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When 1 decided to write my rabbinic thesis on bikkur cholim. 1 had no
intention of doing most of my research from a sickbed. Now that my thesis 1s
complete and my health is restored, 1 thank God and the many individuals who
helped me to attain my goals. I am especially grateful to my thesis referee, Dr.
Edward Goldman, who oversaw research. writing, and editing with great
patience and attention to detail.

I owe appreciation to Dean Kenneth Ehrlich, who acted as an academic
advisor and advocate. | would also like to thank Dr. Samuel Greengus for
assisting me in my study of Ancient Near Eastern ideas of treatment of the 1ill
and Dr. Herbert Halpern for graphing Zeno's paradox. A warm thank you is
extended to Rabbi William Cutter and Reverend Dave Myler. both of whom

taught me to view my illness as a resource rather than as a restriction.
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Digest

This thesis examines aggadic matenals on bikkur cholim, visiting the sick.
With the aid of computer searches, word indexes, and concordances, passages
from rabbinic literature related to visiting the sick were excerpted. Some of
the passages mention bikkur cholim directly. Others engage the subject by
inference.

The passages come from TaNaKh, Commentaries to TaNaKh, Mishna,
Tosephta, halachic midrashim, aggadic midrashim. and Talmud. They are
translated nto English, placed in chronological order. and examined
individually and collectively.  Information gleaned from modern manuals on
visiting the sick acts as tools for understanding -the texts from a clinical
PC[SPCCII\'E

Through systematic study of the views on bikkur cholim found in rabbinic
literature, this thesis reconstructs rabbinic ideas and ideals concerning the
purpose of hkikkur cheolim, the nature of the chaleh, and the roles and
responshilities of the visitor. It traces the development of the concept of
bikkur cholim as 11 changes from early rabbinic commentaries to later
midrashic literature. It demonstrates how aggadic materials can assist the
modern reader in constructing a personal approach to bikkur cholim.

Chapter” One provides an overview of existing literature on bikkur cholim
It demonstrates that the existing literature is inadequate with respect to
providing proper exegesis of aggadic materials. It includes English
translations of the passages to be studied in subsequent chapters.

Chapter Two provides an exegesis of texts concerning the mevakeriet)
cholim, the one who visits the sick. It addresses the unique aspects of rabbinic

understanding of the mevaker(et) cholim. It traces the development of the



rabbinic concept of the mevakerter) as it changed from early commentaries.
where God 1s viewed as the prnimary visitor, through later midrashim where
the acuivities of the human visitor become more delineated. The chaptes
emphasizes the disuncuveness of the rabbinic view on visiting the ill. n
contrast to Ancienl Near Eastern and biblical ideas about isolating the ill

Chapter Three focuses on the rabbinic understanding of the choleh It
addresses the paradoxical nature of rabbinic views on the choleh. Chapter
Three indicates that the rabbis viewed the choleh as close o God and far from
God. physically ill and spiritually ill, similar to other c¢halim  yet dissimilar due
to individual personahity.

Chapter Four shows that aggadot can contribute to modern ideas and ideals
concerning care for the sick. It examines the potential for use of non-
halachic matenals as resources for current practice. It assesses the excerpted
matenials for their relevance to the modern mevakeriet) cholim and the
modern choleh

Appendices correspond 10 ideas presented in the four chapters. They
include & ume hine for texts, the excerpted texts in their onginal language. an
itllustration of Zeno's paradox. and a translation of Joseph Caro’s laws of
vistting the sick.

It is my hope that this thesis will be useful to the student of midrash, the
practitioner Of bikkur cholim. and the choleh, alike. Its careful study of the
aggadic materials is meant to provide insight into the rabbinic mind and
inspiration for the modern Jew, Its multifacited approach to the text can,
perhaps, provide an example of the utihity of the tools of story-telling and

EXEgEesIs. -
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Chapter One
A Survey of the Literature on Bikkur Cholim

In every generation. individuals live on a continuum between health and
illness.  Interractions between those who find themselves on different ends of
that continuum impact people in varied and sometimes dramatic ways.
Attending to the needs of the infirm is one of the many social obligations
which Judaism has clothed in religious significance. By elevating the act of
visiting the sick to the status of & commandment. Judaism ensures regular
encounters between persons in a state of health and persons who are afflicted.

