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Digesl 

Thi s 1hec;1s exam1nec; aggadic materials on bikkur c/10/im. visiting the sick . 

Wi th the aid of computer searches. word indexes. and conco rdances. passage-. 

from rabb1n1c litera1ure related 10 v1!>1tang lhe -; 1ck were excerpted . Some of 

the passages men tion bikkur r ho/1m direc1ty. Othe rs engage the subject b) 

infe rence . 

The passages come from TaNaKh. Commcnlariclo to TaNa Kh . Mishna. 

Tosephta. halach1c m1dr;.i shim, aggadic midrash1m. and Talmud. They are 

tran~la1cd 1n10 Englti.h. placed in chronological o rder. and examined 

1ndiv1dually and co llect1vel y. ln fo rmu11on gleaned from modern manual s on 

v1 !>11ang thC" sick act!. as tool s for understanding -1he texts from a cl inical 

pen.pee ti ve 

Through ystcmat1c study of the views on b1kk11r clrolim found an rabbinic 

literature. this ches1-. r~constructs rabbinic 1deu~ and ideals co ncerning the 

purpO'>C o ( hkkur rho/rm. the nature Of the c lrn/t'll , and the ro les and 

responsb1lities of the visitor. It traces the development of the concept of 

biHur rholim as it changes from early rabbinic commentaries to later 

midrash1c literature. It demonstrates how aggadic material s can ass ist the 

modern reader in construc ting a pe rso nal approach to bikkur cholim . 

Chapter One provides an overview of ex isting li terature on b1kkur cholim 

It demonstrates that the existi ng literature is inadequate with respect to 

providing proper exegesis of aggadic material s. Jc inc ludes Englis h 

translations of the passages to be s1udied in subseq uent chapters. 

Chapter Two provides an exegesis of texts- concernrng the mt vaker(et} 

c holim. the one who visits the sick. IL addresses the uniq ue aspects of rabbinic 

understanding of 1he mevake r( et ) c lr olim. IL traces the development of 1he 
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rabbinic concep1 of the mr1·aker(el/ as it changed from early commcnt:meJ-. 

where God 1~ "iewed as the primary vis itor. through la1er m1drash1m where 

Lhe act1v1t1e~ of the human visllor become more delineated. The chapter 

emphasize!- the d1st1nc11venes!I o l the rabb1n1c \ te\\ on 11~111ng the ill . tn 

contra:.1 to Ancient Near Eastern and biblical ideas abou1 i<; olating the d i 

Chapter Tlm~e focu!ie!- on the rabbinic underiaanding of the cho/ch It 

addres!ie<; the parado\lcal narnrc of rabbinic 11C\\!-. on the cltn/e h Chapter 

Three 1ndica1es thnt 1he rabbi!- viewed the c/10/eh as close to God and far from 

God. phyi;1cally ill and 1>p1n tuall) ill. ~1milar to otht•r cho/1111 ve1 d1 s~imilar dul.' 

to ind1v1dual person .. ht~ . 

Chapter Four !>how' that aggadot c:rn contribute to modem ideas and ideal s 

co ncerning care for thl.! "cl.. . II cxamtne!- the polen1ial for use of non · 

halach1 c materials as rc,ource~ for cu rrent pracuce 11 a~~l.!~Ses the excerpted 

m:11ena1, for their relevance to the modern mc1•a/..erlN J cho/1111 and the 

modern c ho/rh 

Appendices correspond 10 idea~ prc)ented in 1he four chapter!> . They 

include :i 11me line for tex ts, the excerpted tex ts in their original language. an 

illus1ra11on or Zeno's parado\.. and a tran~lauon of Joseph Caro's law of 

11s1t1ng the sic k. 

It is my hope that this thesis wi ll be useful to the s tudent of midrnsh. the 

prac1i11 oner Of b1kk11r cholim. and the choleh, alike. It s careful study of the 

aggad1c materials is meant 10 provide insight into the rabbinic mind and 

inspiration for the modern Jew, Its multi facited approach to the text can. 

perhaps. provide an example of the utiltty of the tool s of s tory-telling and 

exegesis . 
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Chapter One 

A Survey of the Literature on Bikk.ur Chnlim 

In every generation. indi vidu ;i ls li ve on a co ntinuum between health and 

illness. Interracuons between those who find themselves on different ends of 

that continuum impact people in varied and somellmes dramauc ways. 

Allendmg to the need!> of rhe in firm 1s one of the man~ social obligations 

which Judai sm has c lothed in religious signi ficance. By eleva11 ng rhe act of 

v1s1ting the sick to the status of a commandment. Judaism ensures regular 

encounters between persons in :i tate of health and persons who are afni cted. 

The term "h1J.k 11r cho/1m ·· refers 10 the m1t zvah of vis1t1ng the sick. 

fow1 sh trad iti on co n1a1n s numerous writings dedicated to the subject. 

identify four type!> of written materials whic h periain to matte rs of b1kkur 

cholim . each one approachin g the subject from iJ different perspec11 ve . The 

four c lass ifications are as fol lows. 

I) Legal 

2) Liturgical 

J) Psyc holog ical 

4) Aggadic 

The legal marenals pertaining 10 bikk11r chol1m include Talmud and the 

literature of the poskim. This literature addres~es questions of holacha and 

prov ides Jew ish legal opinions or rulings concerning the practice of bi k k 11 r 

c hnlim . The bull of Jewish literature on bikkur cholim exami nes the subject 

from a legal perspective . 

The term bikkur rholim does not appear in TaNaKh. but Talmud mentions 

hikkur cho/1~1 directly . 1 Talmud also provides general laws for the treatment 

of 01hers. whic h apply to proper conduct between visitors and patients.2 Both 

Maimonides and Caro developed legal codes, di sulling basic rules for the who'> 

what '> when? where? and how? of visiti ng the sick .3 

Nedarim 39b. Baba Kamma SOa, Baba Kamma S5a. Baba Metz1a 30b. 

2 Yoreh Deah 33a. Taanit 2 lb, Yoma 85b. Baba Kamma Sa. 

3 Maimonides. Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Bikkur Choli m. Joseph Caro, Shu lchan 
Aruch 335. 



Medieval and modern respo nsa literat ure add resse s numerou s querie~ 

concerning situations that arise between patients and t he doctors. re lat1vei., 

and friends who vu,11 them . Contemporary arucles found 1n '"The Journal of 

Medicine and Halac ha," and essay~ collected in Fred R osner" s Medicine and 

Jewish Law4 all present Jewish lega l perspectives on issues hetween pati en t 

and v1s1tor. Conferencel> of the National Association of Jewi sh Chaplains 

frequently include al least one di scussion of ha lachi c issue · that arise for 

people who make It their life' s work to visi t the sick .5 

The Jewish lega l perspective has helped to define proper Jewish beha"v10r 

in the context of bikk11r cholim . Technological advances and changes in 

secular laws concerning medical care continue lo rai 'e challenges to our 

previous standard. of pro per behavior. The legal approach to visiting. the 

sic k. and the writing~ engendered by that approach constitute one of the more 

significant method s of studyi ng the s ubject of hikkur r holim .6 

Among the earlie~a prayers recorded in the Jewi sh tradtt1on are th ose for 

the sick. In the biblica l Book of Bam1dbar, Mo!>es prays fo r hi s leprou ~ !>ister. 

Minam, with the s imple plea: "Pleal>e, God. Heal her Please" 112: 13). A~ 

Jewish culture has evolved. so . 100 have prayers for healing. A tradition of 

prescribed Psalms . ble:.s1ngs. and prayers recited during tim l.!s of illness has 

found 11s way into the corpus of Jewish literatu re. constituting a second 

ca tegory of wri u ngs for hi kku r chnl i m . 

Trad1t1 onal Jewis h prayer<; for 1he sick include 1he eighth benediction or 
1he Amidah: a mish<'h berach prayer which has been recited as part of the 

Torah service s ince the Middle Ages: and Psalms 90-108. 20. 38. 41. 86. 11 8. and 

119. Recently . women·s prayers called 1ekhi11es have been trans lated and 

4 Rosner. Fred. Medici ne and Jewish Law_ New Jersey : Jason Aronson, Inc .. 
1993. 

5 Mi nutes of meetings of NAJC: 1992-1995. Some of the more notable repor1s 
concern the question of Jews admin istering Christ ian sacraments (May 1994 ). 
a nd responsibi lity of the c haplain to the Jewish family who so licits a halachic 
decision concerning removal of li fe s upport, bur then acts in violation of that 
decisio n (November 1992). 

6 For a more in de pth analysis of the use of halacha in contemporary sel!ings. 
see Dorff, Elliot. Contemporary Jewjsb Ethi cs and M ora lity. New York: Oxford 
Univers ity Press, 1995. 

1 

• 



reexamined as resources for healing prayers. 7 Modern co llections of prayers 

for the sick include Gate" of Heal!ng8 and Healing of Soul. Healing of Body ,9 

Two rabbinic theses submitted fo r ordinati on from the Heb rev.. Union Co llege­

Jew1sh In stitute of Rel ig ion anal) ze the liturgical materials availaMe to both 

patienl and VISILOr I 0 

A third approach to the uhjec1 of l71kku1 chol1m. the psycholog ical 

approach, has been utilized a great deal in puhlica11ons of the past three 

decades The psychological approach maintains that 1he act of v1-.111ng the 

sick can be psychologicall y beneficial to the per'ion!o involved. par11cu larl~ 

when the visitor incorporates p~y cho 1herapeutiC' method into lhe visit 

Manual s for trainin g clergy and lay-vo lunteers re ly heavil y on psyc hological 

mode ls of understanding and enhancing th e encoun t er~ 1hat take place 

between the sick and those who w1c;h to help them I I Their use of the 

ps ychological approach ' ' effcc11 ve when 11 come!. 10 he lping the modern 

reader become a pan oi a caring communny dedi ca ted to ervrng others 

The publications wh ich re ly on the psychological approach freque ntl y 

include reference 10 Je"' 1sh biblical. rabb1n1 c. l11urg1 cal , o r phllosoph1 cal 

texts _ Sometimes , certain text s are selec ted and then studied through a lens of 

7 Cardin. Nina. Out of the Depths I Call to You . London: Jason Aronson. Inc. 
1992 . 

X Ga1es of Healing was published by the Central Conference of Ameri can 
Rabbis in 1988 . 

9 Weintraub. S1mkha. He11 ling of Soul. Healing of Body . Woodstock. Vermont : 
Jewis h Lights Publishing. 1995 

I 0 Glickman. lieffrey. The Prave rs and Praxis of Heal ing for the 
Contemporary Rabbinate. Dr. Roben Katz. referee. 1987. (Chapter 2). 

Odell . Wesley. Toward a Recovery of Prayer: A Reform Response 10 Heali ng. 
Dr. Mark Washofsky. referee. 1994 . 

I I The fo llowing publicat ion1: apply the psychologica l approach to bikkur 
cho lim. In the introduction to each. the editors and authors acknowledge therr 
reliance on psychological models: 

Katz. Nina Oublar. Yad L' Yad: A Traj nang Manual fo r Bikkur Cholim 
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992. 

Katz, Robert L .. Pastoral Care and the Jewish Tradj1jon , Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1985. 

Yurow. Jane. Gjve Me Your Hand: A Practical Guide for Bikkur Cholim. 
Washington. D.C.: Adas Israel Congregation, 1988 
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psychology. as 1s the case in Robert Katz's Pastoral Care in the Je"1 sh 

Tradition . 12 Sometimes the text ~ from Jew1 h lradiuon are e xcerpted and c ited 

as pretext s for the psycho logical theories. Jn either case. the texts are chosen 

because of their consis tency wich psycho logica l theories. 

A fourth ca tegory. consis11ng of aggadic matcn als. has not been sub1ec1 10 

comprehensive examinauon. While specifi c pasl>ages have been studi ed in 

depth as literary pretex ts of l>t~J..ttr cholim.13 lhere has been no :mempt to 

gather and analyze the non-legal. non-liturgical rabbini c text !> "h1ch 

concern the practice of v1l11ting the s1d . 

Thi s chapter i:. dl.! voted to the compilati on and 1ran:- la1i on cif the rabbinic 

li terature concerning hikk11r d1oli111 . II 1s meant 10 lay the groundworJ.. for 

the study of uggadic 

used as both prooftext 

matcnul s on the l> UbJeC!. While these texts have been 

and prete>.t$ of l>ikk11r clwltm. 1ha1 -will not be the case 

1n the ini1ial chapter<; or th• !> thei.1~ Rather. the tt!>.I~ "ill be approached 

without preconceived idea" of their intended me~~age. purpose or u11l11) . 

Before being subject to a procesi. \\hi ch IS both d1alog1cal ano d1alec11cal. the 

texts must first be allowed to stand on lheir O\\ n men1 

The passages selec1ed for transla1ion were co mpiled wilh che aid or 
computer sea rches. word and verse indexes. concordan ces, and cros~ -

references from secondary sourcei;. Each passage contains direct men1io n of 

'is itation of the sick Reference~ were sought 1n TaNaKh. commentaries to 

TaNaKh. Mish na. Tose phta. halad1ic and aggad1r m1draJl11m, and Talmud 

While Appendix A shows morphologi es for the roots of the Hebrew term 

"bikkur cholim," the translali on!> themselve~ are no1 se manli c expos111 on!> . 

Rather. they are meant lo present 1he materia ls 1n a form that 1s readable and 

accessible . while maintaining the integrity of the ori ginal text. The 

trans lat ions are literal wherever possible, bu1 loose when absolutely 

necessary _ 

The texts are presented in chronological order. w11h a time line of 

approximate dates in Appendix B. Through construction of a chronology. 11 

12 Ibid . 

13 An unpublished essay by William Cutter examines the aggadic talc! of Rabbi 
Judah 's Handmaid. The essay uses the passage from Ketubot 104a as a prototype 
for showing the importance of s tory-telling fo r ethical and Jewish thinking . 



will beco me easier to trace the development of hikkur (' /iolim ns 1l changes 

from earl y, rabbinic commentari es through l:ner m1drash1 c and talmu dic 

li1eraturt:. These translations facil itate the recons1 ruc11 on of rabbini c ideas 

and ideal s concerning the purpose of bikkur rholim. the nature of the choleli. 

and the roles and rec;pon ib al it1 es of the me1•akerf et/ chol1m They allov. 

extant materials to become gateways to a more thorough unde rstanding of the 

mitzvah of bil<kur chol1m . 

Rashi to Bereshit 18 : 1-2 

Bereshit / 8; I ) ''A nd YIJ\!H appeared to him hv the 1erebi11rhs of Mamre 

as he sat m rhr tent door 111 the heat nf the dr1\" 2 J 1111d he lifted 11p his C\lf!S 

and lookt!d, and lo. three mt•n .m>nd 01•u against 111111 

"And He appeared ro 111111. • lo v1s11 the s1cL Said Rabb i Chama son of 

Chanina. It W3$ the third day after h1 ' c1rc umc1s1on. and the Holy One Bles)ted 

be He came and inquired after his well being. 

"By tht? tcrebinths of Mamre. . He who ga'e him advice concernmg 

circumc1s1on. The refore. He re vealed Himself to him 1n hi), territory I 4 

" He sat . . h is wn uen. "he sat... He requested lo stand but the Holy One 

Blessed be He said to him. "You s11. and l will stand. and you will be a ymbo l to 

your children. For in the fu ture. will stand myi.elf 1n the as embly of Judges. 

and they will sit. As 11 1, written, "God stands 1n the a sembly of God. In the 

midst of the judges He judges"" (Tehillim 82: I ). 

"At the tent door. To see if people were passing to and fro that he mi ght 

enter them into his house. 

"/11 the hear of rhe day. . .. The Holy One Blessed be He brought out 1he 

sun from its sheat h so that Abraham would not be troubled by gue sts, but when 

he saw that Abraham was sorry th at no guests had come. he brought .angels lo 

him in the gui se of people . 

"And lo. three me11 . . One to announce to Sarah (the birth of a son); one 

to ovenum Sodom: and one to heal Abraham. so tha1 a si ngle angel would not 

have to deliver two messages . I 5 Know that this is so because throughout the 

14 According to rabbi nic tradttion , it was Mamre who had advised Abraham 
concerning the ci rcumcision. See Bereshit Rabbah 48. 
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passage . al I ol the language 1 ~ in the plural form. ". . . and they ate. . .. t v ' l. 

" .. and the~ said to htm .. :· (\ . 9): but in the case of the announcement, 11 

says. "And He said . I will certainly return to you .''(v. 101. and in the case of 

the O\lerturn of Sodom 1t says. "I-or I cannot do any thing. . " (Bereshit I 9 :2'.!l. 

and "that l will not ove rturn" <Bereshit 19:'2 I J. Raphael, who healed Abraham. 

went fro m there to rescue Lot. That explains why it says. "And it came to pa'l> 

when the) had brou ght them fo rth that he said. nee for ) our life" I Beresh1t 

19:17). You learn from this th:n onl) one of these acted as deli ve rer.16 

"Stood Ol'l'r againsr 111111 meaning before him. but thi !> 1s a more 

appropriate choice for speaking o f angeb. 

"And looked, Wha t doe~ the repetttion of the word "1•oyar" imply., The 

first 11 me 11 has lls s1 mp lest meaning t "he lool.ed" ). the i;econd is that of 

understanding. He saw that they !<lOOd in one ~pot. and '\O he understood that 

they did not wi sh to cause him harm. Even though the) kne-w that he v.ould go 

10 meet them. the~ :.ta~ed v.here the) 1.1.ere out of re~pect for him and to sho" 

him that the~ v. anted 10 3.' 01d troub ling him So. he tool. the 11Htiatl\ e and ran 

to them In Baba ~\etua '-tlb . the folio..,. mg , ... v. ntten. •· the~ "ere 

,tandm~ b~ htm - an.:l ll t'- • .l~·" v.mter he rar k them Ho" .:an 

Ras bi lo Beresbil 2 \: l 

Bereslw 11 11 ' And God heard 1he ''oice of the lad. n11d the angel of Gud 

called ro Hagar 0111 oj heawn. and said 10 her Whar rs 1, itli )Ou, Ha gar., Do not 

fear. for God 4a.~ heard rhe voice of rhe lad where he is " 

"A nd God heard the 1·n1ce of the lad . . From here we see that the prayer of 

the sick person is better than that which others pray for him and 11 is accepted 

fir s l. 

I 5 See Bereshit Rabbah 50. Vilna edition. 

16 Bereshit Rabbah 50:2 further explains that heal ing and rescue form a 
si ngle mission. therefore a fourth angel is not requ ired . 



Rash i to Yccbezkie l 34: 11 

>'nlle:J1tl 34: I J For thus said m\' lord God: Here I am. J 11•11/ search for 

my sliup and e.i.amtne them. I 7 

" (I will search for m\ sheep/ and 1•isit them 

hikkur cho lim 

Ramba n to Beresh i t 18: 1- 2 

For me: there w111 be 

"A nd YHVH appctarcd t<' him. , Rash1 com ments. To v1si1 the sick man . 

Said Rabbi Chama son of Chan1na . ' It was the third day :1fter hi s circumcision 

and the Holy One Blessed be He came and inqu ired after his well-being " J\ nd 

lo. 1href' men. angels who came to him in the form oJ men . "Thru. 

One to an nounce to Sarah. one to heal Abraham. and one to ove rturn Sodom 

Raphael . who healed Abrah:im. went from there to re~cue Lot. for these do no1 

constitute two missions Thi!. ii. because the scconJ m1si.1on was in another 

place. and he was commd nded thereon after. I I.! 

