hebrew language in these narratives can be a spiritual
experience, linking us to our tradition in ways we never knew possible. Even if we do
not believe the stories, we do believe in the holiness of the Hebrew language, the lashon
kodesh that poetically transmits these stories. The study and understanding of the words
are soothing. So, while we may not receive the healing touch of the prophets or God,
through these narratives the magical words can distract us from our suffering and reveal
to us new insights and understandings.

When [ further ponder the question: “Why read healing narratives?” I then think,
“well why say the Misheberach, the prayer for healing?”” As Reform Jews, we recite the
prayer for healing because it is a way for us to express our pain and our helplessness
when confronted with tragic circumstances, and illness. We recite the prayers as a way of
clinging on to hope, because we the Jewish people are captives of hope. God cannot
change or heal, but words and stories can soothe us in unexpected ways. There is a
beautiful meditation by Rabbi Ferdinand Isserman that is often recited by Reform Jews.
The meditation explains the connection we can have to prayer, even if we do not believe

in an omniscient, omnipotent God. The meditation reads:

26 Rabbi Bernard Mehlman
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Prayer cannot bring water to parched fields, or mend a broken bridge, or rebuild a

ruined city,; but prayer can water an arid soul, mend a broken heart and rebuild a

. J)27
weakened will.

As the meditation suggests, there are many things prayer is not able to accomplish. But
we do know that prayer can alter the way we feel and think, if we give it a chance. If we
let Psalm 30 and the stories of Elisha and Elijah into our hearts, perhaps we can mend our
broken hearts or rebuild a weakened will. It is scientifically proven that the way people
think and feel can influence one’s health. Many have heard the story of one of Sigmund
Freud’s most famous patients, Anna O., who suffered from hysterical paralysis and
numbness in her limbs. Freud observed this case, and realized that people could be cured
of physical illnesses by talking. As a result Freud developed the concept of the “talking
cure” which is widely seen as the basis for psychoanalysis. While of course talking
cannot heal all illnesses, it can help stitch back together our hearts. ** The study and
reading of Biblical stories can have the same cathartic effect. Studying the healing
narratives affords one with the realization that others before us have experienced
suffering and we are not alone in our sorrow.

On another note, throughout my study of these texts, [ was particularly struck by
the intersection between the biblical tale of resurrection and modern medicine. The tale
conveys to readers the healing powers of touch. There is a thrill one receives when
realizing that biblical phenomena are still a part of our culture and our lives. Last year

while interning at Mount Sinai Hospital, I worked with a dula whose gentle touch was

?7 Chaim Stern, Gates of Prayer, p.345
*8 John Launer, Anna O and the Talking Cure
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able to relieve the pain of many suffering patients. In this small way, I watched the Elisha
and Elijah healing narrative come alive. Recognizing this connection between the biblical
narrative and the treatment of patients that [ observed in the hospital is a powerful
example of how we may see links to our tradition in modern day medicine.

At times it feels like our lives are filled with tragedy and do not contain much
hope. But this text immersion has proven to me that our lives can be more peaceful if we
weave liturgical and biblical words of hope throughout. By speaking in God’s language
we become a part of the divine universe and the Jewish story. Despite all evidence to the
contrary, [ maintain hope and try to cultivate a deep practice of gratitude to God for all
that has been given to me. After all, there is no better model than that of the psalmist and
his ability to maintain gratitude to God even when such bad things have happened.
Though I ask God to answer my prayers and heal all those who are suffering, I know that
will not happen. That certainty, however, does not stop me from beseeching God by
using liturgical and immersing myself in biblical words. I appeal to God’s self-declared
truths, and even shame God into action. I still demand truth and justice from God, even

when everything God sees is contrary to that.
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