The term “bikkur cholim™ refers ta the mitzvah of visiung the sick.
Jewish  traditon contains numerous writings dedicated to the subject. |
identify four types of written materials which pertain to matiers of brkkur
cholim, each one approaching the subject from a different perspective. The
four classifications are as follows: )

1) Legal

2) Litorgical

3)  Psychological
4) Aggadic

The legal materials pertaining to bikkur choltm nclude Talmud and the
literature of the poskim. This hiterature addresses questions of halacha and
provides Jewish legal opinions or rulings concerning the practice of hikkur
cholim. The bulk of Jewish literature on bikkur cholim examines the subject
from a legal perspective.

The term bikkur cholim does not appear in TaNaKh. but Talmud mentions
bikkur cholign directly.! Talmud also provides general laws for the treatment
of others, which apply to proper conduct between visitors and patients.> Both
Maimonides and Caro developed legal codes, distilling basic rules for the who?

what? when? where? and how? of visiting the sick.’

| Nedarim 39b, Baba Kamma 50a, Baba Kamma 85a. Baba Metzia 30b.
2 Yoreh Deah 33a, Taanit 21b, Yoma 85b, Baba Kamma 5a.

3 Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Bikkur Cholim. Joseph Caro, Shulchan
Aruch 335.



Medieval and modern responsa literature addresses numerous queries
concerning situations that arise between patients and the doctors. relauves,

and friends who wvisit them. Contemporary articles found in “The Journal of

Medicine and Halacha,” and essays collected in Fred Rosner’'s Medicine and
Jewish Law? all present Jewish legal perspectives on issues hetween patient

and visitor. Conferences of the National Association of Jewish Chaplains
frequently include at least one discussion of halachic issves that anse for
people who make it their life's work to visit the sick.d

The Jewish legal perspective has helped 1o define proper Jewish behavior
in the context of bitkkur cholim. Technological advances and changes in
secular laws concerming medical care continue (o raise challenges to our
previous standards of proper behavior, The legal approach to visiting the
sick. and the wrntings engendered by that approach constitute one of the more
significant methods of studying the subject of bikkur cholim.®

Among the earliest prayers recorded in the Jewish tradition are those for
the sick. In the biblical Book of Bamidbar, Mose; prays for his leprous sister,
Miriam, with the simple plea: “Please, God. Heal her. Please™ (12:13). As
Jewish culture has evolved. so. oo have prayers for healing, A tradition of
prescribed Psalms. blessings, and prayers recited during times of illness has
found 115 way into the corpus of Jewish [literature. constituting a second
category of wriungs for hikkur cholim.

Traditional Jewish prayers for the sick include the eighth benediction of
the Amidah: a misheh berach prayer which has been recited as part of the
Torah service since the Middle Ages: and Psalms 90-108, 20, 38, 41, 86. 118, and

119.  Recently. women's prayers called rekhines have been translated and

4 Rosner, Fred. Medicine and Jewish Law. New Jersey: Jason Aronson. Inc..
1993,

5 Minutes of meetings of NAJC: 1992-1995. Some of the more notable reports
concern the question of Jews administering Christian sacraments (May 1994),
and responsibility of the chaplain to the Jewish family who solicits a halachic
decision concerning removal of life support, but then acts in violation of that
decision (November 1992).

6  For a more in depth analysis of the use of halacha in contemporary settings.

see Dorff, Elliot. Contemporary Jewish Ethics and Morality, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995.
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reexamined as resources for healing prayers.” Modern collections of prayers
for the sick include Gates of Healing® and Healing of Soul, Healing of Body.”
Two rabbinic theses submitted for ordination from the Hebrew Union College-
Jewish Institute of Religion analyze the hturgical materials available to both
patient and wvisitor !0

A third approach to the subject of bikkur cholim, the psychological
approach, has been utilized a great deal in publications of the past three
decades  The psychological approach maintains that the act of visiting the
sick can be psychologically beneficial to the persons involved, particularly
when the visitor incorporates psychotherapeutic method into the visit
Manuals for traiming clergy and lay-volunteers rely heavily on psychological
models of understanding and enhancing the encounters that take place
between the sick and those who wish to help them.!! Their use of the
psychological approach 1s effective when it comes to helping the modern
reader become a part of a canng community dedicated to serving others.