<Trans lator'~ Note: At th1 i. point. Ramban delve~ into a discussion of dreams 

and v 1 .,1on~ in TaNaKh. He di.rnnguishes bc!twecn prophetic and non-

prophetic v1~1oni.. Ramban concludes that Abraham did. indeed, rece ive 

prophecy. bu t onl y after undergoing circumcision U 1ng Vay1kra Rabbah to 

Vayikra l : I as prooftex t. Ramban ex plains that Moses was prepared for 

prophecy at birth . but Abraham had to prepare l11S so ul Lo perceive the an ge l 

through the act of ci rcumcision. 

with the follcwing passages:) 

Ramban res umes interest in bikkur cholim 

17 The root BKR can mean 10 examine or 10 visit . U '11 1korti111 translates as 
"and examine them" or "and visit them''. 

I 8 After Raphael had co mpleled lhe firsl mission (healing Abraham). he was 
sent on a new mission in another place (rescuing Lot ). Since the two missions 
were not simu ltaneous. the pri nciple of one angel canying out two m1!>s1ons 
does not apply (Mizrachi 's commentary on Ras hi). 
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Now here is the 1n1crpre1a11on of this passage. Af1er ii says that .. ,,, th t' 

same dar Abraham \\'as circ11mc1sed" (Beresh1t I 7:26), 11 says that God 

appeared 10 him while he wa~ sick from the circumci!.ion as he was sitting and 

cooling himse lf 10 hi ~ tent door on account of the heat o f the da~ which 

weakened him. Torah menti on~ this in order 10 inform us that Abraham had 

no intent ion to prophe:.y He had ne ither fallen on hi s face nor prayed. 

nevenhe lcss thi s vision ca me 10 him 

At times the appearance of the Shei...hinah come!> 1n a moment or anger. 

as mentioned in the ver e. "And rh e 11·/ro/e L·ong regarion called for sr<>r11ng 

rhem wirh sronrs . ll'hen rhc 81orr c>f God appeared in rhe rent uf meeting /1) rhe 

children of /srad" CBam1dbar 1~ · 10 ). That was for 1he protection of hi s 

ri ghteous servants and their honor 

Do not be concerned about the 1nterrup11on of the portion. because the 

subject~ are connected For that reason, the ve rse say~. "And He appeared ro 

him . .. " lt does not l>ay, "And God appeared to Aoraham." Because the present 

chapter (vaye1ra). w1~he~ to J! ive an account of the honor that wa)> bestO\~cd 

upon him at the time he performed the ci rcumci sion, and ll te lls that the 

Shekhinah appeared to h1m and sent him Hi s angel s to announce to his wife . 

und a lso to save hi !. relative Lot on hi account. Abraham had already bee n 

informed by the Shekh1nah concerning the birth of a son, and Sarah was now 

informed by '~ ord of the angel who spoke with Abraham tn order tha t Sarnh 

should hear. even as it sayc;. "And Sarah heard" (Be re hit 18. 10). 

Thi !.- 1 the intent of the ~ages· saying . "God came ro \·is11 rite sick 111a11 

(Baba Metz1ah 86 b). meaning that 1t was not for the purpose of so me utterance 

but as a mark of honor to him. 

They have also said, " You shall make an altar of earth 1mru Mt> " (Beresh1t 

Rabbah 48:4. citi ng Shemot 20:24 ). ff any person just built an altar to My 

name, he is assured thal I will appear unto him and bless him. Al l the more is 

such assurance given to Abr.iham who circumcised himself for My name. 

The remark (''God came to visit the sick man ") indicates that the vision of 

the Shekhinah was a cure for his sic kness on <K?count of the ci rcumcision. for 

so it should be. as it is written, " In the light of the King 's countenance is life " 

(Mish lei 16: 15). 
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Bcr cshit Rabbah 8:13 

Said Rabbi Abahu· The Holy One Blessed be He filled 11 cup of blessing 11nd 

blessed them. I 9 

Said R. Yehuda son of R. Simon: Michael and Gabrie l \\ere lhe first man · ~ 

(Adam · s J atlendam 

Said R. Simlai We find thal the Holy One Blessed be He ble~ses bndegrooms. 

adorns brides. visits the sick. buries the dead. and rec11es bles mg~ fo r 

mour ners 

He blesses bridegrooms: where is lhe prooflext? Bercsh1l I :28. "And H e 

blessed them. " 

He visi ts the !>lck: where 1s the prooftext? Bereshit 18: I. "A nd fl e appeared 

It/ l11m at the lerelnnrhs of Mamre. " 

He buries the: dead : where is the prooftext ? Devanm 34:6. "And lie buried 

him 111 tire voile,-. " 

Said R. Shmuel ben Nachman in the name of R. Yochanan. He even visit ~ 

mourners. as It is wriuen in Bereshi l 35:9. "A nd God appeared ro Jacob a ,1(0111 

ll'lren he came from Paddan-aram. and blessed him.·· 

With what ble!>s ing did he bless him? R. Yonatan says: With the blessmg of 

mourners 

19 Commenting on Bereshil 1 :28. followi ng God 's creation of man and woman. 
"And God blessed them and God said to them: Be fruitful and multiply. 
replenish the earth and subdue it. . . 

9 



nereshit Rabbah 49:4~ 0 

Bereshir 18: /9 ) "Shall f hide from Abraham rhar which I am doing. seeing 

rhar Abrohnm l\'tll surely become a 1:rear a11d mighty 11011on unrf u/I Thf' 

nations of The earth shall be blessed with him .' 10) For I have known him ro 

the end that he ma.\ command his c/11/dren and his household after /11111 , rlwr 

rhey may kup rile ~,·ay of rhe Lc>rd to do r::edakkah and mishpar. ro the e11d 

that rhe Lorri m<n· hring upon Abraham rhar ll'hich He has promised to hun " 

" For I ha1·c knou•n him. Rabbi Yudan in the name of Rabbi Alexander 

sai d that the verses refer to hospitality. but the Rabbi s say 1ha1 they refer to 

visi ting the s ick . 

R. Azariah said in the name of R. Judah . It begins with "1:.edakka/(' and 

fo l lows with .. m 1shpa1 " How should we understand this'1 Abraham used to 

receive travellers and wayfarers. Afler 1hey had eaten and drunk. he would 

say to them. "Say a bless ing~" 

They asked, "W hat sha ll we say'?" 

He responded. "Blessed be the Lord of the Universe of wht1sc bount y we 

h ave partaken .'' 

lf (the guest) took 1t upon himself 10 say the blessi ng. he would eat. drink. 

and depart. If (the guest ) did not take it upon himself co say 1he blessing. then 

(Abraham ) wou ld say to him . "Give me what you owe me.'' 

"W hat do l owe you<1" 

"A pim of wine costs I 0 cents . A pound of meal costs I 0 cents. A loaf of 

bread costs 10 cent s. Who will give you wine in the wilde rness? Who will give 

you meat in tl\e wilderness? Who will give you bread in the wilderness?'" 

When (the guest) saw that he was outsmarted. he would say ... Blessed be the 

Lord of the Universe of whose bounty we have pa rtaken ." 

Hence. ··rz.edakkah" preceeds .. mishpa1 . " 

10 Bereshit Rabbah 49 corresponds to paras hat vayeira. The general theme of 
the mid rash is Abraham 's righteousness and God's trust of Abraham. The 
passages translated here concern the topic of bikkur cholim , and are in 
commentary to Bereshi t 18: 19-20. 
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\ ' ayikra Rabbah 13:2 (Parashal Shemini)~ 1 

R. Tanhum ben Hanilai said : This may be compared to the case of a doctor 

who went 10 v1s1t two sick people, one who wou ld li ve. and anothe r who would 

die. To the one who wou ld li ve. he said , "This you may eat. This you may not 

eat." T o the one "ho would die, he said. "Give to him whate\l~r he requests" 

So. 100. for the heathen who are not destined for life in the World 10 Come. 11 

i~ written. "£1•en • moving thing that lives 11·ill he food for you " (S ere hit 9 .3). 

but to Jsrael. who arc destined fo r life in the World to Come. (God said ). " Th e .H' 

nre th<: li1•ing th111gs 11·hich .vou may eni . . (Oe varim J 4 ·4 ). 

Ramidba r Rab bah 18: 12 (Parashat Ko rach ) 

Bamidbar 16 2l<J And Moses semi. ''Throu~h this vou ''ill kno"· that the 

Lord hos sefll mt> IO do all these \\arks. for I hal't? not donl' them oj my 01\'fl 

mind. 29 J If tlior men die the common death of all men. or 1j thcr /Jc 1•isit<1d 

ofter the visitation of all men. then rhe Lord ltas 11 nr senr 1111'." 

To what may lhl' be compared? To the one appointed 10 look after the 

marriage imerests of a certain king· s daughter He had evidence of her 

virg inity in hi s poscss1on. One of the weddi ng guests stood up and cursed him 

!>aying that the king '!. daughte r had no vi rgi nity He rose before the king and 

said. " lf you do not c laim redress for the insult offered to you and refu se 10 

have thi s guest taken out and executed publicly, I shall al so be lieve that no 

virginity has been found in the king 's daughter." 

The king though!, " Is it better that I should slay the guest than that the one 

appointed to look after my daughter's marriage interests should s pread 

maliciou s gossip about my daughter?" 

~ 1 Vayikra Rabbah 13 attempts to provide justificalion for the law~ of kashrut. 
It poses the question, "Why are the Israeli tes saddled with the burden of 
dietary laws , while other nations are not?" The midrash responds that the 
Is raelites had a greater ability to endure 1he co mmandments 1han th e other 
nations . The translated passage illus1rates thi s poim through an example or 
bikkur cholim. The entire passage is repeated in Midrash Tanchuma to 
Shemini . 
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L1kew1se with Korah He conte nded with Moses and said that Moses had 

invented al l these things fro m hi s own mind and o n h is own initiative. Moses 

said to the Holy One Blessed be he ... lf these people die in their beds as people 

o rdinaril y do , doctors coming in a nd visiting them in the same way as all o ther 

sick people arc visi ted. I shall also become a heretic and say . .. The Lord has nor 

sent mt• . 

Ko hel e t R a b bah 7 :8 

So me time (afte r becom in g a hereti c) . Elisha ben Abuya became ill. and R. 

Meir was to ld that he was sick . He went to visit him and said , " Repent.'' 

He asked, " Having gone l>O far astray, will I be accepted?" 

R. Meir repl ied . .. b it not wrillen . ' Thou turnesr man to contritwn · 

(Telr il/1m 110 ·3). 

Then Elisha b. Abuya wept and died. R. Meir "rejoiced, saying, " My master 

seems to have depaned in a mood of repentance!'' 

M id r as h Tehill im, Mizmo r 25: l 11
? 

"All th<' paths/ways of YHVH are mercy and rru th, 111110 such 11•'10 keep his 

coveno11t and tes1 1111 on1es" (Mizmor 25 : I 0) . 

"A ll the paths/ways of YHVH are mercy and trurh. . (Miz.mor 15 , I 0) . 

This could be the case for all , but the sages say that 1l is specificall y fo r 

those who keep His covenant. Another possible inte rpretation of "All of God's 

ways '' - At the moment that the Holy One Blessed be He said 10 Moses. "Go. say 

to Israel, · Fo7to\I' afrer the Lord your God "' (Devarirn 13:5), they said to Moses 

our Teache r, "But who can walk after him ? Is it not writte n. 'God 's path is in 

wltirlwind and srorm · (Nahum I :3), a nd a lso, 'Your way 1i1as in rlu sea and 

your parh in the great waters (and your footsteps were 11 01 known)' (Tehil1 1m 

77:20)?" 

22 T his passage is repeated in Mid rash Tanchurna to Parasha1 Vayish l<.£ch . 
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( Moses J said to them, "Fine. I will tell you the ways of the Holy One Blessed 

be He. 'A// of rhe ways of YHVH are mercy and trurh ' (Tehillim 25: I 0) . 

'Merc y· refers to aces of G'miluL Chasadim . 'Truth' is Torah ." 

"Unro such who keep Hts covenant and His rcstimonies " (Tehillirn :25: I 0) . 

Said Rav Simlai: We find that the Holy One Blessed be He adorns brides. 

accompan1 e~ bridegrooms , v isi1s the sick, and accompanies the dead . 

Adorns brides and accompanies the bridegroom: where is the proo ftext ~ 

"And rhe Lo rd God fashioned rhe rib rhar he had taken from man int(I a woman . 

'' (Bereshit 2:22). Thi s teaches that the Holy One Blessed be He braided Eve ' s 

hair and brought her to Adam. hence. in the large cities along 1he 

Mediterranean , brides are ca lled "adorned-ones." 

Vi sits the sick: whe re is the prooftext? "And God appeared ro him in rhc 

rerebin rhs of Mamre" (Bereshil 18: I ). 

And accompanies che dead, as it is wrillen. "A nd he /Juried him .. (Devan m 

34:6). 

Midrash Mishlei 27:18 

"He 11-110 tends a fig rree will enjoy its f ruit .. (Mi sh lei :27: 18 ). Said R . Levi : 

If a person persists in the study of Torah in thi s world. he will eat its fruit s in 

the world to come. There they taught : These are the things without measure ­

bringing first fruit s, g' milut chassadim . and stud y of Torah . 

And these are Lhe things that a person eats its fruit s in this world , but the 

reward comes to him in the world to come: honoring father and mother, 

g'mil ut chassadim. making peace between a man a nd his neighbor, visiting 

the s ick, regul ar prayer, attending 1he house of study, and the study of Torah 

is equal to them all. hence it is written. " He who tends a fig rree will enjoy its 

f ruit " ( Mish lei 27: 18). 

Mid rash Tanchuma 12: 12 (Toledot) 

''And Isaac Trembled very much" (Bereshit 27 :33). This relates 10 "The hearing 

ear and the seeing eye. God has made them both" (Mishlel 20: 12). For the Holy 

One Blessed be He did not make ear and eye. alone. Did He not also make other 

body parts on the human ? "The hearing ear . . . " refers to th ree body parts 
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which the Holy One Blessed be He placed under man' s cont rol and the three 

body parts which He did not place under his control. Parts which are under 

his control are the hands. the mouth. and the feet. When a person want!' to use 

his hands for the sake of heaven . he can male use of sukkah. lulav. shofar. 

tzitzit. tefillin. and mezuzot. Similarly. if he wan ts to steal or spill blood. or 

transgress commandments. and perform other si nful acts. he can I ( he wants 

to use hi s mouth for Torah study. or for speaking words of blessing. praise. and 

supp lication. he can_ When he wants to speak malicious gossip. or slander. or 

bear false witness, he can. He can spnng to his feet to v i ~ 1t the sick. co mfort 

the mourner. accompan) the dead . and perform g' milut chassad1m. or he can 

leap to murder, adultery. :ind incest. 

Part s wh ich are not under hi s contro l are the nose. the eye. and the e:ir. Ii 

a person 1s passing through the market where peop le are burning incense for 

idolat ry, he will smell it even if he doej, not wi sh to. Li kewise. 1f a person ' ' 

pass ing through the market and v.11nesses a pe<son si nning. he will see it. 

even if he doe~ not wish 10 . If he 1s walking along and he hears a person 

profaning God. he will see 11. even though he does not want to. 

Ta lmud Nedarim 39b 

It is taught: There 1s no measure for v1s111ng the sick. What 1s meant b) . 

"there is no measure fo r v1s111ng the s ick ··~ R Joseph thought to exp lain ll. 

•· 1ts reward is unlimited ... 

Said Abaye to him, " Is there a definile measure of reward for any precepl? 

We learned: Be as heedfu l of a light precept as of a serious one. for you do not 

know the gran1 of reward for precepts." 

Abaye explained it. ''Even a great person must visit a humble one 

Raba added. "Even a hundred ll mes a day." 

R. Abba bar R. Chanina said. "He who n sits a sick person takes away one 

sixtieth of his illness." 

Talmud Nedarim 40a 

R. Helbo fell ill. Threupon R. Kahana went and proclaimed. "R. Helbo is 

sick!'' No one came to visit him. 

• 
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R. Kahana rebuked the scholars. saying . ··01d it not once happen that one of 

R. Akha 's disc iples fell ill. and the Sages did not v1 1t him. whereupon R. Aki va 

himself entered the sick man ·s house. Because he took care to sweep the noor 

clean. the ~ •ck <l1i.ciple recovered . ·My Master." he said. ·You have revived me.· 

R. Ak1va immediately went forth and taught the following: 'Whoever doe s not 

visit the sick 1 ~ like a shedder of blood' . .. 

Talmud Berachoc Sb 

Rabbi Eliez.er got sick Rabbi Yochanan came to see him.~ 1 He i.aw that he 

was sleeping tn a dark hou~e. He uncovered hi s arm and ligh t fell. He i.aw that 

Rabbi El1ez.er Wa!> c;y ing 

He a1d t() him. "Wh) arc you crying? I!' II because you did not study more 

Torah,, Well. 1f that I ~ the case. then remember the say ing which we study Jn 

Mishna . Ont> person mav s tudy a Int. and another per.ro11 s111dics on/\' a little. 

bur the thing that rC'ollv ma lie rs is that one 's heart 1s direrted tOll'ard lrea1·en. 

Or 1s ll on account of lack of food ? Well then. remember. not everyone can set 

two tables. Or 1\ 11 on account of lacking children ,, Well. thi s is the bone of my 

tenth i.on.'' 

Eltez.er said to him. "That thi s beauty will peri sh in dust, for thi s I am 

c r yi ng 

Yochanan ani.wered, "[ ~ee . For thi s, surel) you cry.' And the both of 

them c ri ed together. 

In the meantime. R Yochanan said to R. Eliez.er. "Are your sufferings dear 

to you?" 

R. Eliez.er said . "Neither them nor their rewa rd," 

R. Yochanan 5aid, "Give me your hand ." 

He gave him his hand and he raised him. 

Rabbi Yochanan was noted for his great beauty (Baba Metziah 84a) 
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Chapter Two 

Letting the Texts Speak 10 Us 

Part A" The Visitor 

Arthur Waskow speaks of ou r relati on to Jewi sh texts as Godwresthn g. 1 

being engaged in both fighting and lo\' in g. A purpo e of our interract1on 

with Jewish texts is to discover the mean ings imbedded in them by those who 

have tran smitted them to us . T o accompli sh thi s. one engages in a process 

called "exegesi s," which comes from the Greek. meaning '" to read out." 

Exeges is involves the close reading of a text. followed by an analysis of ll in 

1t!. literary ana/or hi torical contexts . It requires the interpreter co ca refull y 

consider the text's struc ture and genre: and it s narrative. literary. F11s ton c11 l, 

and sociological settings. The use of c riti cal tools in exeges1l> helpl> to ensure 

that we do not mere ly read ourse l es into a text. Through the proce:.i. of 

exegesis we s tri ve to " li sten to the text." and enter the world that 11 bnngli 

When reading a Jewish tex t. in1e rpre1ers frequentl y ask them se l ve~. "'How 

can this text he lp me to understand myself and my world?'" or "How can thi s 

text lend s trength to my current homil y or belief?"' The borrowing ol verses 

from Jewish writ ings for u~e as prooftext s in homilies or too ls for inspiration 

can be valid and proper. Interpreters who mold texts according to the ir own 

preconceptions engage in a legiumate process called "eiseges1s: · M~ 

research focuses on exegesis as its primary method of gaining insight into 

text s. 

This rabbinic thesis presupposes that the more one concentrates on 

understanding the text. the more one can understand oneself or one's bcliers 

Waskow, Arthur. Godwrestlin&. New York: Shocken Books, 1978. 
I 
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in rclarion to it . By examining a text with an eye roward its intent. an 

interpre te r does not become:: a tabla rasa. The exegetical process. however. 

require interprete rs to be 3ware of their biases and willing to suspend them 

at times. 