The publicatons which rely on the psychologlc‘al approach frequently
include references (o Jewish biblical, rabbimic, hturgical, or philosophical

texts. Sometimes, certain texts are selected and then studied through a lens of

7 Cardin, Nina. Qut of the Depths 1| Call to You. London: Jason Aronson. Inc..
1992,
8 Gates of Healing was published by the Central Conference of American
Rabbis in 1988,
9 Weintraub, Simkha, Healing of Soul, Healing of Body. Woodstock, Vermont:
Jewish Lights Publishing, 1995
10 Glickman, Jeffrey. ' i i e
i . Dr. Robert Katz. referee, 1987, (Chapter 2).
Odell, Wesley. Toward a Recovery of Prayer: A Reform Response to Healing.

Dr. Mark Washofsky, referee, 1994,

'l The following publications apply the psychological approach to bikkur
cholim. In the introduction to each, the editors and authors acknowledge their
reliance on psychological models:

Katz, Nina Dublar. Yad L'Yad: A Training Manual for Bikkur Cholim
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992.

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

Yurow, Jane. Give Me Your Hand: A Practical Guide for Bikkur Cholim.
Washington, D.C.: Adas Israel Congregation, 1988,
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psychology, as is the case in Robert Katz's Pastoral Care in the Jewish
Tradition. '2 Sometimes the texts from Jewish tradition are excerpted and cited
as pretexts for the psychological theories. In either case, the texts are chosen
because of their consistency with psychological theories.

A fourth category, consisung of aggadic matenals. has not been subject to
comprehensive examination. While specific passages have been studied in
depth as literary pretexts of bikkur cholim.'3 there has been no attempt o
gather and analyze the non-legal. non-liturgical rabbinic texts which
concern the practice of visiting the sick.

This chapter is devoted to the compilation and translation of the rabbinic
literature concerning bikkur cholim, It 15 meant 1o lay the groundwork for
the study of aggadic matenals on the subject,  While these texts have been
used as both prooftexts and pretexts of  bikkur chelim. that will not be the case
in the initial chapters of this thesis.  Rather. the texts will be approached
without preconceived ideas of their intended message, purpose or uulity.
Before being subject to a process which is both dialogical and dialectical. the
texts must first be allowed to stand on their own merit.

The passages selected for translation were compiled with the aid of
computer searches. word and verse indexes. concordances, and cross-
references from secondary sources. Each passage contains direct mention of
visitation of the sick. References were sought in TaNaKh, commentaries to
TaNaKh. Mishna. Tosephta. halachic and aggadic midrashim, and Talmud.

While Appendix A shows morphologies for the roots of the Hebrew term
“bikkur cholim,” the translations themselves are not semantic expositions.
Rather. they are meant to present the materials in a form that 1s readable and
accessible, while maintaining the integrity of the original text. The
translations are literal wherever possible, but loose when absolutely
necessary.

The texts are presented in chronological order, with a time line of

approximate dates in Appendix B. Through construction of a chronology, 1

12 Ibid. .

13 An unpublished essay by William Cutter examines the aggadic tale of Rabbi
Judah’s Handmaid. The essay uses the passage from Ketubot 104a as a prototype
for showing the importance of story-telling for ethical and Jewish thinking.



will become ecasier to trace the development of bikkur chalim as it changes
from early, rabbinic commentaries through later midrashic and talmudic
literature.  These translations facilitate the reconstruction of rabbinic ideas
and ideals concerning the purpose of bikkur cholim, the nature of the choleh.
and the roles and responsibilities of the mevakerier) cholim.  They allow
extant malerials to become gateways to a more thorough understanding of the

mitzvah of bikkur cholim,
Rashi to Bereshit 18:1-2

Bereshir 18: 1) “And YHVH appeared 1o him by the rterebinths of Mamre,
as he sat in the tent door in the heat of the day. 2) and he lifted up his eves

and looked, and lo. three men stood over against him

“And He appeared to him. . ." to visit the sick. Said Rabbi Chama son of
Chanina: It was the third day after his circumcision, and the Holy One Blessed
be He came and inquired after his well being.

"By the terebinths of Mamre. . " He who gave him advice concerning
circumcision. Therefore. He revealed Himself to him in his territory !

“He sar. . ." It 1s wntten, “he sat.” He requested to stand but the Holy One
Blessed be He said to him. "You sit, and [ will stand. and you will be a symbol to
your children. For in the future. I will stand myself in the assembly of judges.
and they will sit.  As it 1s written, “God stands in the assembly of God. In the
midst of the judges He judges™ (Tehillim 82:1),

“At the tent door. . ." To see if people were passing to and fro that he might
enter them into his house,

“In the heat of the day. . ." The Holy One Blessed be He brought out the
sun from its sheath so that Abraham would not be troubled by guests, but when
he saw that Abraham was sorry that no guests had come, he brought angels to
him in the guise of people.