"Lening the tex ts speak to U!>" is the term u ed in tht !> paper to describe the 

exegetical proces of examining a text with an eye toward its intent. The 

exegetical process is pnmaril y d ialectical. bur 11 1s ali.o dial og ical Ont> 

examines the text as a scienti st might examine a spec imen . but one a lso ask~ 

certain ques tions of the text, whic)l might lead to g reate r unde rs tanding o f its 

intention. "Talking back to the text" is the process of using a texr that has 

been analyzed for purposes of se lf unde rstanding . 

In thi s chapter, we wi II let the texts speak 10 us regarding the one who 

v1S1ts the s ick. As we listen lo the texts. we mus! recogn1ie tha r rabb ini c 

literature 1s complex and evolving. The passages which I have excerpted 

represent layers upon layers of s ubte x1. No s ingle meaning o r intention can 

be di stilled from a g iven excerpl. One could say that each passage is. itself. an 

example of the dialect ical and dialogica l process that takes place when one 

enters th e world of biblical or rabbinic literature . 

No bibli cal texts direcrly address the mailer of bikkur cho/1m. The term 

'' bikkur cholim" co mes into use during the rabbinic pe riod . When the Bible 

men ti ons illness or specific persons who are ill , the s ickness usually 

represents punishment for known misdeeds . The Bible concern s itself with 

ms truct1ons for isolatmg the choleh . and attempts to resto re the cholell to 

God 's favor. Visitors to the ill play an insignificant role in lhe Bible . 

People die in Torah. but Torah places little emphasi s on the di sease which 

caused a person 's death . The deaths of the Patriarchs, the Matriarchs, Moses, 
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and 01hers , do no! inc lude !ales o f illnc~ !>. Illness . in To rah. implies 

punishment for mi sdeed~ . as o pposed lo a nalural state of being. 

On the rare occasion that Torah mention s illness , protocol .dictates isolation , 

no! visitation . When Miriam is s1ruck with leprosy in Bamidbar 11 . the 

passage explains her illness as a punis hme nt. God prohibit~ \ is 11at1o n. 

commanding the people 10 place her unde r quarantine for seven days. 

The biblical portion s. To :. na (Vayikra 12 and 13) and M e t -::o rah ( Vayikra 14 

and 15) detai l God's commandments for the diagnosis and treatment of those 

afnicted wi1h leprosy Once a priest determine). that a person i d iseased. " the 

pne t shall s hut away the: o ne that has the plague fo r e ven da ys" (Va y1kra 

13:4 ). The unafnicted a void the afflic ted like the plague. so to o, peak ! 

First Kings inc ludes a pas age co nce rning King Da \ld' s las! days A~ King 

David lay dying. Avi ~hag the Shulam1te 1s sent to attend 10 him . Thi s passage. 

while technically an e xample of care fo r che ill . ha. a literary importance far 

r~moved from the subjecc o f b1kkur cho lm1. Namely. the passage is an 

illus1ra1ion of David 's deteri o ration due to age. and h1 :1 lo s of strength . Da,•1d. 

o nce a strong warri o r. lover. and king. hes bes ide a fair maiden . sexuall) 

impotent and powerless over !he inevi1able battle over success ion to hi s 

throne . The account of David 's final illness does not develop into a Jewish 

resource fo r unde rs tanding bikkur cho lim . 

The Book of Job s1ands alo ne as a biblical 1ale of a person who is visited by 

friends during a time o f illness. The Book o f Job. however. emphasizes 

questi ons of theodicy . Job' s illness provides a com ext for the discourse 

concerning why bad things happen to good people . The Book of Job never 

finds its way into the corpus of Jewis h literature on bikkur chol1m . 

The main biblical text o ut of w hic h rabbinic literature concerning bi k k u r 

cholim evolves is Parashar Vayera. particularly Genesis 18: 1-2. The passage ., 
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follows on the hee ls of the account of Abraham ' c ircumcision . It begins with 

the statement that God apea,.ed to Abraham by the terebi nths of Mamre. as he 

sat m the tent door 1n lhe heat of the day. Abraham see~ three men slanding 

before him. and treats them very hos pitabl y. The me n announce that Sara wil l 

give birth to a son. and Sara laughs. The passage conc ludes with Abraham and 

the three men walking in the direction of Sodom. After the v1s n of the three 

men. the Bible tells the tale of Sodom and Gemorra . 

Rabbinic use of Va ye ra as the biblical bas is for bi klwr c/10/im pre<>ents a 

certain irony . The passage does not overtly tell the tal c of a person whll is tll 

The biblical te xt does not explicitly mention lhOt the three men ha ve come fo r 

the purpose of l>ikkur cho/im. The annunciation of Isaac's birth appear~ to 

explain the purpose of their vi~11. 

Nevertheless. Rashi. in the name of Rabbi Chama bar Chanina. explain~ 

that the passage is an early example of bikkio cho/im . Rashi no1es that the 

verse conce rning God 's appearance to Abraham occurs ri ght after the verses 

that te ll of Abraham 's c 1rcumcis1on. The textual prox1m1ty of the two event~ 

leads Rash1 to be li eve that they have a causal relations hip. Abraham 1s a 

c holeh recoverin g from surgery, therefore God comes to 1nqu1re afte r hi s 

we ll - be in g . 

Ra shi further associates God' s appearance with Abraham' s circumcis ion 

through the passage 's use of the ~ord "Mamre." Ln the context of Vayera. 

"Mamre'' 1s a place name. According to Bereshit Rabba 48 , a man named 

Mamre had advised Abraham concerning the circumci sion . 

Va ye ra through the lens of a midrashic tradition . 

Rash1 read s 

Rashi 's commentary to Vayera represents the earliest literary usage of 

the term "bikkllr cholim." His com mentary serves as a primary source for 

many s ubsequent rabbinic writ ings on bikkur cholim. Ramban to Bereshit 

,} 
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18: 1-2 d ra ws upon Rashi 's commentary to Vayera. Beresh1t Rabba 8: 13. 

Mi d rash Te hillim M1zmor 25 . 11. and Midras h Ta nchum a to parashat Vnvishlach 

a ll utili ze Voyero as a prooftext fo r the value of bikkur cholim. Bereshit 

Rabba 49 :4 builds upo n the belief that God's visit to Abraham 1s an act of 

bikk11r cllnlrm . While o ther biblical tex ts have been inte rpre ted in t~rm~ of 

bikk11r cl10/1m. parashat \la.\•era developed in to the primary sou rce o f the 

rabbinic j ust ifi catio n of b1kk11r cl10/1m. 

One source o ut of whic h many aggadic matenal s o n bikkur cho/1111 evolved 

are the vari o us codes o f c haritable conduct. Du ring the rabbinic period. 

scholars freque ntl y sought to di still the esse nce of Jew1 h teaching in to legal 

codes . These codes prc1V1de insight into what the rabbi!. deemed to be the most 

important ob li gations o f a pious Jew. Although exact wordi ng may vary from 

one code to the next. typical o bligatio ns inc luded honoring parents. 

accompan yi ng the dead . adorning bride s . prayer. tudy. and visi t ing the s1e k 

Be reshtt Rabba 8: 13. Midrash Teh1llim Mi z.mor 25: 11 , Midrash M1shlei :!7 : 18 , 

M id rash Tanchuma 12: I 2 , and Talmud Neda rim 39b all repre~ent aggadot whic h 

developed o ut of codes of c harit able conduct. 

Literary sources o n b1kkur cholim do no t indicate why the prac tice was 

va lued during the rabbinic penod. whil e vi rtu ally no n-ex istent in the biblical 

e ra . Why tbe codes o f c ha ritable conduct tnclude bik/..ur chul im but the Bible 

contains no comparabl e instruction, re mains unknown. Wh y the Levi tt cal 

prie s ts bani shed diseased persons, but the rabbis sough1 them out seems 

puz.z.lin g . 

Non-Jewish texts conte mporaneous to Bible and Midras h fo llow the same 

trend with respect to bikkur cholim . S umerian and Babylonian m ytho logies 

show no inte rest in treatment of the ill. There is no extant literature fro m the 
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biblical period, which presents a perspective on di sease which contrasts wi th 

that of Torah . 

No scholarly books or articles have been written on the subject of \'is iting 

the ill in the Ancient Near East. An article by Robert Biggs2 indicates that 

what "'e kno" of Jncient Mesopotamian practices concerning treat ment of the 

ill comes from leuers, lite rature. and an occasional "medical prescription. 

The "medical prescri ptions" tended to be home remedies for common malapies 

cau sc:d by overexposu re to heat or co ld , eati ng spoiled foods, or drinking too 

much alcohol. 

Deepl y rooted an Mesopotamian thought was the view 1llat illness was 

puni shment sent by the gods because of offenses committed by the s icl, 

person . Medical and magical treatments were co mbined. Prayers and 

incantations were said by 1he afflicted . The only visitors 10 the ill that we 

know of were exorcists or sorcerers_ T hese faith healers used ritual and magic 

as the ir primary prescriptions . 

Just as aggadot of the rabbinic period view b1kk11r cholim as a noble 

endeavor, so too. do the Christian Scriptures of the same period value 

visitation of the sick. While the rabbis told tales of God and great rabbi s or 

healers seekin g ou1 the affli cted. the Gospel writers told stories about Jesus, his 

visits to lepers and actions as a healer of broken bodies and spirits . 

One can assume that diseases were equally contagious during the bibli cal 

and rabbini c e ras. Both biblical and rabbinic societies unders tood physical 

ail men ts as punishment for moral misconduct. Illness was prevalent during 

both time periods. 

2 Biggs, Robert. "Medicine. Surgery. and Public Health in Ancient 
Mesopotamia." Encyclopedia of Reli&ion. New York: MacMillan, 1987, 1911. 
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The literature of the 1wo erai. 1nd1cates a distinct change in attitude and 

practice. Visitation o f the s ick was noc a suitable literary theme to biblical 

audiences. The literature of the biblical peri od depicts heroes and kings a !\ 

strong. not di seased . It ponrays di seased persons a rituall y unclean. The 

community isolated 1t ~ sick unt il a priest could <1pprove their re-entry into the 

sac red community. 

Literature from the bibli cal era characterize s the diseased a~ fa r from God. 

Their very presence could threatt n a communny·~ s piri tual well -being. The 

s ic !... w1. re s hunned or pitied . but cenainl y not enobl ed , at least ins11far as the 

lit t>rature de mons trate s . 

During the rabb1n1 c peri od. ston es of God and the Godly auending to !'1ck 

persons bec ame prevalent. Tale~ of great teache rs humbling themselves 

through \ ' I Its to 1he sick gained populant}'. L11 e ra1ure concerning 

miraculous heatings interested audiences of that e ra. While the commonfo lk 

might have fe lt repubed b) d1sea~e . the soc ie tal idea l was vi 1tat1on o f the 

affli c ted 

Vis itation o l the sick came to be seen as an important obligati on of ever} 

person m the communi ty. Talmud Nedarim 39b teaches that there is no 

measure fo r vis iung the s ick. Failure to auend to the s ick could put one out of 

God 's favor. Talmud Nedarim 40a declares that those who did not visit the !.tck 

" could be equated w11h murderers. The sick were to be attended to as part of <i 

desire to iml!ate and serve God . 

By viewing the aggadic materials in chronological order, beginning w ith 

the older texts. we see God is the primary visi tor in the earlier cexts. The late r 

tex ts concern human visi tors ~o the il l. In representing God as the earl iest 

figure to attend to the sick, the rabbis lead legitimacy to the practice of bi kk u r 

ch o/1m . They imbue the acti on with a sense of Godliness. They provide a model 
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for proper human behavior. and they present a God who 1s loving. carin g. and 

co mpassiona te 

In the earliest bil.:ku r clrolim text. God visits Abraham after his 

c1rcu mc1s1on 1Rash1 to Bereshit 18 : 1-1) God inqu ires after Abraham's well 

being. God te lls Abraham to sit. even thou!,! h Abraham offers to stand. God 

explain !> that Tehillim 82: I requires God to stand as coun sel of the judges . 

Rashi allude!. to God's great compassion by telling the reader th at God tried 

to spare Abraham the burden of v1sitOrl_; during hi !' recove ry. God ent the 

angels, however. when he saw that Abraham fe lt di sappointed by the lack of .._ 
• 

guests. Ever the considerate guests. the ange ls avert 1h~1r eyes from Abraham 

when he change!> hi!; bandages. so as not to embarrass h1 m. They allow 

Abraham to run tov. ard them. 

Rashi art full y ex plains the d1fficul11es of the passage. pro"idi ng 

j ustificall on for eac h word. each detai l. eve ry seemingly ex 1 raneou ~ 

descript ion. and every rnconsistency in the bi blical text. He doec; so in such a 

v. ay that God appears as the ideal v1s1tor. concerned fo r the welfare of the 

ch o l e li . and !>ensiti ve to hi s needs . With an economy of language 

characteri sti c of hi s style. Rashi creates for his reader a world of 

unders tandin g the nature of God, the Va ye ra texc, and appropriate guidelines 

of bil.:kur cllo lim . 

In Rashi to Bereshit 21 : 17. God. once again. shows a special compassion for 

the affli cted. As Rashi read the biblical ceir.t, he wondered why it is wriuen 

tha1 "God heard the voice of the lad," when it was Hagar who wept her de!ipa1r 

when banished to che wilderness. Rashi cir.plains that God hears che affl icted 

first. responding to prayers offered by -the sick before the prayers of other$. 

ln other words, God has a special sense of compassion for the ill . and a sense of 

urgenc y in au ending to their prayers. 
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Jn Rashi 10 Yechezk1el 34· I I. Rash1 responds 10 a double entencJre in the 

biblical tex1. Because the root BKR can mean "to examine" or "lo v1s11.'' Rash1 

moved beyond the ~1mples1 meaning of the passage. Instead of acting as an 

authority who "examines" hi s people for blemishes. God 1 ~ here depicted as onC? 

who "visits" hi ~ people when they are ill and in need of care. Rash1 show~ God 

sayi ng unequ1vocall). "From me there will be bi Hur clroltm" (Rash1 to 

Yechezkiel 34 : I l) 

Ramban to Bereshll I b 1-2 expounds on Rash1 · ~ commentary to the same 

passage On the subject of b1kk1u clro lim , Ramban emphasizes that God vis it!> 

the sick as a mark of honor In Abraham' s case. God's v1s1t in no V.3) implied a 

desire to help Abraham to propheC) . Rather. the vis it. in and of itself. was 

sufficient reason to appear to Abraham after the circumc ision. God v1s1ts the 

sick. then. as an act uf love and caring, not as a gui se for conducung other 

types of business. 

Bereshit Rabbah ~: 1 3 further depict~ God as a model of gPmi/111 c llassodim 

The pa sage 1 ~ a compila11on of prooftexts. which illustrate that God performs 

righteous acts that people are also expected to perfonn . Bereshi t 18: I 1s used as 

the prooftext of God' i. perfo rmance of hikk11r c/rolim. The wri ter of Bereshit 

Rabbah 8: 13 reads the verse through the lens of rabbini c commentary 

Rashi' s commentary to Bereshit 18: I became so s trongly tied to the b1bl1ca l text 

that the writer of the Beresh1t Rabbah passage need on ly cite "and He 

appeared to him at the terebi nths of Mamre" as prooftext. 

Later texts emphasize human visitors to the Ill. Hum an visitors inc lude 

doctors , famous rabbi s. and ordinary people. Some passages regarding hu man 

visito rs lend insight into rabbinic au11udes toward care and treatment of the 

ill Others simply use the visit to the ill as a setting for discourse unrelated to 

issues of illness. 

• 



Bereshil Rabbah 49 4 1 ~ builL upon parasha1 \lavera . Its empha)I!. •~ 

Bereshit 18: 19-20. In those verses. God says that has known Abraham. and can 

trust Abraham to command his chi ldren and Im household LO keep God's way 

and do tz.f'dakkah and m1shpat. The co mmentato r wonders what God mean!> 

when he says. "For I have known him." 

Rashi 's commenL) Lo Vavera would lead one to believe that God knew 

Abraham through God 's v1<. 11 10 him fo llowing the c ircumcisi on. the clas.;1c 

exa mple of bikkur cholim . The au th or or the passage acknowledgel> Rash1 's 

perspective. but then presents a new aggadah wh ich empha izes Abraham ·~ 
• 

se nse of hospitality 

Ultimately. the passage dem onstrates Abraham's ri ghteousness and 

responds tO the QUCSllOn JS to why the wor(J t;.eddakah preceeds the word 

mis lr par in the b1bltca l parasha. Through a Lale of how Abraham cunningl y 

pursuades hi s guests Lo believe in God . we learn th at one should fulfill one's 

obli gations Lo other!> first. and then exacL justice. 

The author of the midrash departs from the accepced mod~I of 

unde rstanding Vayern as a tale of bikkur clrolim . Because the texL of Va\'ero 

was believed to be a hikk11r cholim tex t, tne author of the midrash 

acknowledges ll as such before introducing a new pe rspecti ve. 

Vayikra Rabbah 13.2 tells about a doctor who visits the ill . This passage 

does not draw from Vayera or from the codes of charitable conduc1. Its bas is 1s 

in talmud ic texts concerning medical ethics. When a sick person seems like ly 

to recover, rabbinic ethics dictate that care should be taken with respect to 

what the person eats and drinks . The doctor must facil itate che person's 

return 10 ph ysical health through the prescription of a proper diel. 

When a sick person approaches death and proper diec cannot al le vi ate his 

destiny. rabbinic ethics dictate that he should eat what he pleases. Since the 
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doctor cann ot improve upon the patient 's phys ical state, the doctor is ob li ga ted 

to help the patient to enjoy his last few days. rn Vayikra Rabbah 13:1. thi s 

accepted practice of a doctor who visits the ill is used as a metaphor for God· s 

expectation that Jews observe k ash ru 1. The heathen 1s Ii kened to a dying man . 

Not destined fo r Eternal Life. he can eat any living th ing. according to God's 

instruction to Adam 1n Eden . The children of Israel , howe ver. are llkened to 

the per on who has the potential to lt ve. Oe!ained for Eternal life. the Israeli te 

may eat onl y those food' permitted to him in Devanrn 14 ·4 

Phys1c1ans appear as regular v i ~ 11ors to the ill durin g rabbi nic time~ . 

Bamidbar Rabbah 18· I l allude~ 10 the prevalence of doctors by shO\I. ing Moses 

anger at the possibtlll)' that the rebe llious in hi s communuy be 1reated with 

the same com passion due to those who die of Illness. He admoni shes God not to 

allow the rebels to .. die in their beds a~ people ordinarily do. doctors coming in 

and visiting them 1n the sa me way a~ all other ick people are visited. 

From a modern perspecti ve, the presence of phys1c1ans in the home of a 

:. ick pen.on might see m insignificant. What 1s s1gnifican1 about the presence 

of doctors in rabb1n1c literature is the observauon that the phys icians could 

l not be di stingui shed from faith healers before the rabb1n1c era. Interest in 

science and human bio logy did not develop before the Common Era . Pri ests or 

fai th healers attended to the ill. and the sick usuall y sought them out, not lhe 

re verse. The role of the ph ysician in vis11 ing. the ill and di scussions 

co ncerning medica l ethics appear first in Jewish writings during the rabbm ic 

e ra . 

Rabbinic literature condones the work of the physic ian . The ph ysician, as 

healer. acts in fulfillment of God 's commandmen ts. By participating in 

3 Ibid. 

• 
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healtn g works. the ph ysic ian engages in gem1 l 11 r chasadim , ac tion:. which "e 

perform as a means of im ita ti ng Goel The fo ll owing passage offers o n e 

prooftex t for 1he right o f the physician to pracu ce medi c ine : 

The schoo l of Rabbi Is hmael says. "Heal he s hall hea r · CExodu s 
2 1.1 8- 19). What do we learn from the re pe t1t1 on of the \\ Ord 
" heal"? That auth ori zati on was g ranted to the ph y 1c 1an to h e a I 
(8 . Talmud , Baba Kamma 85aJ . 

M a1mon1dei. Mi:, hne h Torah. Hilkh ot Ro11each . l 14 . e mph as1Le!> tha t 

phys ic ia ns have no t only a ri ght to prac tic t" medic ine. but an obl igati on· 

W hoever 1s abl e to save an o ther and does not sa ve him . 
trunsgre s~e., the rnmmandment. " Nei th e r sha lt thou ~ land idl :r b y 
the bl ood of thy ne ighbor" (Vayikra 19 : I 6l. 

In Shulkhao A r ukh . Yoreh Deah 336. Joseph Caro writes· 

The Torah placed it w ithin the prov idence· of the phys 1c1an to 
hea l. It 1 ~ a com mand m e nt . a nd it i~ incl uded in the category of 
saving life . If a ph y~ 1c 1an withholds his services. tl 1s cons ide red 
as shedding blood . 

Fina lly, O tzar HaMtdras him, Volume JI . includes a n aggadah whi c h de pic ts 

the phys1c1an 3!1 a specia l me1•a ker chn/ 1111 The passage reads: 

Ra bbi Is hm ae l a nd Rabbi Ak iva we re walkin g th rough 1hc street s of 
Je ru sale m and met a s i c~ man. 

The il l person asked. "Mas ters . te ll me how I can be cured ." 

They a nswered . ''Do this and that unti l you are cured." 

He.! saicJ to the m, "Who affl icted me?" 

"The Holy One." they re plied. 

He said. '"And you in terfered with a matte r of life that 1s no t yo ur 
conce rn ? God af nicted a nd you wish to heal ?" 

The rabbi s as ked, " What is your vocati on?" 

He responded. " I am a tiller of so il. He rt!" is my vine-cutter in my hand." 

The y asked. "Who c reated the v ineyard ?" 

"The Ho ly One ," he answered . 
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"You 101erfered 1n 1his vineyard which 1s not yours'> God c rc:11ed ll and 
you rut away it!- fruit s7" they asked. 

" Do you not see the vi ne-cutte r in my hands? Were I not 10 go out and 
plow and till a nd fert ili ze and weed . the vineyard would no t pro duce 
fruil. " 

They said. "Fool! From you r own work you ha\e not teamed \I.hat 1s 
wri tten 1n Psalms I OJ: 15. ·As for man , hi s days are as grass Just a!> I he 
tree. if not weeded. fer11lized, and ploughed wi ll not grow and bring 
for1 h 11~ fruu~ . so it 1s w11h lhe human body. The fenili zer 1s 1 h e 
medi c ine and the healing mean s. and 1he 1iller of 1he earth is l he 
ph ysician 

(pp . 580-581) 

Physicians. then. v1c;ited the sick. As far as the rabbinic com munity was 

concerned. they had God's approval. and a comm unal obl1ga11on . Th rough 

1heir v isi ts and 1he1r c;t ud y of medicine. phys1c1ans de\ eloped nC\\ med1 c1ncs 

a nd 1rea1ment~ for va ri ous a ilment s. 

The advance of medical remedies for ccruun illnesses did no l 1rrad1c:u e the 

rabbi's interest in the s late of a pauent' s faith . While 1hey encouraged the 

dyi ng to eat whatever they wanted.4 they did not leave heretic!' lo d ie 

believing whatever they wanted . The rabbis co ncerned them selves wllh the 

ou ls of the dying. a nd did everythi ng they co uld to extract a final confession 

from the d yin g. 

Kohel et Rabbah 7:8 11lus trates the rabbinic in1eres1 in death bed reversa ls 

o f faith . When 1he famous heretic. Eli sha ben Abuya became ill Rabbi Men 

went to visit him to convince him to repent. The g reat Rabbi Meir succeeded 

tn hi s mi ssion, and Elisha ben Abuya died in a state of repentence. The fact 

that even a most infamous heretic cou ld re turn to God is an illustration of the 

Vayikra Rabbah l ) 



rabbinic belief that the gates of repenlence are always open. even until the 

moment before death . 

Midnish Tehi ll im. m1zmor 25:11. shows God perform ing acls of g ·1111/ur 

rhassadim While Jews are expected to imitate God. the rabb1n1c literature 

generally personifies God engaged 1n ideal human behaviors . Midrash 
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Tehrlltm includes a comp1la11 on of prooflexts which show that God does all or 

the righteous acts the people are expected to do. including v1s11ing the sick. 

Midrash M1shlei 27: 18 presents a list of righteous ac1s for which one will 

receive ment 1n the world h l come. The li sl 1s not identical to the hst of acts 

that God perfonns in J\ tidrash Tehilhm The lwo li sts do ~hare h1kJ.11r cholim as 

a righteous act of both God and humanity. M1drash Mishlei does no1 include 

adorning the bride and accompanying the de:id in H S hst of acti ons for which 

one reaps an eternal reward. Visiting the sick 1 the only ac11on that both llSt s 

conside r imponan l enough to consider es!-ential. 

Categorization of mttzvot occupied the atlenlton of many greal scholars and 

rabbis . Some thinkers. including Ma1mon1dcs. d1 v1dcd m11zvot into ch11k1m and 

mishpatim. commandments whose reason 1s not apparent and commandments 

whose reason 1s obviou!>. M1tzvot are frequently categorized with respec t to 

whether they are lime bound or not bound by time. positive or negative. place 

bound or not bound by place. 

Mid rash 1anchuma 12: 12 fo llows in lhe genre of categorizing mi izvot . 

dividi ng mitzvot into commandments whic h a perso n can freely choose to 

observe, and those over which a person has no conlrol. Visiting the sick falls 

into the calegory of mitzvo1 which a person can freely choose to observe . A 

person who wishes to avoid idolatry. however. ~ecomes an accidental 

accompl ice to it when he walks through a market and smells incense that has 

been burned as part of a pagan ritual. 
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Midrash Tanchuma ' , di vis ion of mitzvot (and sin ) into the voluntary and 

1he invol untary, lends strength lo the importance of b1kJ.ur c hnlim . Because 

one has control over one · s hands and feet. one has the abi hty to v1 11 the sick. 

If one ha' the physical abili ty to do so. then there can be no good excuse for 

failing to obser\'e the commandment. 

Some mid rash1 m emphasize ex traordinary v1s1tors. such as doc tors or great 

rabbis . The majori ty of midrashim about human vis11ors. however, stress the 

ob li gauon upon ordinary Jews to visit the sic~ Talmud Nedanm 39b and 40a 

illustrat e this princip le through oft-quoted aphorism ) and memorable 

a ne c dot e~ 

Talmud Nedanm 39b detail s a discussion of the meaning of the teaching. 

"There ., no mea-;ure for v1s1ting the <i tck ·· The i:<lbb1 s debate ~ hcther the 

reward for VISl llng the '1ck 1s immeasurable or whether one 1s ob ligated to 

v1s1t the sick repeatedl y, ~ 1thout limittng one '-; v1s1t:. to people of a certain 

s tature 

The texc concludes that observance of any precept. inc luding bik.k.111 

cho/1111. holds the promise of e ternal rewards. With respect to the specifi c 

injunct ion conce rning bikkur 

regardles~ of their social class . 

hundred limes a day .'' 

cho/1m , one is required to visit persons 

Rabba adds that one shou ld visit "even a 

One can assume that Rabba was using exaggeration as a too l for teaching 

hi s perspective . Neither the legal nor the aggad1c l11e rature concerning 

blkkur c hol1m lead one to believe that the amoraim spenl their days running 

in and out of the homes of the afflicted up to five times per hour! Rather. the 

text teache that lhere is no limit to the number -0f visits that a person can 

make co anolher in need. One does not really fulfill the mirn•ah of bikk.ur 

c lrolim by paying a single visit to one person who is ill. 
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Talmud Nedarim 39b includes lhe intriguing slatement lhal "he who visi ts a 

sick per on takes awa) one s1xt1etb of his illness... A s1 mplel0n might assume 

from 1h1s 1ha1 s1xiy visi1ors could cure a choleh. but R Abba bar R. Chanina 

was no simpleton. Illness is not quantifiab le. but even 1f it were . we can 

assume that R. Abba bar R. Chanina knew ba:.i c ma1h . 

Hi s sta1ement 1s a variati on of Zeno's paradox. the mathematical concept 

1ha1 if one divides an object over and over. one never reaches 11s end. If one 

v1si1or were to alleviate one-si.xue1h of a 60-part dines:.. the patient would be 

left with a 59-part illness. A ;;econd v1s11or cou ld allt:v1ate one sixtieth of the 

remainin g 59-part illness. leaving 1he choleh wi th a 59-.983- part illness 

Appendix D charts the mathematics of R. Abba bar R Chan1na's theory, 

demonstraung 1hat regardle!IS of the number of v1, 1tor~. the cl1oleli w111 

always retain some degree of infirm11y 

R. Abba bar R Chamna·s statement ca ptures the rabb1n1c perspecuve on 

the role of b1kkkr chol1m in 1hc cure of 1lln1:ss . The average ' 1s11 or cannot 

cure a sid. person. Even sixty v1s11ors can not restore a sick person 10 perfect 

hea lth If one could quantify illness. however. a v1rn from a member of the 

community could help a sick person feel a liule better than he would 

01herw1se feel. The purpose of vis11ing 1he sick was not to cure the person. but 

to provide a small amount of comfort. relief. and heali ng. 

Occasionall y. a sick person does recover fo llowi ng a visit. In Talmud 

Nedanm 40a. we learn of such a case The case is an admonishmeni of people 

who do not visit the sick . ll illustrates the pnnciple that even a grea1 person 

must v1si1 a humble one. showing Rabbi Aki va himself sweeping the noor of a 

sick man. The sick man recovers as a resuh of Ak.J va 's caring, whereby Akiva 

cri1icizes those who do no1 visit the sick, equaling them with "shedders of 

blood." 
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Talmud Berachot Sb 1s the leasL straighLforward of the aggadot on bikkur 

cho/1m It tell s the story of Rabbi Yochanan' s visit to Rabbi Eliez.er during ;i 

ttme of tllnei.s . The passage's intent i<. unclear. Jt doei. not see m to relate lo 

any specific pnnc1ple or biblical text, nor does 11 seem to have a mora l. The 

passage itself has textual d1ff1culuei.. ll S3)'\t .. He uncovered hi s arm and light 

fell. " but does not indicate whether Yoc hanan uncovered hi s own arm or that 

of Rabbi Eliezer. The significance of li ght falling 1s unclear 

Rabbi Yochanan sees Rab bi Eltezer crying and tries 10 guess why. Rabbi 

Eliez.er fi nally explains wh y he ii. crying. and th~ two men c:ry together. 

Rabbi Yoc hanan asks \\.hether Rabbi El1ezer'i. sufferings are dear 10 him. and 

Eltezer responds that they are not Then Yochanan asks for Elieze r·~ hand and 

raises Rabbi Eliezer or is raised by him 

The passage is a mass of strange circumstances. m1i.p laced modifi ers. and 

detached pronouni. . Nevenheless. Berachot Sb 1s one o ( the more well known 

aggadot rega rding b1J.k11r cho/1m . A Bjkkur Chohm TramlQ~ Manuel and ~ 

me your Hand. 1 wo widel y dis1ribUled manual on the modern practice of 

biHur c hol1m . use Berachot 5b as a central cexl. In later chaptcri. . we will 

examine the passage 1n greater depth. to di scover why thi s is so. At thi s po int . 

however. I would like to shift our atten tion away from the vi. itor and toward 

the infirm, himse lf or herself. 



Chap1er Three 

Lening the Texts Speak 10 Us 

Part B: The Chnleh 

8} studying the luerature of the sages. one can ea<;ily di sllll rabbinic 

Jewish belief~ about the role and responsibilities of a m e1•a ker(c t ) cholim . a 

visitor to the ill. On the other hand , rabbinic ltterature presents ambiguous 

and often contrad ictory altitudes toward the choleh. the one who is ill. A~ 

Chapter Two demonstrated. tne rabbi s. perceived of h1 kk 11r c/l(J/1111 as a Godl} 

action and a~ a significant obligation of every Jew. 

The wealth y. the impoveri shed. the educated and the simple were equall > 

bound b> the commandment to vim the i 11 .1 Regard.Jes!\ of the cause of a 

per on ·~ tllnes -. evef) person was responsible for \'!Siting the afnicted. The 

doctor might v1 11 1n order to provide medical counsel. : Other~ might v1sll lo 

nl fer prayer. companionship.3 help w11h final confession s.~ or ass1stam:e with 

house hold chores ~ 

Certain member of the community failed to live up to the standard of 

' 'isiting the sick on a regular basi s Talmud Nedanm 40b tells that when R. 

Talmud Nedarim 39b. 

J Vayikra Rabbah 13. 

Talmud Berachot Sb. 

Kohelet Rabbah 7:8. 

In Talmud Nedarim 40a, Hillel sweeps the floor of his sick disciple. 
whereupon the disciple recovers from his illness. Hi s sweeprng of the rloor 1s 
cenainl y an act of compassion, though it may ha ve its roots in superstition or 
tn beliefs about medical hygiene . Halachi c material s. including The Laws of 
Visitine the Sick in Joseph Caro's Shulchan Aruch, state that when visiling 
the sick, one must "inquire whelher it is necessary to sweep or sprinkJe the 
floor before him or anything si milar to this" (See Appendix E, #9). 
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Helbo fell 111. no one came: to v1s11 him. Despite the failure of some to v1:.1t the 

ill. b1kkur chu lim remained a religi ous imperati ve and a ocietal ideal One 

who did not engage rn bikkur <"hnlim risked com munit y censure and Divine 

retribution . 

Halach1c materials on l>rUur cho/1m provide clear protoco l regarding the 

proper behavior of a visitor. The aggad1c matenals renect that protocol. They 

lend anecdotal support to u. and help us to understand the ways 1n wh ich the 

protoco l translat ed into human ex pe rience 

Joseph Caro ' s Shulchan Aruch. a sixteenth ce ntury legal code, includes a 

sec tion on the laws of v1s1ting the sick. I have translated those laws in 

Appendix D The law:. demonstrate that wnter~ of llala cha faced dilemmas 

with respect to estab lishing c lear guidelines for the 111er-aker( e1 ) 1'11n/1m The 

rabbi s held maJorit) and minority opinions on difficu lt questions. including 

whether one :.hould ' 1s1t one's enemi e~ when the} are ill.'' 

Despite the debate over certa in issues . the rabbis' thoughts concerning th e 

mr1·akerl cl J cho/im are clear and unambiguous . 

I l Both God and humanity ha ve the capac tt)' to act as 111evtJker ( er) 

chofim. 

2) Vi siting the sick is a prai seworthy endeavor. 

3) The mcva kcr( el ) cholim should treat the choleh with compassion, 

showing respect for the spiritual and physical state of the c holeh , and 

a llowing the choleli to maintain a sense of modesty. 

4) The mevaker(e r) cholim should provide the cltol eh with proper. 

medical care. If the c lr o lelt is likely to live, the mevaker( e r) must administer 

~ Caro, Joseph . Sbu lcban Aruch. Laws of Visiting the Sick , #2 . Sixteenth 
century . ( 

~·-----
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rhe appropriate remedies. If the choleh is likel y to die. then the mevaker(etl 

mu st provide the rho/eh with ph ysical comfort . 

5) The mevakt•r(et) cholim should pray for and with the chole h . S/he 

should a~sist the c h olelt in settling financial affairs, and in makin g peace wic h 

God. 

Rabbi ni c literarure presents a more co mpl icated view of lhe c/i(l/eh 

reading characterizat ions o f the c holeh m rabbinic literature. we find a 

figu re frough1 with paradox . Rabbinic portrayal s of the chnleh reveal 

inconsistent and often con trad ic1ory understandings of t llneo;s and of th~ 

persons afflicted with it. 

When 

Some of the con fu sion regardrng rabbinic a11itudes, 1oward the clwlch 

derives from 1he interdependency of physica l and spiritua l maladies in the 

rabbinic mind. Cho/eh. for the rabbis. sometimes refers to a person who 

exhib11s physical symptoms of disease. Sometimes. clto/eh refers to a person 

who has fa llen away from the community through sin . 

Physical and spintual maladies are noc mutua lly exclusive . A person's 

physical illness might be punishment fo r sin . The experience of ph ys ica l 

Illness effects one 's ability to perfo rm mitz vot and to maintain fai th in God . 

Phys ical illness and near death expenence can bring one closer to God . In 

some cases. God afflicts the tru ly righteous as a test of fai th. 

We can create a fal se construct , placi ng the physically infirm and the 

spiritually downtrodden into separate categories, but in the rabbinic mind . the 

physical and th e spiritual are closely related. Sometimes their relationship ts 

causal , sometimes correlational. Often the two are indi stingui shable. 

There are cases in which the rabbi s do distinguish between a c holeh whose 

physical ai lments are a pu nishme nt for s in and those who have contrac ted 
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illness through physical contagion . In both cases. the choleh receives the 

same 1reatment. Tosafot at Baba Kamma Sa. shenitnah , exe mplifies rabbini c 

recogn111on tif the d1s1inct1on. and disregard for 1t : 

You might think tha1 the words "heal , he shall heal " rExodu ~ 
21 : 18- 19) apply only in Lhe case of humanly contracted illn esse~ . 
but nol 1n the case of 11lnesse!. that are sent by Heaven. When Lhe 
phys ician heals 11. 11 appears as if he concrad1c1s a divine decree . 
Come and learn . for this h not so 

One passage in Rai.h1 's commentary to Yechez.kie l 3-1 · I I suggests that 

bikkur clwlim i!> a mailer or "1rn1ng tho)e Jew:. who have fallen away from 

proper, Jewish practice. /)1J./..11r rhol1m 1n that cai.e 1~ a "checking up on" a 

person's religious observanc.:e. with che intent of restoring 11 to it' proper 

~tandard The root BKR 1s u:.ed here a~ ::i double encendrt!. meaning both ··10 
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visi t' ' and "to check " In tht) case. rather than v1si1ing · an tll member of the 

communit}' . one "examines" a person in order to assess that person 's fa11h. 

The rabbis hold two connicting belief about the c holeh On 1he one hand. 

they believe that the choleh 1s especially far from God and in need of 

reconciliation with God On the other hand, the rabbi' sec an intimacy 

between God and the physicall) infirm, which 1s not shared by people who are 

1n good health . 

The rabbis inherited the biblical view that jllness comes from God , 

frequen tl y as puni shment fo r transgressions. Exodus 15:26 explicitly states 

that failure to obey 'tod will result in disease : 

If you will heed Adonai your God diligently. doing what is upright 
in God's sight. givi ng ear to God' s commandments, and keeping 
God's laws, then I wi ll not bring upon you any of the diseases that 
I brought upon the Egyptians. for I am Adonai who heals you. 

The rabbis assume that God continues to use ill ness as a means of 

punishment. In the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 10 1 a. Rabbi Yochanan 

comments upon Exodus 15:26. Rabbi Yochanan concludes that God does not 



1nl11ct disease upon the ri ghteous, but on ly on the si nner. Despite using 

illness as chastisement. God merc1fu ll y heals the afn1cted The talmud1c 

passage reads . 

Rabbi Y ochanan ex.plains that the verse (Exodus 15.26) means. ·· I f 
you hearken (to the voice of God). I wi ll not bring di seases up o n 
you. If you wi ll not (hearken ), then I wi ll (bring disease). E ve n 
i;o. I am Adonai who heals you:· 

Not every case of illnes~ I!> perceived by the rabbis as puni.;hmcnt 

37 

Abraham chooses to be c1rcumc1sed, and i~ visited by God during hi s reco' ery 

from the surgery. As Rnmban explai ns. God visited Abraham as a means of 

showing honor to him for keeping a commandment. Abraham·~ woundi. 

elevate him in God's eyes They do not diminish him. 