“And lo, three men. . .” One 1o announce to Sarah (the birth of a son); one
to overturn Sodom: and one to heal Abraham. so that a single angel would not

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

14 According to rabbinic tradition, it was Mamre who had advised Abraham
concerning the circumcision. See Bereshit Rabbah 48.



passage, all of the language is in the plural form. *. . . and they ate. . ” (v. B,

_ and they said to him. . . (v. 9); but in the case of the announcement, it
says, “And He said, 1 will certainly return to you. . “(v. 10). and in the case of
the overturn of Sodom 1t says, "For I cannot do anything. . ." (Bereshit 19:22),
and “that I will not overturn™ (Bereshit 19:21). Raphael, who healed Abraham.

went from there to rescue Lot. That explains why it says, “And it came to pass
when they had brought them forth that he said. flee for your hfe" (Bereshit
19:17).  You learn from this that only one of these acted as deliverer.!®

“Stood over against um. . " meaning before him, but this 1s a more
appropriale choice for speaking of angels.

“"And looked, . ." What does the repetition of the word “vavar” imply? The
first nime it has its simplest meaning (“he looked”). the second is that of
understanding. He saw that they stood in one spot. and so he understood that
they did not wish to cause him harm. Even though they knew that he would go
to meet them. they stayed where they were out of respect for him and to show

him that they wanted to avoid troubling him. So. he wok the imtiative and ran

to them. In Baba Metzia (86bi. the following s wntten. = . they were
standing by him T and 1t 15 also wntien. ¢ he ran w them " How can
these contradictory statements be reconciled” By the explanation that at first

thes stood by am. bul when they sam that he wa¢ loosening and binding hus

bandages. thev retreated from ham. 3¢ he ymmediately rvan toward them
Rashi to Bereshit 21:17

Bereshit 21: 17 “And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God

called to Hagar our of heaven. and said to her: What is with you, Hagar” Do not

fear, for God kas heard the voice of the lad where he is."

"And God heard the voice of the lad. . .° From here we see that the praver of

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

first.

I5  See Bereshit Rabbah 50, Vilna edition.

16 Bereshit Rabbah 50:2 further explains that healing and rescue form a
single mission, therefore a fourth angel is not required.




Rashi to Yechezkiel 34:11

Yechezkiel 34:11 For thus said my Lord God: Here | am, | will search for

my sheep and examine them.)7

“(1 will search for my sheep) and visit them - For me there will be

bikkur chohim
Ramban to Bereshit 18:1-2

“"And YHVH appeared te him. . .~ Rashi comments: To visit the sick man,
Said Rabbi Chama son of Chanina, ‘It was the third day after his circumcision
and the Holy One Blessed be He came and inquired after hs well-being  “And
lo, three men. . " ungels who came to him in the form of men. “Three.

One to announce to Sarah, one 10 heal Abraham. and one to overturn Sodom.
Raphael, who healed Abraham, went from there to rescue Lot. for these do not
constitute two missions.  This is because the second mission was in another

place, and he was commanded thereon after.!®

(Translator's Note: At this point, Ramban delves into a discussion of dreams
and wvisions in TaNaKh  He distinguishes between prophetic and non-
prophetic visions. Ramban concludes that Abraham did, indeed, receive
prophecy, but only after undergoing circumcision. Using Vayikra Rabbah to
Vayikra 1:1 as prooftext, Ramban explains that Moses was prepared for
prophecy at birth, but Abraham had to prepare his soul to perceive the angel
through the act of circumcision. Ramban resumes interest in bikkur cholim

with the following passages:)

7 The root BKR can mean to examine or to visit. U'vikartim translates as
“and examine them” or “and visit them". ’

I8 After Raphael had completed the first mission (healing Abraham), he was
sent on a new mission in another place (rescuing Lot). Since the two missions
were not simultaneous, the principle of one angel carrying out two missions
does not apply (Mizrachi's commentary on Rashi).



Now here is the interpretation of this passage. After it says that “in the
same day Abraham was circumcised”  (Bereshit 17:26), 1t says that God
appeared to him while he was sick from the circumcision as he was sitting and
cooling himself in his tent door on account of the heat of the day which
weakened him. Torah mentions this in order to inform us that Abraham had
no intention lo prophesy. He had neither fallen on his face nor prayed.

nevertheless this vision came (o him.

. Al tumes the appearance of the Shekhinah comes in a moment of anger,
as mentioned in the verse, "And rthe whale congregation called for sroning
them with stones. when the glory of God appeared in the tent of meeting 1o the
children of Israel™ (Bamidbar 13:10).  That was for the protection of his
righteous servanits and their honor

Do not be concerned about the interruption of the portion. because the
subjects are connected. For that reason, the verse says. “And He appeared 10
him. . ." It does not say, "And God appeared to Abraham.” Because the present
chapter (vayeira), wishes 1o give an account of the honor that was bestowed
upon him at the time he performed the circumcision, and 1t tells that the
Shekhinah appeared to him and sent him His angels to announce to his wife.
and also 1o save his relative Lot on his account. Abraham had already been
informed by the Shekhinah concerning the birth of a son, and Sarah was now
informed by word of the angel who spoke with Abraham in order that Sarah
should hear, even as it says, "And Sarah heard”  (Bereshit 18:10),

This is the intent of the sages’ saying. "God came 1o visit the sick man”
(Baba Metziah 86 b), meaning that it was not for the purpose of some utterance
but as a mark of honor to him.

They have also said, “You shall make an altar of earth unio Me™ (Bereshit
Rabbah 48:4. citing Shemot 20:24). If any person just built an altar to My
name, he is assured that 1 will appear unto him and bless him. All the more is
such assurance given to Abraham who circumcised himself for My name.

The remark (“God came 1o visit the sick man") indicates that the vision of
the Shekhinah was a cure for his sickness on account of the circumcision, for
so it should be, as it is written, “In rhe light of the King's countenance is life"
(Mishlei 16:15).



Rereshit Rabbah 8:13

Said Rabbi Abahu: The Holy One Blessed be He filled a cup of blessing and
blessed them !¥

Said R. Yehuda son of R. Simon: Michael and Gabriel were the first man’s
(Adam’'s) auendants,

Said R. Simlai. We find that the Holy One Blessed be He blesses bndegrooms,
adorns brides, visits the sick, buries the dead. and recites blessings for
mourners

He blesses bridegrooms. where is the prooftext? Bereshit 1128, “And He
blessed them. "

He visits the sick: where 15 the prooftext? Bereshit 18:1. “And He appeared
toe him at the terebinths of Mamre. "

He buries the dead. where is the prooftext? Devarim 34:6, “And he buried
him in the valley." y

Said R. Shmuel ben Nachman in the name of R. Yochanan: He even visits
mourners, as It is written in Bereshit 35:9, “And God appeared 10 Jucob again
when he came from Paddan-aram, and blessed him.”

With what blessing did he bless him? R. Yonatan says: With the blessing of

mourners,

19 Commenting on Bereshit 1:28, following 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. . .
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Bereshit Rabbah 49:4°°

Bereshit 18: 19) “Shall | hide from Abraham thar which I am doing. sceing
that Abraham will surely become a grear and mighty nation and all the
nations of the earth shall be blessed with him? 20) For | have known him to
the end that he mav command his children and his household after him, rhar
they may keep the way of the Lord to do tzedakkah and mishpat, to the end

that the Lord mav bring upon Abraham thai which He has promised to him."

“For | have known him. . ."  Rabbi Yudan in the name of Rabbi Alexander
said that the verses refer to hospitality. but the Rabbis say that they refer to
visiting the sick.

R. Azanah said in the name of R. Judah: It begins with “rzedakkah™ and
follows with “mishpat.” How should we understand this? Abraham used to
receive travellers and wayfarers. After they had eaten and drunk, he would
say to them, “Say a blessing!”

They asked, "What shall we say?”

He responded, “Blessed be the Lord of the Universe of whose bounty we
have partaken.”

If (the guest) took it upon himself to say the blessing. he would eat. drink,
and depart. If (the guest) did not take it upon himself to say the blessing. then
(Abraham) would say to him, "Give me what you owe me.”

“What do 1 owe you?”

“A pint of wine costs 10 cents. A pound of meat costs 10 cents, A loaf of
bread costs 10 cents. Who will give you wine in the wilderness? Who will give
you meat in the wildeness? 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 partaken.”

Hence. “rzedakkah™ preceeds “mishpat.”

20 Bereshit Rabbah 49 corresponds to parashat vayeira. The general theme of
the midrash 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 Bereshit 18:19-20.