Th ose? who are injured 1n fulfillment of a co mm andment are no1 the only 

chol im that God elevate!> . Rashi to Beresh1t 21 : 17 tell s that the prayer of a sick 

person is heller than the prayer of other!.. and it is accepted first. ln Talmud 

Berachot 5b, Rabbi Chan1na asks the ailing Rabbi Yochanan whether hi !-

suffering~ are dear to him. a~ if illness somehow enoble!> a person. Ca ro's 

Sbulchao Aruch indicates that lhe Shekhina hovers abo'e the bedboard of a 

sick person. and it 1s therefore adviseable to face the choleh during prayer. 

There are aggado1 about great sages who fa ll ill and die. ye t 1hose aggadot are 

not concerned with sin as a possible cause of the sage's illness. 

Perhaps the e levati~n in esLeem fo r the cho/eh deri ves from the belief that 

the cholell is closer lo death that a person who is healthy. As one who may 

soon enter the world to come. the clzoleh was thought to be closer to God than 

the robust. It is difficult to ascertain the reason for the rabbi's paradoxical 

approach to the choleh . Suffice to say that regardless of ,, whethe r a choleh is 

intimate with or alienated from God, the rabbis embrace him or her as a 

member of the community. They assume that even if the patienl is be ing 



puni shed by God s/he has no t been abandoned by God. and should no1 be 

abandoned by other Jewll. 

Each choleh in the rabbinic literature faces illness differently. The 

aggad1c materials thnt describe the behavior of various c hnlim tell us more 

about spec ifi c characters than about general ral'lb ini c auitude!> toward the 

s1c lc Abraham embodie~ the rabbinic model for hosp1tali1y. The rabbis 
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emphasize throughou1 1heir co mmentarie s that Abraham leaves his te nt door 

open to al l who might wish 10 e nter. He welcomes the strange r with out fail. 

offering food and water. and a bit of Torah 

When Abraham becomes 1he c holeh 1ha1 God vim in Parashat Vayera. he 

acts in ways whic h characterized hi s patriarc hy . Ju s1 after h1 !1 c ircumc1s 1on. 

he rushe!' out 10 greet wayfarers and make 1hem his gue l s He help!> hu, 

guests find their way to Sod~1m . Beresh11 Rabbah 49A s how!> how Abraham was 

able to outwit certain "isllors in order that they come to ac knowledge Adona1 

U!> God. 

Jn the \/avna 1ex1. God may be the mode l v1 i1or. but Abraham 1s no t a 

typical c/10/eh . The rabbis' comments to \1avera are lessons in how a Jew 

should act toward the stranger 

rho /eh . 

Their message does not regard a prototypica l 

Simila rl y. Kohe let Rabbah 7:8 te lls o f a vis it 10 the infamous heretic. Eh sha 

be n Abuya. Rabb i Meir invites the heretic 10 repent. El isha ben Abuya 

wonders whether God can ever accept hi s re turn. Rabbi Meir he lps Eli sha b<!n 

Abuya 10 understand that even a sinner who is ve ry far from God can find 

forgive ne ss . 

Elisha ben Abu ya' s deathbed conversion teaches the reader about 

repen1ence. Even a he retic as committed 10 heresy as Elis ha be n Abuya can 
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return to God. The average si:mer. therefore. should not be afraid that God 

wi ll !'IOI accept hi s conversion. 

In Talmud Ncdanm 40b. Rabbi Akiva's ailing disciple becomes a passive 

recipient of Ak1va ·s caring Aktva cures the disciple through an act of b1H11r 

c/10/1m . The passage concerns Akiva. his i.ense of compaS!>tOn. and hi~ 

humility. II me ~es the 1rnportan1 role that a v1o;itor cnn pln)' in healing 

another. The pas~age doe~ not. however. lend much in~ight into the cltulelt , 

himself. 

Rabbi Eliezer·~ \'tSi l 10 Rabhi Yochanan in Talmud Berachot 5b. 1s another 

case in point. Rabbi Yochanan. ~ho was famous for ht!- beaut). goe!> to '1 ~1 1 

his id. friend The pas~age i llustrates Rabbi Yochanan·s charac1er 

Yochanan's beaut} literally lights up the room. Yochanan. a great 

Pa lesti nian sage who ht!adcd Lwo diffcren1 academies. however. shows little! 

tact 1n tallong with his s1cl-. friend . He chatc; about Eliezer's minimal 

i.cholar~h1p. hi i. lack of wealth. and hi s childle~snes!> . 

Ehezer. with tongue rn cheek. point~ out that he cri es because he know<. 

that physical be:i uty 1s temporal . El1ezer. himsel f, will peri sh, as will Rabbi 

Yochanan and hi s physical beaut) with him. The 1wo men weep together over 

the inevitable loss of beauty. 

Despite Yochanan's lack of tact, hi s visll still uplifts Rabbi Eliezer. From 

this we learn little. about the chole h . We learn much about Rabbi Yochanan·s 

strengths and li mitations. We learn. too, tha1 even an imperfect vis itor can 

bri ng relief lo the ill. 

One might argue that the literature about the mevaker( el) cltolim teaches 

more about individual visitors than about the protoco! of visiting the sick. 

God's visit to Abraham could be understood as an illustration of God's 
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compal>S1on. as opposed to a model of hikk11r <'lwiim. 
7 Rabbi Akl\a· i. \lsi1 lo 

the qck di sciple in Talmud Nedanm 40b merely ilJustralc:S Akiva ·~ own sense 

of duty. 

The passages whi ch tell about the visi tor, however. usual ly indi cate tha1 

they are prescriptive and not simpl y descripthe. Bikk11r Cho/1m 1S included in 

the li sts of g'111tl111 chassadim G ' mi/111 chassadim includt> the things tha l we do 

in emulation of God. The admonillon. "Whoever does not visit the sick 1s 111'.e a 

shedder of blood. .. followi; the accoun1 of Ak1va's visi1 to the sick di sciple~ 

These anecdotes about famous visitors are c learly used 10 11lustra1e rabbini c 

expectations of the \'ls itor to the 111 

Furthermore. not every v1s1tor in the aggadot il> a known fi gure . With 

respect to the '1s11or, the tex t~ often u ~e terms which are inclusive of ell "One 

who visits a sick person take~ away one sixtieth of hi s illness." Talmud Nedarim 

39b states . ..One can spring lo his feet to visit the sick ..... explains M1dra"h 

Tanchuma 12: 12. Mid rash Mi shlei 27: 18 indicates that vi!-iting the ill brings 

eternal reward to an y visitor. 

Aggadot concerning v1s1tcirs clearly point to presc riptive measures. When 

lhc texts include a visito r's identit y. lhe visi tor inevitably represents a figure 

whom the rabbi s emulate and respect. Some o f the aggadot include direct 

imperatives. When a vi sitor's identity is not re vea led. the texl implies thac all 

visitors act m folfillment of a mitzvah and are rewarded accordingly . 

Thi s is not the case with respect 10 aggadot concerning the c holeh . In 

conveying the actions of a wel l-known choleh. the text!> point to descnpu vc 

measu res . Aggadot tell that Abraham ex tended hospita lity during hi~ 

7 Rashi to Bereshit 18:1-2. 

8 Talmud Nedarim 40a. 
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recovery from ci rcumci sion The rabbi~ viewed Abraham as exceptional. The 

m1drash d.Jes not convey the message LhaL 1he 1yp1cal cholelr is expected to 

feed and entertai n those who inqu ire after hi s we ll -being. 

The aggadot tend not 10 include 1nctruction5 for the d10/eh . The rabbi~ did 

ha ve certain expecta11om of a choleh. but the aggadot cmphasiz.e the ro le \'.If 

the visitor in helping the c holeh to do what is expected. At times. it seems as 

though the cha/eh is not under obhgatton 10 do certain things, but the v1 11or 

1~ obligated 10 make sure that the choleh perform. ce rt ain acti on ~ . 

The crucial responsibllicies of e"ery choleh inc lude prayer and confe<:~io n 

Like all people. the c/10/eh 1s bound by halachot penarning to care for hea lth , 

and s/he is noc exempt from commandme nc s which s/he can perform w11hou1 

furth er endangering hi s/her health . Some respons1b1lttic~ _of che choleh vary 

ba!>ed on whecher the choleh i!. likc:ly to die or recover and based on whether 

the illness is pri marily phy!> 1ca l or spincual 1n nature . 

With re~pect lo the ob ligation of the sick to pray. we recall Rashi to 

Beresh1t 11 17. which explains that the prayer of the sic k per~on is belier than 

that which others pray for him. and it is accepted fmt. Many prayers to be 

recited b) the ill were wmten during the rabbrn1 c era.9 Babylonian Talmud, 

Berachot 60a. includes a discussion regarding what prayer shou ld be said by a 

patien t about to have a phlebotomy. I have excerpted thi s partic ular example 

of prayers intended fop pa11en1 use , because it 1s contested by Abbaye based on 

the Exodus I 5: 19 passage mentioned earlier in thi s thesis: 10 

9 Odell . Wesley. Toward a Recovery of Prayer: A Reform"" Response to Healini: . 
Rabbinic Thesis Completed in Partial Fulfillment for Ordination from HUC-HR. 
Dr. Mark Washofsky. referee, 1994. 

10 Babylonian Talmud. Sanhedrin J 01 a. 
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Rav Ach said 1hat one who is going in for a phlebotom y ~hou ld 
recite the following blessing , "May 11 be Your will . Adonai. m y 
God, that thi s operation may be a cure for me. and may You he a I 
me. for You are a faithful. healing God, and your healing is s ur e. 
for people have no power to cure , but act as if they do ." A bbaye 
said a person shou ld not speak thu s. for Rabbi Ishmae l ha s 
taught. ·'Heal he shall heal"' <Ex. 15: 19). from this verse we I earn 
that the T orah places 11 w11hin the providence of physician~ t o 
heal . 

All Jews are obligated to pray, but the d1olth , in parucular. has a "Pecia l 

responsibility to plead on his own behalf. S1m1larly . all Jews are commanded 

10 repent for sins and tran sgressions . The chnlt'h performs acts of 

repentence out of a greater !.ense of urgency If the illness is a puni shment 

for s in. then repen1ence could ass uage phys ical sympto ms . Should a person 

die of his malady. it 1s preferable that s/he leave thi s world in a stale of faith 

and repentence. following. 1·iddu1 11 and w11h God's name on the hps. 

Jewish teachings suggest that care for the body 1~ of upmost 1mponance. 

The choleh has a particular interest in t"a re of the body . S/he 1s ob ligated 10 

apply whatever remedie~ might promote hi s/her well-being. S /he cannot be 

denied proper medical care and is dut) bound 10 pur ue medical means of 

healing . Hilcho1 Deo1 3:3 and 4 :23 in Maimonides Mi . hneh T o rah are dedicated 

to the subject of proper care for one's health: 

A person should see lo it thal the body is kept healthy and s tron g, 
in order that they may be upright and know God. For it is 
impossible 10 understand and co mprehend the wisdom (of To r ah ) 
when one. is hungry or ailing or if one's limbs ache ... Since. 
when 1he body is heallh y and sound . one walks in lhe way of God. 
11 being impossible lo unders tand or know anything of 1 he 
knowledge of the Creator when one ts sick. ll is obligatory upon 
people to avoid things that are detrimenlal to the body and 
acclimate themselves to things that heal and fonify it. 

11 Viddui- the final confession that one recites before death. Talmud explains 
that it is betcer to make a final confession and live than to die without having 
made one's finaJ confession. 



A person who 1s 111 need not be concerned w11h how to pay fo r proper 

medi cal care, fo r Sby! c ban Arukh, Yoreh Deah 336:3 tells that " He who has 

medic ine. and his sick nei ghbor require s it , is forbidden to raise their priCt.! 

above the proper leve l " Babyloni an Talmud . Taannit 21 b includes 1h i~ 

aggadah concernin g the value o f provi ding medi cal anenti oo 10 the poor. 

Abba the Ph lebotom1s t had a box placed outside his o ffi ce w h ere 
his fees were to be deposi ted. Whoever had money put it in. b u t 
those who had none could ente r without embarrassme nt. Wh en 
he saw a pe rson who was unable to pay. he would offe r him some 
money, saying to him , "Go s trengthen yourself." 

A person who it- poor and ill ·~ obli gated to seek out proper medical care , 

whe ther or not slhe can afford 11. The phys ician need not \.\ orry tha t his 

income would suffer. The socie1y viewed life and health as a re lig1ou!-
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concern . A phys ician who did not ac t in the best 1nter~'S t of the choleh would 

be in violati on of God 's commands. As a dete rrent 10 the wea lthy. who could 

affo rd to co mpensate their ph ysicians, Baba Karnma 85a admoni shes ... A doc tor 

who heals fo r nothin g is worth nothing." Thi ~ delight ful "you-ge1-w hat-yo u-

pay-for' ' a11itude helped 10 assu re that the physician's prac ti ce did no1 suffe r 

due to his accomodation of the poor. 

The rabbi s di stingui shed be1ween cho/1m who were likely to die, and 1hose 

fo r whom recovery seemed likel y. Halachi c mate rials ascribe dis tinc t. legal 

ca te go ries to different c holim , based on whether or not death is imminenc. 

When the rabbi s be lieve that a person has 72 hours left 10 li ve. that pe rson 

becomes a goses(e t ). 

A go ses( et ) is a c ho lelt who will die in three days. Rabbinic attitudes 

toward the goses(et ) differ from the attitude 1oward other c ho /im . C ho lim are 

entitled 10 medical care. Every effort must be made (o restore thal person to 

good health . One prays 1ha1 the person be hea led in body aod spirit and 



provides lhe person wnh medical treatmcnls. Once a c/10/eh qualifies as a 

gose s ( ec J. however , one may no1 place impediment~ in che way of death . 

The twelth ce ntury work. Sefer Hasjdjm. note~ that if the sound of 

chopptng wood inhibi ts the onset of inevi lable dea th . we must stop the 

woodchopper's chopp1 ng A talmudic tale from Tractale Ke LU bot I 04a 

illustrate!' the impact of immanent death on the practice of biH11r cholim: 

On the day when Rabbi Judah died. the Rabbi s decreed a publi c 
fast and prayed for heavenl y mercy . The) announ ced that 
whoever said th:n the master was dead would be s tabbed w1lh a 
s word . 

The master's handmaid ascended the roof and prayed. " The 
immortals want my master to join them. but the mortal s want m y 
master to remain wi th them. Ma) it be God"!. will lhat the mo rt a Is 
overpower the im mortals .'" 

When she i.a'' how 11ften he resorled 10 the pri vy. p a infull y 
removing ht li tefillln and pulling them on again. she prayed. 
··May it be God"s will that the 1mmonal~ ove rpower 1he mortal s." 
As the Rabbi s conunu ed their prayers for heave nl y mercy, s h e 

t0ok a 1ar and threw It from the roof 10 the ground . At L hat 
moment , they stopped pra ying and the soul of Rabbi <Ju dah > 
departed to its ete rnal res1. 

44 

The passage concerning Rabbi Judah 's handmaiden has appli ca11on 10 

question!' about termination of life. Shulchan Aruch. Yoreh Dcah 339 provides 

an in depth discussion of the princ iple of removing impediments to dcalh. 

With respect to our discu ss ion of bikkur cholim . however. suffice il 10 say that 

rabbinic notion ~ about the c ho/eh depended largely upon the c ho/eh 's 

prox1m1ly lo death . 

The rabbi s were more concerned with the behavior of the me 1•0 k e r ( et I 

c/10/im than with the behavior of the c h oleh, himself or herself. As a mic zvah 

that a person can perform of hi s or her volition. it was reasonable to el\plicate 

specific guidelines for the mevakeret cholim. On the other hand. there is a 

di versily amongst cholim, and the rabbis recognized that d1 verrn y. by 

J establishing less strict guidelines for their beha vior. 
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Illness is a uni ve rsal phenomen on. The cho/1 111 of the rabbinic era 

included the pioui. and the hcreucal. scholars and ~ 1mple laborers. the wealthy 

and the impoverished. Some cho/1m were close to God . Others were in need of 

repentence and reconci liation with God . Some c/w/1111 contracted their 

illnesses through human contact ; others through divine retribution Some 

c ho/im were in need of simple remedies: other!' were read) fo r death . 

In rabbinic literature. all manner of c h o/ 1111 are mentioned . Their stories 

are told with a sense of compassion for their predicaments. The 

responsibilities of cho/1m are limited. but the co mmunity s respons1b1li11ei. to 

them are great. All c hnlim. in the rabbinic mind. were worthy ot co mmunal 

respect and support. Regardless of the c ho/rli 's prior ac11ons. S13tul>. or 

prognosis. the ch a/ eh was assured the support ot other De~p11e the rabbi (,' 

di verse depictions of cholim. thei r prc!'cribed re:.ponse was one of great 

cari n g. 

The literature of the sages includes co mpe lling aggadot conce rning biJ.kur 

c llnlim . The aggadot give us insight into rabbinic concepllom of the 111 and 

those who visit them. A que sti on remains. however. regarding the degree 10 

which these aggadot can contribute to our current ideas and ideah abou1 care 

for the sick . In Chapter Four, we will consider whether non -halach1c 

mate rial s are appr-0pnate resources for current practice . We wil l also assesl> 

the aggadic ma1eria ls on bilckur cholim for 1heir relevance 10 the modern 

c holeh and/or mevaker(et / cholim 

J 



Chapter Foyr 

Talk:og Back to 1he Text~ 

The U e of Aggadah a~ a Resource fo r 81kk111 Cllolim 

Through legal codes. scholars di5tilled 1nl1truct10ni. tor pro pl!r behavior 

The rules 1llus1rated through the aggado1 wen: defined . whil e the aggadot 

themselve:. were removed. Shulclwn Aruch. th~ cla~sic legal code. excluded 

the actual aggadot from it:. presentati on of Jew1 ~h l:lw . Subsequent 

ge nerati on:. of Jew:. tended to overlook aggado1 '' he11 makin g decic;,iom 

concerning Jewish pracuce. Sc ho lar~ of Jewish la\\ relegated aggadot tci <i 

~ • atus secondar) 10 halacha . 

Aggad1c material s served numerou !> purpo!.e ~ for 1he rabbi~. including that 

of practi cal guide do not bel ieve !hat aggad1c maten:.11 \\er..: meant IV be 

exc luded from halachi c dec1!>ion-making Our \lud~ of 1he aggadot on /Ii kk 11 r 

c/lfJ/11n shows that the rabbi s 'alued aggadot as de:.c.npt1 ve. inc-. tructi' e. and 

presc ripti ve 1oo b 

Talmud Nedanm 40b. for example . describe' Rabbi Ak1va Ull a humble .rnd 

co mpassionate person. The narrati ve about Aki va'!t visi t to the ~ i ck d1 ~ci ple' s 

house may recount an actual event, but probabl y not 

de~cribes ' the qualiti es of a famous sage . 

In either case. it 

The aggada acts in an instructive manner. Akiva goes fonh and teaches. 

"Whoever does not visit the sick is like a shedder of blood." The aggada teaches 

chat it is a positi ve command 10 visit !he sic k. bu! if one fail s 10 visit 1he sic!. , 

one transgresses a negati ve command as well. One who fails to visit the sick is 

like a murderer. while one who fulfill s the command 10 visit 1he sick i { blessed 

wi th honor. 