Vayikra Rabbah 13:2 (Parashat Shemini)”'

R. Tanhum ben Hanilai said: This may be compared to the case of a doctor
who went to visit (wo sick people, one who would live, and another who would
die. To the one who would live. he said., “This you may eat. This you may not
eat.” To the one who would die, he said. “Give to him whatever he requests.”

So. too. for the heathen who are not destined for life in the World to Come, 1t
1s written, “Every moving thing that lives will be food for vou" (Bereshit 9:3),
but to Israel, who are destined for life in the World to Come. (God said), “These

are the living things which you may ear . ." (Devarim 14:4),
Bamidbar Rahbah 18:12 (Parashat Korach)

Bamidbar 16: 28] And Maoses said, “Through this vou will know that the
Lord has semt me 1o do all these works. for | have nor done them of my own
mind. 29) If these men die the common death of all men. ar if thev be visired

after the visitatton of all men, then the Lord has not sent me.”

To what may this be compared?” To the one appointed to look after the
marriage interests of a certain king's daughter He had evidence of her
virginity in his posession. One of the wedding guests stood up and cursed him
saying that the king's daughter had no virginity ~ He rose before the king and
said, “If you do not claim redress for the insult offered to you and refuse to
have this guest taken out and executed publicly, I shall also believe that no
virginity has been found in the king's daughter.”

The king thought, "Is it better that | should slay the guest than that the one
appointed to .Iook after my daughter's marriage interests should spread

malicious gossip about my daughter?”

*'  Vayikra Rabbah 13 attempts to provide justification for the laws of kashrut.
It poses the question, “Why are the Israelites saddled with the burden of
dietary laws, while other nations are not?” The midrash responds that the
Israelites had a greater ability to endure the commandments than the other
nations. The translated passage illustrates this point through an example of
bikkur cholim. The entire passage is repeated in Midrash Tanchuma to
Shemini. :



Likewise with Korah. He contended with Moses and said that Moses had
invented all these things from his own mind and on his own imuative. Moses
said to the Holy One Blessed be he, "If these people die in their beds as people
ordinarily do, dociors coming in and visiting them in the same way as all other
sick people are visited, I shall also become a heretic and say. "The Lord has not

sent me.”
Kohelet Rabbah 7:8

Some utime (after becoming a heretic). Elisha ben Abuya became ill, and R
Meir was told that he was sick. He went to visit him and said, “Repent.”

He asked, “Having gone so far astray, will 1 be accepted?”

R. Meir replied. “ls it not wnitten. ‘Thow turnest man to contrition’
(Tehillim 110:3).

Then Elisha b. Abuya wept and died. R. Meir Tejoiced, saying, "My master
seems to have departed in a mood of repentance!”

i |

Midrash Tehillim, Mizmor 25:11

“All the paths/wavs of YHVH are mercy and truth, unto such who keep his

covenan! and testimontes”  (Mizmor 25:10).

“All the paths/wavs of YHVH are mercy and truth. . " (Mizmor 25:10).

This could be the case for all, but the sages say that it is specifically for
those who keep His covenant. Another possible interpretation of "All of God's
ways" - At the moment that the Holy One Blessed be He said to Moses, “Go, say
to Israel, ‘Follow after the Lord your God'" (Devarim 13:5), they said to Moses
our Teacher, "But who can walk after him? Is it not written. 'God's path is in
whirlwind and storm’ (Nahum [:3), and also, 'Your way was in rthe sea and
vour path in the great waters (and vour footsteps were not known)' (Tehillim
77:20)?"

b
"

This passage is repeated in Midrash Tanchuma to Parashat Vayishlach.



(Moses) said 1o them, “Fine. [ will tell you the ways of the Holy One Blessed
be He, 'All of the wavs of YHVH are mercy and truth® (Tehillim 25:10).
‘Mercy” refers to acts of G'milut Chasadim. ‘Truth® is Torah.”

“"Unte such who keep His covenant and His testimonies” (Tehillim 25: 10)
Said Rav Simlai: We find that the Holy One Blessed be He adorns brides,
accompanies bridegrooms, visits the sick, and accompanies the dead.

Adorns brides and accompanies the bndegroom: where is the prooftext?
“And the Lord God fashioned the rib thar he had taken from man into a woman.

." (Bereshit 2:22). This teaches that the Holy One Blessed be He braided Eve's
hair and brought her to Adam. hence. in the large cities along the
Mediterranean, brides are called "adorned-ones.”

Visits the sick: where is the prooftext? “And God appeared 1o him in the
terebinths of Mamre™ (Bereshit 18:1).

And accompanies the dead, as it is wrtten. “And he buried him” (Devarim

34:6).
Midrash Mishlei 27:18

“He who lends a fig tree will enjov its fruir” (Mishlei 27:18), Said R. Levi:
If a person persists in the study of Torah in this world, he will eat its fruits in
the world 10 come. There they taught: These are the things without measure-
bringing first fruits. g'milut chassadim, and study of Torah.

And these are the things that a person eats its fruits in this world ., but the
reward comes to him in the world to come: honoring father and mother,
g'milut chassadim, making peace between a man and his neighbor, visiting
the sick, regular prayer, attending the house of study, and the study of Torah
is equal to them all. hence it is written, " He who tends a fig tree will enjoy its
fruir”  (Mishlei 27:18).

Midrash Tanchuma 12:12 (Toledot)

“And lIsaac trembled very much" (Bereshit 27:33). This relates to“The hearing
ear and the seeing eve. God has made them both” (Mishler 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 three hody parts
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which the Holy One Blessed be He placed under man’s control 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 wants to use
his hands for the sake of heaven, he can make use of sukkah, lulav, shofar.
tzitzit, tefillin. and mezuzot. Similarly, if he wants to steal or spill blood. or
transgress commandments, and perform other sinful acts, he can. If he wants
to use his mouth for Torah study. or for speaking words of blessing, praise. and
supplication. he can. When he wants to speak malicious gossip, or slander. or
bear false witness, he can.  He can spring to his feet to visit the sick. comfort
the mourner, accompany the dead . and perform g'milut chassadim. or he can
leap to murder, adultery, and incesL

Parts which are not under his control are the nose, the eye. and the ear. |If
a person 1s passing through the market where people are burning incense for
idolatry, he will smell it even if he does not wish to. Likewise. if a person 1s
passing through the market and witnesses a person sinning, he will see it
even if he does not wish to. If he 1s walking along and he hears a person

profaning God., he will see i1, even though he does not want to.
Talmud Nedarim 39b

It is taught: There is no measure for visiting the sick. What is meant by,
“there is no measure for visiting the sick™? R. Joseph thought 1o explain 1t
“Its reward is unlimited.”

Said Abaye to him, “Is there a definite measure of reward for any precept?
We learned: Be as heedful of a light precept as of a serious one. for you do not
know the grant of reward for precepts.”

Abay; explained it, “Even a great person must visit a humble one”

Raba added. “Even a hundred times a day.”

R. Abba bar R. Chanina said. "He who visits 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. “Did it not once happen that one of
R. Akiva's disciples fell ill. and the Sages did not visit him, whereupon R. Akiva
himself entered the sick man’s house. Because he 100k care to sweep the floor
clean. the sick disciple recovered. ‘My Master.” he said. 'You have revived me.’
R. Akiva immediately went forth and tanght the following: ‘Whoever does not

visit the sick 1s like a shedder of blood™. ..

Talmud Berachot 35hb

Rabbi Eliezer got sick Rabbi Yochanan came to see him”' He saw that he
was sleeping in a dark house. He uncovered his arm and light fell. He saw that
Rabbi Eliezer was ciying.

He said to him. “"Why are you crying? Is it because you did not study more
Torah? Well, if that 1s the case. then remember the saying which we study in
Mishna: One person mayv studv a lot, and another” person siudies only a lintle,
but the thing that really matters is that one's heart 1s directed roward heaven,
Or i1s 1t on account of lack of food? Well then. remember. not everyone can set
two tables. Or 1s 1t on account of lacking children? Well, this is the bone of my
tenth son.”

Eliezer said to him, “That this beauty will perish in dust, for this I am
crying.”

Yochanan answered, "I see. For this, surely you cry.” And the both of
them cried together.

In the meanume. R. Yochanan said to R. Elezer, “Are your sufferings dear
to you?"

R. Eliezer said, "Neither them nor their reward.”

R. Yochanan said, "Give me your hand.”

He gave him his hand and he raised him.

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



Chapter Two
Letting the Texts Speak ta Us

Part A: The Visitor

Arthur Waskow speaks of our relation to Jewish texts as Godwrestling,'
being engaged in both fighting and loving. A purpose of our interraction
with Jewish texts is to discover the meanings imbedded in them by those who
have transmitted them to us. To accomplhish this. one engages in a process
called “exegesis,” which comes from the Greek, meaning “to read out.”