Finally. the aggada 1 ~ pre,cnptive. The narrati ve appears in a sec ti on of 

Talmud that penains to matters of b1Hur cholim . Ak1 va's swee ping. of the 

'floor and hi s willingness w visit a person of lesser stature show the re::ider 

what he i ~ expected to do The Talmud prescribes the type of v1s1tallon 

exemplified by Akiva 1n thi s aggada. 

In the rabbinic penod. :iggadot captured Jewish pracuce 1n a "3) th :n 

encompa~sed Lhe vasrnes!. of the human experience. In the case of hikk111 

cha/1111 . u system of law would have to be extremely extensive if 11 were 10 

adequate ly address the di\ ersit ) of hum an experience of illness. Every hrn 

becomes a generalization. 1n that certain cases would !>eem an exception to 11. 

Each case contain' a !.LOr) B~ emphas1Z1ng onl) the legal 'erd ict 1n a ca~e . 

without pay 1n~ heed Lo the i.tory con1:11ned therein. we lose ':.duable reso urce" 

fo r understanding Je,~i c;h prac tice . 

Halacha emphasizes specifi c practices 111 concrete situutions. Whtie people 

"ho visi t the sick somet imes face conc rete !>lluauon~ requiring urgent and 

dec1 s1ve action . thl '> 1~ not alway~ the ca e For example. one might have to 

decide whether or not 10 remo\e a feeding-tube . or admini ster a medication 

who!>e side effects seem ai. dramatic as the l>y mptoms they are meant Lo cure 

For the most part. howcvi:r. visi tati on to the ill in volves the encounter 

between two person:. who ex ist on different points of the continuum between 

health and illness . Each person involved in that encounter bring~ a personal 

experience of life. death. and iJlness Each person brings to the encounter a 

different life story and personal theology. Through story- tell ing. one can 

begi n to convey the real and lived experience of both the patient and the 

vis i tor. 

Through aggadot. we develop a sensiti vity to the complexity of the rabbinic 

experience. as Jews of the rabbinic period interracted with baJacha. While the 

.+ 7 
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laws define boundaries and consequences, the m1drash1m desc ribe. instruct, 

and prescribe for us the realities for which bou ndaries do not apply and 

consequences arc difficu lt to pred ict In Jewish literature. law and lore worl 

hnnd 1n hand . forming a backdrop for entering the rabbinic world and 

m1 odset 

The soc ial experience of a progressive:: Jew li ving 1n the Un11ed States in the 

1990's is quite different from the experience of the small . insular commun1t1es 

111 which Jewish law developed. For some. 11 is difficult to make any but the 

most obtuse and abstract analogil'S between our lives and the li ves of the 

gaonim and amora1m. Law-; enacted during the rabbinic period may see m 

irrelevant to our ex perience as progress ive Jewi.. The desire to share tale!> of 

illness. however. remain~ a universal If not archetypal . need . 

As I probe aggad1c materials for their practical application to b1 U.111 

c holim in the modem era, two recent works guide my study: 

11 "Rabbi Judah 's Handmaid". b, William Cuuer.1 

:!1 Pastoral Care and the Jewish Tradjuoo. by Robert L Katz.1 

An overv1e\\ of these two works. and an explanation of their re levance to 

the practical application of aggado1 , wall elucidate the techniques used to 

und erstand non-lega l material s as resources for bikkur cholim 

"Rabbi Judah's Handmaid" broaches the subj ect of ethica l decision-making 

when caring for a person in a state of dying. Technological tools such as 

re spirators ha ve changed the kinds of decisio ns abouc the goses(er) chat we 

make. Dr. Cuuer examines the tale of Rabbi Judah 's Handmaid, as recorded in 

Talmud Ketubot I 04a, for its application co these kinds of decisions 

Culler. William. "Rabbi Judah' s Handma.id ." n.p .. n.d. 

Katz, Robert L. Pastoral Care and the Jewish Tradition. Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1985. 
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While the tale of Rabbi Judah ·s Handmaid has served as a source for 

unde rstanding a central princip le of care for the goses(et). Dr. Culler offe rs 3 

new pe rspec tive on the use of aggada as a 1001 for e thical decis ion-making. 

Dr. C uuer posits a d1 s1 inc1ion be1ween "hal achic formali s m .. and .. narrative 

thinking·· 

.. Halachic formal1 m .. draws heavl ly on the use of figures or speech. 

measurement , and analog)' . in order to co me a!' close as possible 10 ~how1ng 

whnl cannot be captured by a graphi c picture One has a rule and a s pec1f1c 

ci rcum stance. O ne 1rie!. to detLrmine whethe r the specific c1rcurns1:1nce is the 

same as or di fferent from the circumstance which the original maker of 1he 

rule had in mind. In thl!> instance a .. story" might be u~ed 10 mod1f)' o r clarify 

o r disagree with the general rule 

On the other hand. "narra11ve thinking .. utilizes the s tory as an 

independent form of peech . In that way. th e story g ives a cons1ruct1 on of 

rea lit y, so th al new meani ngs can develop. In " narrative thinking." a 

partnership exists between narrator and listene1 (or reader). Both the 

language of the story and the peculiar s1tuat1on of 1he auditor c reate different 

constructions to 1he same story . The s to ry. iii.elf. develops a mult1plic11y o r 

meanings based on the reality brought 10 1he s to ry by a speci fi c reade r. 

The potential for muhipl e construc ts of the same narrat ive doe no t mean 

that a given passage " has no particular meaning" o r .. could mean anythin g." 

There can be no 1n1egrity to the use of rabb1 n1c 1exts as mere "Rorschach 

tests" of a listener's unconscious whims. Nevertheless. one can ack now ledge 

that each story has different meanings for diffe rent listene rs. o r different 

meanings for the same listener at different times in his or her life. 

Rabbi Cutter approaches the tale of Rabbi Judah · s Handmaiden with an 

openness to a multiplicity of meanings. He presents three readings of the 
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Story. from the perspecti ve. o( three. listeners a psychologist. a l11erary 

theorist. and a lawyer. fn each case. his primary question is that of treatment 

of the goses( er) . 

"Narrati ve thinking" 1s useful to questionl> of visitin g the sick The 

aggadot on b1kl.:ur clrolim which I have se lected can be read independently of 

specific rules or circumstances. They do lend themselves 10 a multiphcit) of 

meanings. In discuss ing the protocol of visi11ng the sick. our aggadot will be 

read 1hrough 1he len.cs of pa11en1 . hospital chaplain. and ' tudent of midr:ish 

In Pastoral Care and the Jew1sr Tradition. Roben Katt examines aggadot 

pertaining to rabbinical counseli ng. Dr. Kati applies a clinical ~ocial work 

perspective to tho e aggadot. in order to gain insigh1 into appropriate methods 

o( pastoral coun sel ling. For Dr. Kati. empath)' becomes th~ crucial key to 

effective commun1cat1on and counselling . 

The rnbbini c texts which Dr. Katz excerpts show sages engaged in rabbinic 

cou nsell ing. Some of the sages conduct their "counselling sessions" 1n way s 

that are consistent with the gu1del1ne<; of clinical social work . Some of the 

sages' methods of counselling are le ss than impressive by current standards of 

c linical social work . 

Katz considers all of the aggadot useful. whether as a model for proper 

practice or as a case study for a counselling session gone awry . His book 

emphasizes the development of pasto ral care skill s. using aggadot as an 

instructive resource. The aggadot are a mean to the end of gaining 

understanding of counse lling oth ers through personal or theological crisis. 

Like Katz, I wi II look at aggadot as a student of effective pastoral 

counselli ng. My study, of cour'Se. is speci fi c to counselling which takes place 

during times of illness. Some of the aggadot which I have excerpted will be 

useful as models for proper practice. Others are bener suited to helping the 
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mrvoker(erJ clto/1111 learn what not to do and how to avo id certain p1lfalls of 

counsell ing . 

A concept introduced 1n Chapter Two I~ th:ll or "talking back to the tex t .• 

Following exegesis of a passage. IL becomes appropriate to reread the text for 

purposes of self undersrnnding. Rcrt:ad1ng t1 text in tht~ manner, o r "talking 

back to the text" 1s the prncess that \'Ill ~11:.cup) the remainder o( thi~ chapter. 

Applying the approachei. fa, ored b~ Cutter and Kati. I ~ 111 eum1ne 1ndiv1dual 

aggadot on bikku1 <'110/1111 wi th an eve toward their utiltt)' 10 the modern 

cho/ell or me1•uker1 et/ c hol1m . 

The original intent1oni. of Rashi to Berc~hll 18. 1-2. are 10 explain 

inconi.istenc1es in the b1bllc:il text . to sho~ God as a merciful JUdge who 

perform ~ acts of ge1111/111 r ltussad1111 , and to characten1e Abraham as a model of 

hospitality to the stranger. For a modem tho/e h or 111t•1·0Aertl!rJ cho/1111 . the 

passage ~erve additional purposei. Some of tho~e purpo'e~ derive from the 

passage·, origi nal intent. <.ome take tht: p;.1 si.age out of Ill- original contex t 

If we view God as u model mernkrr cho/1111, we learn that v1s1Ling the sicl.. is 

a merciful and JUSt acuon . When Abraham n~e!' 10 greet God. God m'ists that 

he s11. Both halacha and suggested LOntempo rar) practice would appro\ e of 

God's standin g and insisting that Abraham s it 

Joseph Caro's third l:iw of visiting the sick instructs. "One who vb,11s the 

sick may nei ther si t upon a bed nor upon a chair, nor upon a stool. but mu !>t 

wrap himself and sit in front of him. This applies when the sick person 

lies on the ground. If the sick person is on the bed , 11 is permissable to sit on u 

chair or on a stool. .. 

s 
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Gjve Me Your Hand. a modern practical guide for visiting the sic k, suggests : 

"ID position yourself so 1ha1 rhe patient can see you without strain . DON'T sit 

on the bed withour the patient's permission ."3 

From a practi cal perspecti ve. we learn th at it is the visi tor's responsibility 

10 position himse lf or herself rn a way that the patient will be comfortable . 

Whereas one would be expected to stand or bow out of respect for God. Abraham 

is permitted to Sil duri ng hi s recuperation. God stand~ in a positi on so that 

Abraham ca n see him. and in sists that Abraham not try 10 get up. 

God tries to be of assistance to '\braham. by making the sun shine. God 

intended to save Abraham from the trouble of unwanted guests. When 

Abraham appears disappointed that he has no v1s1to rs. God sends the three 

men . In rhi s way. God i!. a model for the model me vakl'r( et) c ltn lelt , in that a 

vis itor should try to be of cangible assistance to the patient.-1 

One finds. however. that different patient have different needs. A v1s1tor 

needs to be sensiti vl! 10 rhe fact that what i!' done w11h the best of intentions 

may not be helpful. For example, one goes to visit with the intention of 

prov iding the cholelr with some company . Upon speaking with the choleh, 

however, one might learn that what he reall y wants is some peace, quiet. and 

privacy . Another c holeh mi ght be delighted to have someone co talk to. 

God tried co keep visitors away from Abraham. only to di scover that 

Abraham wanted visito1'i. Like a model me vaker(el) cholim, God was sensiti ve 

to Abraham's needs as a unique indi vidual. God was willing to change hi s plan 

in order to ace om modate the ch o I eh , 

Yurow. Jane. Give Me Your Hand . Washington, D.C. ; 
Congregation, J 988. 

~ Ibid. 

Adas Israe l 
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The three men. God ' ... me!.~enger!.. ali.v show sensitivity to 1he nei:ds of their 

chnleli. by not approaching Abraham when he was changing his bandage!-. 

Illness pu1s one in a state of 'ulnerab1li ty While in thi s vul nerable condi11on. 

patients can feel espec1ully uncomfon:ible and exposed due to hospital go'' n' 

thal are open in the back or invasive, medical examin ati ons. Medical 

professional!. and well -meani ng visitor!> should heed 1hc e:itample set b~ the 

angel s in Rash1' s commentary , sho"' ing sens111,·11y to a patient ' s en!>e of 

mode ty. 

Rashi to Bereshit IS: I ·2 lan be 1nstrt•c11 vt: tu the cholf! l1 as wel l. During J 

lime of cri !> I!-. 11 can eem a ... though God 1.-. d1o;1ant \'1ew1ng k1ndheaned 

' 'ISllors as agents llf God can alleviate )Ome of 1ha1 sen~e of abandon ment. 

Abraham ma1ntarned h i ~ 1d~nl1ty a!> J ho~p11uble pen.on . even guring a 11cnod 

of illness He conti nued 10 main tain tho. e actn·1t1es Iha• brought 10> 10 him. 

1nclud1ng welcoming the stranger. 

Surely u c llo/ell can not be expected lo ~ntertain and feed v1s1tors, but mo~l 

c/10/1111 do benefit from engagi ng in :1 c 11 v 11 ie~ tha1 bring them a sense of 

confidence and competence. A cha llenge of working "llh child ren who 

suffer from chronic di ne s • ~ that the children can develop an idenuty which 

1s based solely on their di scase.5 Adults. 100. can become despondent 10 1he 

face of an ill ne ss that jeopardizes their ab ility 10 be producti ve 

Jus1 as Abraham wished to provide hosp11al i1y to strangers even during his 

recovery from circumc ision. so. too. does the chole h benefit from engag in g in 

acuvities not directly re lated 10 illness. Due to illness, the cho leh c:inno1 

co ntrol every aspect of hi s activities or schedule. Failure to pursue act1v1t1es 

5 Rev. John Baker. chaplain intern jn Pediatrics. UCLA Medica l Center. Public 
lecture, February 1995. 

J 



or interest!= 1ha1 are in the realm of control can lead the physically ill to 

become clini cally depressed .6 

Rash1 to Be reshit 21 : 17 {ldds credence 10 the d1scuss1on of God · s sense of 

intimac y with the cho/eh. and to the importance to the c hole h of doing for 
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himself that whi ch he 1~ capable of doi ng. The text indicate:; that the prayer of 

the sic k. person is belle1 than that whic h others p1ay for him . and it i!' 

accepted first. This applies to the modem m evaker(e r) c lt ol!ln. in that ll 1~ 

temp1ing for the mei·aker( erl IO act on behaJ f o f a patient. In the case of 

prayer. it is in the patient' s be!a interest to maintain a pre-e xi sting prayer 

routine. or to consider prayer as a tool for healing. By helping cholim to pray 

for themselves . the m e1·n ker(ell lends a measure o f self-suffi c iency to c holim . 

and provides them with an opportunity for growth 1n sp.irtt . 

Larry Dosse y. M,D publi shed a book on the relationshi p be1ween prayer 

and healin g.7 Dr. Dossey began his career as a ph ysic ian who believed that 

prayer was a supersti1i ous practice tha1 had no med ical benc!fits. After 

practi c ing medicine for man y years . he was stunned to di scover sc ientifi c 

evidence of the healing power o f pra yer. Dossey de voted 1en years of research 

to the relationsh ip of prayer and healing , and discovered that whi le prayer 

does no t take the place of good medicine. it does complement good medic ine . 

Dr- Dossey's research indi cates that even in mode rn Limes. there 1s 

evi dence that God he ars Lhe prayers of the sick pe rson. While patients are not 

cured through prayer alone. prayer is one component of healing . P rayer 1s 

one of the many aspects of treat men t for which a patient can take 

responsibi li t y . 

b Katz, Ni na Dubler. Yad L'Yad: A Trainini: Manual for Bikur Cho)jm 
Vo l un t ee r s. New York: CCBC Press, 1992. 

7 Dossey. Larry. Healini: Words. New York: Harpe rCollins. 1993. 
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Rash1 10 Yechez k1 el 34; 11 ex pounds upon lhe double- meaning of 1he 

Hebrew roo. BKR. BiH ur means both '"lo examine" and ··to v1s1t." The modern 

ml'vake r(rt} r hol1m has a dual responsibilily lo those )/he visits. On 1he one 

hand. the mevake r( et J does vis it c holim an fulfillment of a commandment. On 

the other hand. 1he me1·oker1 et I examines c h nlim for s igns of progre . 

de pressio n. o r neg lect. 

In modern times. c ho l i m must seek out !heir ph ys ician~ . If a c ho l eh is 

physicall y or emoii onally unable 10 te ll a physic ian of a new symp1om . tht: n 

lhe symptom goes untreated. A 111 e1·,:k er(erJ can and should be aware of 

change-; in the condi1i on of a d1n l eh . When ne w symptom ~ emerge , the 

m e 1•a ke r( et J can help c h o/1 m to gel the care th a1 1hcy need. 

A 111<•1·0J...er(et J ma) notice that a particular c/10/elr need ~ add11i ona l hel p 

with feeding or with taking prescribed med1ca11 on!> . S/h~ ma) notice 1hat a 

pa11en1 ha' become ' u1 c1dtt l or even demented. A n alen '1s11or can check fo r 

sig ns of d1 ffacull) 1hat mi ght go unnot iced b) other:. . 

The clwle// also experi ences the dual role of one who is both visited and 

examined. The choleh is vis i1ed by fri ends. famil y. and health care pro viders. 

Hi s bodily funcii ons. ph ys ica l conditi on. and vHal !.ignl' are examined by 

m a ny . 

One of 1he only benefi1s of being ill is the opportunity for examination of 

the self. When confined 10 a sickbed . one has ample ume to ponder grea1 

ques 1ion . When faced wi1h the prospect of dea1h or disability. one canno1 

help but reLhink one 's priorities and reflect upon one 's pas t deeds. The 

pat ienl becomes an examined examiner. vi sited during a 1ime of di stress. For 

the religious person. it is imponant to recognize 1hat God is a key figure in 

both the vis iLation and 1he examination. 
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Whale some might feel conce mc::d that their illness is the resu lt of moral 

failings. the Ycchezk1el passage shows God seeking out sick people and visiting 

them The search for the sheep may indicate that God passes moral judgement. 

but 1n the case of lhe s1d person. God comes for the purpoi.e of comfort. God 1s 

a JUdge. but a mercifu l judge . who does not abandon the ill. but rather attends 

to them as a shepherd lends to hi s nock 

Ramban to Beresh11 18· J-2 butlds upon Rnshi·s com mcntar} to the same 

passage . Ramban 's additions renect the perspecti ve that Goll 's visit to 

Abraham was strictl y fo r the purp"ISe o r sho~ 1ng r~specl to the tnf1rm . God 

did not come 10 give Abrah:im instructions to prophesy 

Ramban s comments are useful to the mt•rnker(et J ch()/1m 1n that they act 

ai. a reminder thal a '1i.ll 10 the 111 1i. meant to be helpfu l ~o the one who 1s 

v1s11cd. One shou ld not \'tsit the 111 with an ulteri or mottve Ju!>t 3!> God did nor 

v1s1 t for the sal..e of .. some utterance." a me1·a~errc11 rhn/ 1111 ought not use the 

chold1 a~ a capti ve audience for listening 10 hi s/her own problem!>. S/he 

should not Ul>e the \' ISll as a means for convincing the c llo/ elt to will 

posess1om. 10 the v1si1or. or ask the choleh for special favors . The visit 1i. 

meant as a sign of respect to the cho(eh. 

Bereshit Rabbah 8: I 3 compi les the prooflex1s for Remilllr clta sadim . The 

passage li st!. each of the actions that humans must perform in 1m1tation of God. 

Bereshit I 8: I is used as the prooftext for visiting the sick 

The use of Bereshil I 8: I in this context demons trates that God 's visll to 

Abraham at the Terebinths of Mamre does not consticute an isolated 

description of an event that occurred between Abraham and God. Rather. God 

routinely performs acts of bikkur cholim . Beresh1t Rabbah 1s wrm en in the 

present tense. ··He visits the sick.." 
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Through Beresh1t Rabbah. the mevoker(ct ) learns that God models l1 1kk111 

c holim . Bereshit 18: 1 1s not to be read as descriptive . 11 is instructive and 

prescnp11 ve. Bereshit Rabbah teaches the c holeh that God did not visi t 

Abraham because Abraham was special. but because God visits the sick on a 

continual basis. God accompanies each person on the path of life. during ume!-

of illness. times of rejoicing. and times of dea1h The cholelr can count on 

God 's presence. whether or nor s/he can sense God' s presence in the moment. 

Bereshi t Rabbah -l9 :4 teaches that 1:t>dakkah precedes m1 shpa 1. 1n the 

bib lical passage and in life. For h1kk11r c/10/im. one could s;1y that t hi~ is also 

the case. One should do wh..it 1s ng.hteou\. and right before conce rning onese lf 

witli Judgement or justice The problem of theod1cy notwithstanding. bad 

things do happen to bad people. some11mes. In a 1udgemental way. It can be 

tempting to refrain from v1s1t1ng so meone whom we presume 10 he dese rving 

of retri buti on. 

Jn those cases. however, 11 is nght to visit. If one must exac t justice. then 11 

\hould come after extending kindness and mercy to the per)On. 1':eddakah 

should precede m1shpar with respect to b1kk11r cholim in the modern context. 

An example of thi s would be that of the criminal who has been shot during 

a robbery or a gang wa r. Even the most righreous and charitable person 

might wish to let that cri mi nal lie alone tn pain . By engaging in bi kk 11 r 

t holim , however. one can potentiall y lead the choleh to understand that there 

are ahematives to violence and cri me. One can build trust with the cholt!h. 

and encourage the cllo/elr to see that the shooting can become a tumtng point 

toward leading a more productive life. 

That is not to say that through kindness alone one ean make another 

person change . Indeed, mishpat frequently requires the visitor to be shrewd 

or even harsh. ln Bereshi t Rabbah 49:4, Abraham outsmarts his guests after 
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extending r:. ed,1kkoh to !hem. Similarly. when v1s1t1ng an ailing crimin al. one 

mu st nOl accept as reali ty the world v iew espoused by the cri minal. Rathe r. 

one must use cunning to help the criminal admit to hi s o r her needs 10 make 

amends . 

Vayikra Rabbah 13: 11 contains an aggadah specific to visits between doctor 

and patient. The aggadah point s Lo the e1hical decisions faced by doctors an 

every generation . Doctor~ mu st consider which treatmen1 s to recommend to :i 

patienc. This aggadah provides a guide line for making certain types of 

treatment decisions . 

Prognosis can influence a doctor' s recommenda1ions for trea1ment. In 

Vayikra Rabbah 13 : 11. the docio r is faced with a decision concern in g the best 

di ets for 1wo patient s Jn the ca~e of the pauent whose death i~ imminent. the 

physician favors what we call ··palliative care·· The dying patient may eat as 

he pleases. wi1hout concern for a food · s curati ve effects. T he pa11ent who will 

li ve , however. must su. tain hi s or her own hfe through proper diet. 

For the modem c holeh. V<1yikra Rabbah 13: 11 contains helpful insights 

int o illness. Patien ts sometim es resent undergoing painful or inconvenient 

treatments. A diabetic, for example, might resent hi s o r her doctor for 

reccommending a certain diet. Many people resent being told what to do. 

Some resc:nt having to change- life styl e o r habil s. 

A person who f~ls resentment over treatment for a medical condition 

mig ht refer lo Vayikra Rabbah I 3: 1 I. The passage serves as a reminder 1hat 

treatment implies a posi tive prognosis. One can take comfort after be ing told 

to take bitter medicine. That prescription is better than being told that there 

1s nothing more that can be done 10 improve a medical .. condition . Treatment 

paves the road to life. Instructions to do as one pleases might imply 1hat death 

is imm inent. 
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Bam1dbar Rabbah I 8. 12 provide!> rabbinic JUSl1f1 cat1on for a puzzling 

statement hy Moses in Parashat Korach. The midrash inc ludes a parable about 

a krng whose daughter 1s about to be married. In the parable, a person 

appointed to oversee the vahd1ty of the marnage contrac1 or the " ing 's 

daughter hears a wedding guest deny the daughter 's virgini ty. The person 

appornted to oversee the valtd11y of the marriage contract says that 1f the kin g 

does not kill the guest. he will proclaim the guest's accusa11 on co be true 

In the parabl e. the king represents God . The one appointed over the 

daughter'!. marri age interest!' rcfcri; t1. Moses. Moscs proc l :11m ~ th at 1f God does 

not kill Korach fo r hi s rebellion agams1 God , then Moses will proclaim Korach 

to be a bearer of truth . Moses threatens to abandon God. JU~t as the one 

appointed to loot.. after the daughter·i. marriage 1n1eresn; t~reatened to 

abandon the k1 ng . 

The btblacal passage refers to death . dying. and v1. 1tat1on Moses make 

clear chat Korach should not die of natural causes His death shou ld 

demonstra1 e the horrible conseq uences of rebell ion . 

Thi s particular aggadah does not see m pamcularly relevant IO lnkk.111 

rlinlim 1n modern times . The aggadah 1s about Moses· stance on Korach's 

rebelli on . While the text mentions visi tati on of the s ick. it does not contain 

useful ins ights for the v1si1or or the ill. Despite its lack of utility as a source 

for understanding modern bikkur cliolim. the text m ll qualifies fo r thi s study. 

based on its direct mention of visiting the sick . 

Kohele t Rabbah 7:8 1s useful to the discussion of bikkur chof1m m the 

modern era. From the perspecti ve of a mevaku( er) cholim, we learn chat one 

should visit those who are disenfranchi sed from 1he comtI1Un1ty. One should 

not restrict one's visits to friend s and family. Staff and members of 

cong regati ons should 001 limit their visits to people who are already strong in 
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faath . One can assist a person in sculir1g personal. financial. and reli gious 

affairs during .l period of i lln es~ 

The c;h ol eh can find strength in th ii. tal e of Elisha b. Abu ya· s deathbed 

conve rsion. The choleh who examine~ his !'oul during a lime of lllnes~. ma y 

feel remorse or regret. The ch o It> h can find consolation in the lcachi ng th al 

even the worst sinner can die 1n a mood of repentence . Rathe r than harbor 

regrets. the c holt'lr can focus on making amend) and returning to God 

Midrash Mish lei 27 .18 pl aces b1kkur c/1(J/1m 1n the category of acti on$ for 

which a person "eats 111, fruit !. in thil- w"'rld ." but "the reward co mes to him 111 

the world to come M1 shle1 17: 18 qate) tha1 "he who tend~ a fig lrt:e will enjoy 

its fruit." R. Levi understand), the tend ing of the fig tree to represent the 

study of Torah. According to R Le' i. "enjoyment of the fruat ... the rewards of 

study. will take place 1n the world to come. The midrash associates Torah . "th<:'. 

tree of life," with the fig tree mentioned in M1shlc1 

prove rb acco rd ingly . 

It ex pounds upon the 

The rabbis deri ve the practice of biJ..k111 ch<>lim from Torah . To them. the 

practice of bikkur cholim const11utes one of 1he "fru its" lhal come from 

tending to the study of 1he Torah, the tree of ltfc In visiting the sick. one can 

be said lo be ea1ing. the fruit ot the lree of life. In the world lo come. one is 

rewarded for the acti on. 

"Frui1" acts as an apt metaphor for bikkur cho /1m Fruit is sweet. 

succulent. and nouri shing. In likening b1kk11r cholim to the eati ng of fruit . 

the rabbis imply that the action usually bring~ a sense of pleasure. One mi ght 

guess that bikku r cholim would cause a visitor to feel sad or bi tter over the 

precariousness of li fe and health . Nina Dubler Ka1 z's A Irainin& Manual fo r 
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Bjkur Cholim Yolumeer:- i;; offer suggesti ons for stress manageme nt 1n people 

who visit 1he sick C'n a regu lar basi s. 

Jn man y in stances, however. one fee ls "enriched and e mpowered"' by 

\ 1 ~ 1 trng the sick ~ L1 tcn ing to the conce rn s of anot her person , talki ng. 

laughing. or praying with a rlto/e li , constitute ran: moments. Such moment<. 

cJn seem closer to the core of human experience than most moments of one ' :; 

datly life. A me1•aker( et I ehn/im can emerge feeli ng stronger becau~e of a 

meaningful moment wi1h :i l'ho/('/1 The fn11t 1ha1 is bikkur cholim. then . can 

be enjoyed while upon earth 

The rabbi!> note. too. thnt the me1·al..erfet J chnlim receive-. add1t1o nal merit 

1n the world to come. The me1•aker(etl en1oys an internal sen!>e of re\\3rd. 

and an cx1ernal-etemal rev. ard. [n a -.1ngle m1drosh. the rabb1 s provide 1wo 

important mot ive~ for doing that which benef11, the co mmunity Modern 

leaders who wish to encourage others to v 1 ~i 1 the sick can lea rn lrom the 

rabb is· tactics. Jus1 a!i the rabbis promtsed internal and externa l reward~ . so 

too shoul d volunteer recruiter<. fo r b1Hur rlrn/1m committees con 1der the 

internal and exte rn al rewards that 1heir volun1eers will gain. 

A Trajnjn~ Manu al for B1kur Chol1m Yolunteer, 111 includes sample forms 

for volunteer coo rdinat ors concerned wi th moti va tin g vo lunteers to perform 

the mit:.vah of bikk1u rhnlim . One fo rm , entitled ''Factors Th3! Moti vate Me:· 

i!' me~nt to be completed by a perspective vo lunteer. The "factors" listed can 

be di vided into two categories· internal and external motivators 

Katz, Nina Dublar, Yad L' Yad: A Trainine Manual (or Bjkur Choljm 
Vo lunteers. New York : CCBC Press, 1992. 

0 Yurow. Jane. Gjve Me Your Hand . Washington, D.C.: Adas .. Israel 
Congregation. 1988. 

1° Katz, Nina Dublar. Yad L' Yad: A Trainine Manual for Bjkur Cboljrn 
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1985. pgs 96-98. 



I' mean! 10 be completed b) a perspective vo luntt>er. The .. factors .. listed can 

be divided into two 1:11egories: internal and ex1erna l moll''ator .... 

Int ernal' mouva1ors are reasons for wa n1ing to do bikk11r clw/1111 which 

emi nale from the self Some example~ of int ern al motivato r~ from the "Factors 

1ha1 Moiivate Me" form include: .. , enjoy i1 : 11 1s interesting:.. "I feel trusted 

and respected:" or "I can learn and gruv. from 11." External mOll\'ators are 

reasons for wanling lo do hikk11r chc>lim Iha! eminale from ou1!>1de ot 1he self 

Some examples of ex ternal moll vators are "II k:id~ to recogn111on I rorn 

others :'' " I can mo\e up in leadership 1n an organ1 zat1on:" or "!he pos1 11 on 

will help 10 balance my professional re<:ume ·· 

A good volun1eer coordina1or needs 10 mot1v111c volunteer<. internally and 

The rabbis pro\lded 101ernal mul1\at1on b~ desc-ribing b1J.k11r 

d10/i111 as a frui1 1hat one reap~ from 1he study uf Torah Their external 

mo1iva1or was a prom1!.e of eterna l reward~ . Jn modern lim e~. 1ntern:ll 

motivation can be prov ided b) helpi ng people 10 recognize and apprec1a1e 1he 

pos1t1ve feeling" that come from fulfd l1ng the 11111:.1·0/i of b1J..k1u c //olim. 

Ex1ernal rno11va11 on can be prov ided through pub he recogni11on of 'olunteers 

and expression~ of g ra1 11ude. 

Midrash Tanc hu mu I 2· 12 distinguishes between body parts wh ich God 

places under a person' contro l. and body parts whi ch are no1 unde r a 

person 's coni rol. The midrash caiegorizes "feet" ai. a body part which 1s under 

a person 's conirol. "One can spring to one'<; feel lo v1!>il the sick." of one'!> 

own volit ion. 

When a person is ill . s/he may not expe rience the same sense of contro l 

over hands. mouth, and feet that sfhe did when in good hea llh . Although the 

midrash does not concern itself with that issue. the contrast is worth no1ing. 

J 
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In truth. a me1 akerf clJ cl1olim can spring 10 his feet 10 v1s1t the sick. but a 

r ho/eh may not haw the abilit y 10 do so. 

The t~l naturall y presumes a readership that is in health y physica l 

condition . A modern reader who engages in h1H11r cholim might co nsider the 

contrast between the mc l'a kcr(et ). who hus control over physical 

funct1 on1ng. and the clwlrh . who doc<. not. In reading this passage. the 

m e1•aker(e 1J can reflect upon the 1mpl1 ca 11 on~ of not having control ove r 

physical functions that the te xt . itse lf. takes for granted . 

The midrash suggests that all bod y parts ure he:.1 used in sernce to God . lt 

acknowledges that with ~ome body pans. a per~on can choose to se rve Clr to ~ 1n 

against God . The choice to se rve God I!- the proper choice A per!-on 1~ 

obligated to .. spring to hi'- feet " to do h1kk11r r lto/1111 . e'en 11 the per<.on fi::el<. 

up~et by the contrast bet\\een his state o t health and the condi 11 on of the 

c hole h . 

Ta lmud Nedanm 39b begin' by asking what " meant by the leaching . 

"There is no measure for v1s1ting the s ic~." R Jo eph po~ 1t.., that the word 

"measure" 1n tht" teaching refers to the measure of re" ard Abaye and Raba 

explain that "measure'' refers to the gu1deltnel> that $Urround v1:.1t1ng the sick . 

In visi ting 1he sic k, one does not measure the statu ~ of the other person or the 

number of v1sits One should visi t withou t placing a limit on who one will v1si1 

or how much time one will spend .with the c:/10/eh . R. Abba bar R. Chanina 

tries to assign a "measure .. to the effec1s of visiting the sic k_ He suggests that 

one who v1s1ti. a sick person takes away one sixtieth of his illness 

Talmud Nedarim 39b is n ch in matenals suitable to the modem m l'l'akt rt e t J 

cltolim. It remi nds the me1·aker ( er) that like any mit~vah. the rew~rd s 

outweigh 1he effort or inconvenience. It shows that illness is an equa lize1 
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when it comes 10 !>Octal prcsuge . The great and the humble fall ill from lime 10 

time . The great and the humble must perform the 1111 t: \'O Ii 

When a wealth) or learned person ;._ in good health . he m1gh1 care for a 

humble per~ o n financially, or in terms of ~ haring grea t teachingi. . In th at 

case the humble per:.on '' dependent upon 3 great one for mone) or learning 

The great per'ion perform!> the m11::.1•uh, and the humble Cloe i'> the rec1p1en1 of 

hi s actions . 

During illness. thel>e role s cJn be reve rsed. The wealth y pen.on 1!> nO\\ 

dependent upon the humble one for he lp and canng. Thi :. wa!- the cu~e in 

Abaye's day and in our own. for a per,on who 1<. 111 become~ dependent upon 

other!., A person v. ho normal I) care:. for other~. 1~ cared for b~ others during 

times of tllnesi. 

When a humble person 1~ ill . the great one llhou ld "i'-1t him. In modern 

umes. too. a wealth) or learned person should feel compelled to pay :lllcnuon 

to employee:.. student'>. or les ... fortunate ne ighbor« who are Ill . A modern. 

congregat ional rabbi 1 ~ ob ligated to auend to an :.11ling Tempk pres ident with 

the . ame degree of ent husiasm that s/he auend' to a lesi. pn!s1tg1ous 

co n g reg ant . 

Illness knowl> no socia l bounds . II can strike anyone . Givc:n the egalitan:rn 

nature of illneS$, we sho uld not place socia l boundaries around whom we will 

visit. God loves the great and the humble equally. When we 1m1tate God 

through the performance of g 'millut chasad1m , v. e must serve both the grea1 

and the humble. 

A modern reader can understand R. Abba bar Chamna' s "one s1xt1eth '" 

measure in many different ways. Most important, the statement implies tha1 

while no number of visits can cure a choleh. each visit has a sligh t healing 

effect. One should not neglect to reach out to a person who 1s 111 1hinking that 
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From the perspective of the choleh. it can be tempting to isolate oneself 

when one is ill. .lOme cho/im refuse vis11on, for reasons of vanity. They do 

not want others to see them looking unwell They do not want others to 

wit ness their vu lnerabil ity . 

For the sake of health, the c/10/ eh would be wise to welcome ' '1S1lors. The 

m1drash insist th at each ' isi tor can relieve a measure of one· illness There 

is scientific evidence to support this m1drash1c claim. Medical stud1e 

conducted at the VA Ho pital in Dallas. Texas, indicate tha t cancer pa11ents who 

pray dai ly wi th memberi. of their re lig1ou communit y. requi re lesi. pai n 

medication than tho e who do noc. 11 1t i ~ in a pauent' s medical bc~ t interest to 

pennit other. to perform the m11:.wih of b1kk11r cholim. 

Talmud Ncdarim 40a tells of AkJ\a'i. ""t to a <;1ck disciple and . hi s tea<.:hing 

that whoever does not visit the sick 1s like a shl!dder of blood. The pas~age 

bui lds upon the instruc ti on fou nd in 39b. that even a great per~on must v1 s1t CJ 

humble one . In thi s case. the great Rabbi Ai.. iva v1!.llS his disciple . In ~o 

doing . Ak1va makes himse lf humble, sweeping the noor clean until 1he 

disciple recovered . 

The modern me voker(er) can learn from Akiva' s lesson. Whal might !>eem 

like a small. household chore can be the key to helping a choleh in the most 

wofound way possib le . Akiva·s leaching th at 11 is no1 only morally proper 10 

visit the sick. but immoral nor to do so is well take n. The modern person who 

chooses not to engage in the mir:.vah of bikkur cholim acLUall y cau!>ei. ha rm 10 

the chole h. 

Sometimes a c holeh feels anger toward those who neglected to visi t hi m 

during illness. When family or friends intend lo visit :i c lzol eh .. but lhe person 

•• 
I 

Dossey. Larry. Healine Words. San Franc1 co: Harper. 1993. 
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dies before 1he; a1e able . lhe resulting fee lings of gui ll and remorse can be 

tremendou s. Trul y a great deal of pain results for all parttes when one does 

not v1s1l the 1ck 

Bikk111 cllnlim remains an important mit:,1•uh When ti does not occ ur. 

blood 1s not shed. literall y. but tears are. Failure to v1sll the sick in modem 

limes ca n ce rtainly be understood as a transgression of bo1h a po'iitive and a 

negative co mmand . 

From 11 clini ca l perspective. Talmud Berac hot Sb is one 1-1f the more 

perplexin g aggadot regarding. h1kk11r chri ltm . Yet 1h1~ aggaJah has ac ted as a 

source of inspira11 on to many who speciali ze in the mode rn prac 11ce of hiHur 

cho /im The text 1s quoted in A Train ing Manual for Bikyr Cholim 

Volunteer<> i: The booklet Give Me Your Hand denvl!~ m tllle from the 

pa ssage .1' 

The pas age is perplexing. because parts of 11 reJd a~ :i model of what 

modern care g1 v<.>rs would recommend aga1n5t doi ng durin g a '1s1t to the sic k. 

lo Gj ve Me Your Hand. the very book which take~ 1t~ tllle from Berachot Sb, "e 

read : 

"00 L1 ~ tcn act ively by questioning and ackno\\ ledge what the patient 1s 
telling yo u." 

•'OOtrI ln1llate discuss ion of a pauent's medtca l cond1t1 on or possibility of 
hi b death. Instead, fo ll ow hi s lead .'' 

Jn the midrash. Rabbi Yochanan sees Eliezer crying. He does not wall for 

Eliezer lo respond to the question. "Why are you cryi ng'>'' Instead. he cha1s 

1 ~ Katz. Nina Dubler. Yad l'Yad: A Trajnine Manual for Bjkur Chohm 
volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992. pg 6. 

H Yurow, Jane . Gjve Me Your Hand. Washing1on, DC. Adas Israel 
Congregation 1988. 



In the m1drash. Rabbi Yochanan l>ees Eliez.er crying. He does not wait fo r 

Elt ezer to re~ pond to the ques ti on. ··Why are you crying?" Instead. he chats 

away about the po. sib1ltty that Ellezer will die without paving produced 

adequate wea lth . sc hola rshi p. o r offspring. 

He 1ries to show that h1 i. own problems are wor~e than Eliezer's. by 

e~plam i ng to Eliezer that 11 is better to have no children than 10 h~J\ t a child 

di e. Yochanan compl:uns that ten of hi s children have died. the refore Eltezer 

should not feel sorry over hi s own childl ess nei.s To Rabbi Yochanan's credi t. 

he does. finally hear Eltezer say. "That this bea uty will perish in du st. for lh1 ' I 

am c rying. 

Yochanan respo nds 1n the proper fash ion. adtoO\\ !edging Eliezer' s 

feel ing~ with the 'ahd:u ing phrase. ··1 see. f or th 1~. surel) you cry:· 

Yochanan is able to er) with Elteur He exh1b11 ~ empath) through h1 ~ tears. 

Yochanan ask~ fo r Elt ezer" s hand . This 1s an appropriate request. Modem 

protoco l sugges t~ th:i t touc hing 11 p11t1 cn1 in non-threatening way1. 1 ~ he lpful , 

as long as the me l"<J ke r( et I as ks perm1 ss1on ft rst I 4 What happen' ncx l Jl> 

unclear. The tex t state~. "He gave him his hand and he raised him." 

It is unclear who raised whom in this passage. The authors of Give Me Your 

l:i.ii.rut assume that Elt ezer rai sed Yochanan . In 01her words. the mt> va k e,. ri !'e:. 

up "stronger and straighter" becnuse of his exc hange with a c ho l e li I 5 

One could al so argue that it '~s Yochanan who raised Eliezer. By holdi ng 

El iez.er" s hand . he cou Id off er enough ph ysical support that the r '1 o/r '1 wn~ 

able to s1and. Perhaps Yochanan had mystical powers of some sort. After all. 

when he uncovered hi s arm. light fell. Perhaps he had the power lo ltlerall y 

14 Ibid. pg. 4 I. 

15 Ibid_ pg. 55. 
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e levate people. A modern reader m ight fi nd thi s e nc.ouraging. in that it a ll ows 

fo~ the possi bility of "e lev:.it ing" the mood of a choleh. if one cannot hc.!lp him 

10 walk . 

The a mbiguit y of certain aggadic materia ls increases their va lue to the 

mode rn reade r. Whe n read ing a rabbinic law. the m odem reader must decide 

whe the r to accept. reJeCl. o r accomodate it. The aggad ic materials. however. 

a re trul y eterna l fro m the perspecti ve of the progressive Jew They are the 

stories of people who cared fo r one another during times of illness. They are 

sto ries. whi c h can be to ld and retold, and unders100<1 in terms of a mu h ipl1c 1ty 

of meanin gs . By " ta lking back" 10 these tex ts, we can better understand 

ourselves a nd our ancestors. and the multi-faceted nature uf life . lived on the 

co nti nuum bet ween hea lt h and illness 

6 8 
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Appendix A: 

Table of the Midrashei Aggadab 

According to Types and Periods 



1511 Mll>KASH 1512 

Table or the M ldruhd Alfodoh ac:cordmg 10 types lllld pcroodl . 

Ag9ad1c Works Mtdrashtm Oa1e CE The Era 

. GeoeSAs Rabbah 400-500 Cl11ss1cal Arnora1c 

LeviltCU$ R1bb1h Mtdrashtm of 

Lamentatoons Rat>bah the Early Po11od 

Esther Rabbah I (400-640) 

Apocalyp11c aod - Pes1k11 de -Rav K•h•M 500-640 
' ucna1olog1c;al M1drast11m Songs R11bbah 

Ruth Rebbeh 

M1gllla1 AAhochus Targum Shem 640-900 The M iddle Penod 

Modrash Pe11rat Moshl' (""Death of Mo~") Modresh utan 1640-1000) 

Tanna de · Ve1 Ehvahu ("Seder Elivanu'') Modrash Proverbs 

P11!..e1 de· R E11ezer Modrnh Samuel 

Modrash Agur (called " Moshnet R Eloezer") Ecc;lcmas1es Rebual\ 

Modrash Yonah M1drasn 1;tasero1 vi · Y1ero1 ...., 
:> 

M1drash Pe11ra1 Aharon Deuteronomy R1bbah c .. 
l) 

0 111re1 ha· Yam1m shel Moshe T1mhum11 ., 
E 

011yyo1 de-R Al.111r: T 1nf)um11 ( 8 uber) E ., 
Mtdrash Sheloshah ve· Arba'ah Numbers Rabbah II 

.. 
t. 

Modrash EKr Galuvvot - Pes•kl• Rabb111 -5, (77f>-900) .. 
Modrash VB · YtSSll U Exodus Rabbah If -2 

V1- Yet>• R•bb•h ~ 

The m1nusc11p1s of the T1nf)uma ~ 
:> 

Yel1mmedenu M1drash1m .r:• 
c ., ,_ 

Throne and Hippodromes ol Solomon Modrash Teh1lhm I 900-1000 

Mldreshe1 t:tanukkah - Exodus Rabbah I 

M1dreshe1 Yehudlth Agg1d1t Barestw 

M •dresh Hallel Aggad•I Shor h1· Sh1nm (Zu 111) 

M1drash Tedshe Ruth Zuta 

Ecclesiastes Zu11 

l amenta11ons Zuta 

Modrash Asere1 ha·01bbero1 M1dr1Sh Sh11 he-Shlnm 1000- 1100 The Late Peuod 
M1drasl'I Konen Abba Guryon (\000- 1200) 

M~rHh Avt.u E11h9! Rabt>ah II 

Alpl\lbet of Ben S1r11 MtdrHh Teh1llim II 

M odrash va· Yoshi 

Seier ha·Y•sh•r 

Pnikte f:iad1e Pan1m Al)enm le-Esther (version 1) 1100- 1200 
M 1drash Temurah ,. L.Ul;I Tov (c 1110) . 

M tdras.h Aggadah ) 

Genesis Rabbe11 ell ba&ed 

Numbers Rabb1h I on the woo. 
ol M oshe ... 
ha· 011shan 

• Yalkut Sh1mon1 1200-1300 The Penod ol Yellluttm 

• M idru h ha·Gadol 1300- 1400 
(anthologies) 

• Yalkut M akh111 1200-1550 

J 
•Eon Ya'ekov 1400-1550 

,. Heggedo1 he· Talmud 

Notes- Nem115 1n i111hcs are hom1le11Clll M idr1Sh1m; those merked by ,. ere anthologies; 1he res1 ere exegetical 

' 
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"Vl""iVl 01" .Nl"ln i:J Nr.m "Ji ,~N .iT?miT nN ?< ip:J? ,l'.,H H,.. (~) 

'Jl.,H:::l :(:io NY"?~ N:J:J) 1~1"iVlJ "iNVl1 jj"Ji'iT ~en J .iT"iT in?"~' 
.:J~ i "J ) ip?n:J r"iN iT"ilJ i ::ro? l .ii"i"~iT ?;; iTIY i? 1nJv; Nm .H,nn 
nnNi .11~YN "JN1 :JW i1"JPi1 ,, i~N .ii~y"i tt'j?J .:J"1"l::> , :JW7 .::iw· :(.n 

.l":JVli" 1m il rr"iiT n1Y:J :rrnn'i "JN 1"nYVl (.r .n~ i "J ) TJJ? l~"o 
Vl" ON rnNi"i . .,i1Hi1 nn?J :(.?< .JO O"'iiin) "iN !11Y:J :Jll O"iT"iN ,~NJVl 

N7Vl r i1p"n1l~ iT~n n ·::ipii K"Im .Dl'i1 an:J :1!1"JJ OO"J::>"1 1 :JV71 1J1Y 

1J"n11N ,.,ii K?Vl 1YOI~ 1iTKiVl "O'ii .(:io NY"l~ NJJ) O"niiNJ m"ion"i 

.Cl'WJH i1W.,W i1Ji11 (~) :O"tt'JK n1~1:J n 1""iY O"::>N"i~ N"JiT .O"KJ 

.oni:JK !1K niNtn"i inKi .0110 nN l1Dii'i inNi 0 .i11W nN i117:::i? inN 
ilVliOil ?:::> .pVl • l'i Y1n .(.:J .J 1"J ) nm"?VJ ., 11117 iTWW 1nN lN?~ rNw 

J1Vl 1~K"1 ,~NJ iT11Vl:J:n .r?N ,,~K"1 .1'i::>N"1 .O"Ji 11w?:J 1i"::>T~ Km 

.":;>Oil "!1'i:J? 1J1 niwy? ?::>1K K? ":::> ,~,K Nm 0110 n::>"Oil:Ji .T?K J1tt'N 

Nm 1 .(OVl i "J ) oi? nN '"IiT? Ott'~ l'iil '.;) Oi11JX nK xoiw ~011 
inNiTW i;ii~? ·lVlOJ ?y o"i~iT 1~K"1 i1l1ni1 01"11?< OK"l1i1::> "i1"1 ,~KlVl 
?::iK (.::> .::i i:ii~:i) iTVll~ no~ r?yi i~::> .rJo'i ' .. .,u Cl'::lllJ .'i"?~ il"il 

11VlN1iT .O"~YO "ltt' K1"1 Ki"1 1iT~ .H,'I : O"::>K"i~il "O"i::> N1ii iT"pl 11Vl? 

r'il K?Vl r :im .inx 01p~:J O"Jll 1"i1Vl ?::>nOJ .iTJ:JiT 11Vl? "Jtt'm . iY~tt'~::> 
o~ip~::i ,,~y .onxip? Kl.,Vl r'il O.,Y11"W 'I!:) "iy riNi .1n"10i17 C"l1i 

N01"li1 1=>) .onKip? fi1 N1iT c1p1 J n"10ii"i 1?i K"iVl 11'11Kiil?1 ,,,1:J::>? 

1::> lJ .OnNip? f1"i J"l'1::>1 ,,-ii,y O":Jll ::1"!1::> (10) KY"l~ N:J:J:J (lVl" ""WiJ 

'J"1H ,ftH'I (.)) ,OnNip'i fi"i i"~ .U~"ii 1Wi"O ioKi "1W iT1iT1 m r m 
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X:l f)l0 J1,\V)<'"i1 ,,,'llh 
jN:ir.l . ,UJi'1 ..,liJ nH (i') :pniniii, il!Y'O,ii .!'l,7.li, ::iipto jr':i . ,lJY.I 
.ll 1·::i) ?::ipnn'? nr.liip N''m .r''?Y c "inN n1?on7.l Y n1?inii n1?on iiO"TL' 

'O'. N'i, !'.) .1,1l Kii1 rt0:iY iitvYY K1i1tv C"tvYr.l "O'? .aw Hli"I ,WH::::l { 1" 

1?w u,J, .0"17.l,i-·n C"l 1Dp7.l n1wii ':iK1?7.l rmv 'O' .niwyi, ,, ny Kmw iir.l 

.OJ'Wr.l Nim .1KJ ,, ii'iYr.l n nK Kr.ll:J TJJ 1'l'7.lil1? ~ 1Y1t 1'1'lYW "7.l .c?,y 

.,,N1 1J'KW T'TT rJYJ \?"i) .p"1l ,, nr.lK .YWi 1K i'"1l .K1i1 i17.l rtv:iY 

mn .iJ1 "JK 1"W:>Y ?w 1"tz'Y7.l "D7 .Oil' 17.lK .(p"111 Kr.ll:J ii!'l "r.l WJTY7 

17.lKJW .1lJ1:i1JJ C'iliitv::l .K7.ll::l 'K1tv" !'lK 1'1'7.lii P"ii1 .Ctv K1i1 1tvKJ 

1"iitv:i .(.i"-r .N:i ii"Ytv") ·u 1 0"7? ~"{'iJ Kr.ll !'lK1p' ·u, J':l~:;l N·rp~ 
.O::l7.l i1tvj'JJ .C'K~W'? 0"17.l1N 7K1tv' rii .C""::l1Y 'ilK O!'l1K . r:i"'i17.l 

.(Ctv) C"J111 n1n11N 17.lKJW .ir'iy 17.ln1"1 'iKYr.ltv" 1J111 "JJ '?IN 1J1:i"'i1iT 

l 1 i 1WJ Oil' l"K"J7.)1 onx1p1? C"Klr 1'?K1 .0"111 N'?N .C"J1i1 "1i'1'l 'ix 
1' 0 .,,n, 10"J:>7.lW::l1 .0"7.l C"N'ir.ltv 'iNitv" 0"11JO::l .C"n1!JJ !'l111J1 .m'ir.l 

.nWiJ ,ntop:::i C"ln ;iir .nwi' i"l::J.I, (.:;,) ,n7.l1 1!:>1lJ oJ:iJ miii .mn1n1 
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"WD"K "K 10K .1D"O 1Dil7 i1~1 CK 7:iw .i1".l"W p~ iµ~~K 7nu K1:1 
ilJn.l K"i1 7"i0 1K 71µow .,~,, "01" ' i ;i~in:i 7n"1 K"l1" i1i"t.l Knnw 
iWD·"K i1iOKW 1K .cpio c pn? i1~i CK 7:iw i1".l"W 7"~ ilV~~K 
7:i i10 7:i ,, . i1J1WK1 i1.lWO:i nn~in:i~ K7W Kln i11"lJ Ki1Ktv 
i10 ".lDO i1J1inKi1 i1JWO:l 17"DK1 (i1JWO:l) il11il" "~11 1"K0 1 "K 
KO"n 17"DK1 i1J1inKi1 ilJWO:i 71µow ,,, "01" .,~, il? 1D"0 1J"K 

:ili1J i10 "JD~ i1J1WKi i1.l tl'O:J 



• 

i1"1i'"K cip 70 c i?:> :l"tl'M K? "1i'"K ,,,:l, i1"1i'"K "101i' 70 "1i'" 
iiivo nin K7 nine> nintv iiivo KJ"1i1 KJK in?V ni"VK . .,,,:i, 
intvi1 n1"i17 C".'.J?O ?w 7:>11 , ,, ,, i01K1 l:litoi'O 1i':t" i1"i11 . ,, 
w7w iv 7"J"W" n1"i1' C"J70 7?V 7Ji1 inw i1i"VK iOK nKi 7ii~))O 
i101 · 1i'1':t "toDWO ;y 101K K1i11 c:npK i17"' n i-:tn iOK nK1 niyw 
7:lJ ?tou i1"i1 cnJO ' i:l itl)5K ' i CW:l onJ'I!) 'i i1W1V , ,, i1"i1 
iyow"w .,,::> cn:i pJoi n7"5i1 "~n:i ioiv i r n iwKio unui iu,:>i 
poiy 1?on ,,, cK noi C"101K ;iiin "i":ln 1"i1 noi .niin "i":ln 
i1"i11 ,,, ?w Pnui?n 1.JJ:> ., ,,n i1"i1 iUJ , ,, i"K .1"JKV UK i1i1n:l 
i1"i11 i "nn 1"5Ko pJo i1"i11 i:i ntiJtiJoi i17"7:l n:iw Jo n"J1D':t nii 
i1"i1 1U"Ji1 pJo;i pJ:> K7K 7K~ :in:> 7"K pJo:i pJ:> pJoi1 pJ:> 
ni10tl'Kii WKi 7nJ ":li1 KO))t!:l ":li C""i'O i10 ,,.,,,KO 7JJO 
nu:>no 7i1 n"W"5W 7w i1WKi j1'1'1JtQ 7W i1D1D KJ1i1 i "K i1J1:l"lii1 
Kn"01i' i1J1J"li K? nU1J"li :l"liJ "0 li1K"1 KJO ' i 10K .i1'J'l')j1 liK 
1y C"i01K 0"0Jn1 KPD"D =7"i"V Kli""i:l 711:> 11)1 K:ltvnno K7 
K""i:ln7 1i'DO KO" "Ji C:)'IOJn:> i1J7i1 pni., ' i CW.:l ~D" ":li :n1-:tn 
n r:ln c11p vow i1""1i' 7inK Kli"i1K:l Kpoyno 71n.,v:i pK 
iOKW i1iOK i1"li7'0 C"OJnJ i1J7i1W iliOK i1"n?"O 7"i'DYn01 
intv:i noJ:i;i Ii":l:l vow nK Kiipn "Jn .:l"-:t"1 noK i n K C"1:l1 
;ioi n"inw:i Ki1i'i1 7":l no in:iin ,,., K-:t" K? :iiy:i in:iin ,,, K':t" 
1"i~ C1K 1iOK Cl)to i10 t101' :li CW:l KJ1i1 ' i li":lil).:l K11pi1 7".:l 

:iiy:i in":J:l vow n iip? 
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Appendix C: 

Graph of a Variation on Zeno's Paradox 

Corresponding to Talmud Neda.rim 39b 
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Appendix D: 

English Translation of 

Caro's Laws on Visiting the Sick 
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LAWS OF VISITING THE SICK 
(FROM JOSEPH C.ARO'S SHULCHAN ARUCH) 

16TH CENTURY 

1. It is a religious duty to visit the sick. Relatives and friends 
may enter at once and strangers after 3 days. If the sickness 
springs upon him, both may enter at that ti.me. 

2. Even a prominent person must visit a humble one, even 
many times per day and even if the visitor is not of his affinity 
(same age). One who increases his visits is considered 
praiseworthy, provided he does not crouble him. {Note: Some say 
that even an enemy may visit a sick person, but Caro disagrees. 
What do you think?) 

1 3 . One who visits the sick may neither sit upon a bed, nor upon 
\,._ ,a chair, nor upon a stool, but must (reverently) wrap himself and 

sit in front of him, for the Divine Presence is above the top side of 
the bed. (Note: This applies when the sick person lies on the 
ground. If the sick person is on the bed, it is pennissible to sit on 
a chaic or stool). 

4. One must not visit the sick du.ring the first 3 hours of the 
day, for every sick person's illness is alleviated ill the morning, 
and there ts no need to pray for him; during the last three hours 
of the day, the illness grows worse, and one gives up hope to pray 
for him. {One who visited a sick person and did not pray for him 
has not fulfille d the religious duty of visiting the sick) . 

S. When one prays for him, if in bis presence, one may pray in 
any language one desires; if one prays, not in bis presence, one 
should pray only in Hebrew. 

6. One should combine him with o ther Jewish sick by saying, 
"May G-d have compassion upon you amongst the other sick 
persons of Israel,'" and on the sabbath, one says, "It is the 
Sabbath, when it is forbidden to cry out and healing will come 
soon". 

7. He is cold to consider his affairs whether he lent to or 
deposited (money) with others, or vice a versa, and that he should 
not fear death on account of this. 

8. One must not visit those suffering with bowel disease, eye 
disease, or headaches. U.kewise, whosoever is very sick and· 
conversation is injurious to him must not be visited in his 
presence, but qne may enter the outer chamber and ask and 
inquire regarding him, whether it is necessary to sweep or 
sprlnkle the ground before him or anything similar to this, and 
hear his suffering and pray for him. 

9. One must visit the sick of the non-Jew in the interests of 
peace. 

10. In the case of those suffering with bowe l disease, the man 
must not attend upon the woman, but the woman may attend upon 
the man. 
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