Exegesis involves the close reading of a text, followed by an analysis of 1t in
its literary and/or historical contexts. It requires the interpreter to carefully
consider the text's structure and genre: and its narrative. literary. historical,
and sociological settings. The use of critical tools in exegesis helps to ensure
that we do not merely read ourselves into a text. Through the process of
exegesis we strive to “listen to the text,” and enter the world that 1t brngs.

When reading a Jewish text. interpreters frequently ask themselves, “How
can this text help me to understand myself and my world? or “"How can this
text lend strength to my current homily or belief?” The borrowing ol verses
from Jewish writings for use as prooftexts in homilies or tools for inspiration
can’ be valid and proper. Interpreters who mold texts according to their own
preconceptions engage in a Icgi;imale process called “eisegesis.” My
research focuses on exegesis as its primary method of gaining insight into
texts,

This rabbinic thesis presupposes that the more one concentrates on

understanding the text, the more one can understand oneself or one's beliefs

' Waskow, Arthur. Godwrestling. New York: Shocken Books, 1978,
v



in relation to it. By examining a text with an eye toward its inteni, an
interpreter does not become a tabla rasa. The exegetical process, however.
requires interpreters to be aware of their biases and willing to suspend them
at tmes.

“Letting the texts speak to us” i1s the term used in this paper to describe the
exegetical process of examining a text with an eye toward its intent. The
exegetical process is primarily dialectical. but 1t 1s also dialogical  One
examines the text as a scientist might examine a specimen, but one also asks
certain questions of the text, which might lead to greater understanding of its
intention. “Talking back to the text” is the process of using a text that has
been analyzed for purposes of self understanding.

In this chapter, we will let the texts speak to us regarding the oné who
visits the sick. As we listen to the lexts. we must recognize that rabbinic
literature is complex and evolving. The passages which 1 have excerpted
represent layers upon layers of subtext. No single meaning or intention can
be distilled from a given excerpt. One could say that each passage is. itself. an
example of the dialectical and dialogical process that takes place when one
enters the world of biblical or rabbinic literature

No biblical texts directly address the matter of bikkur chelim. The term
“bikkur cholim” comes into use during the rabbinic period. When the Bible
mentions illness or specific pcr;ons who are ill, the sickness usually
represents punishment for known misdeeds. The Bible concerns itself with
instructions for isolating the choleh. and attempts to restore the choleh to
God's favor. Visitors to the ill play an insignificant role in the Bible.

People die in Torah, but Torah places little emphasis on the disease which

caused a person's death. The deaths of the Patriarchs, the Matriarchs, Moses,
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and others, do not include tales of illness. Illness, in Torah. implies
punishment for misdeeds. as opposed to a natural state of being.

On the rare occaston that Torah mentions illness, protocol .dictates isolation,
not visitation. When Miriam is struck with leprosy in Bamidbar 11, the
passage explains her illness as a punishment. God prohibits visitation,
commanding the people to place her under quarantine for seven days.

The biblical portions, Tazria (Vayikra 12 and 13) and Merzorah (Vayikra 14
and 15) detail God's commandments for the diagnosis and treatment of those
afflicted with leprosy. Once a priest determines that a person is diseased. “the
priest shall shut away the one that has the plague for seven days" (Vayikra
13:4). The unafflicted avoid the afflicted like the plague, so to speak!

First Kings includes a passage concerning King David's last days. As King
David lay dying. Avishag the Shulamite 15 sent to attend to him. This passage,
while technically an example of care for the ill. has a literary importance far
removed from the subject of bikkur cholim.  Namely, the passage is an
illustration of David's deterioration due to age, and his loss of strength. Dawvid,
once a strong warrior, lover, and king, lies beside a fair maiden, sexually
impotent and powerless over the inevitable battle over succession to his
throne. The account of David's final illness does not develop into a Jewish
resource for understanding bikkur cholim.

The Book of Job stands aI;me as a biblical tale of a person who is visited by
friends during a time of illness. The Book of Job. however. emphasizes
questions of theodicy. Job's illness provides a context for the discourse
concerning why bad things happen to good people. The Book of Job never
finds its way into the corpus of Jewish literature on bikkur chalim.

The main biblical text out of which rabbinic literature concerning bikkur

cholim evolves is Parashat Vayera, particularly Genesis 18:1-2. The passage
v
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follows on the heels of the account of Abraham's circumcision. It begins with
the statement that God apeared to Abraham by the terebinths of Mamre, as he
sat in the tent door in the heat of the day. Abraham sees three men standing
before him, and treats them very hospitably. The men announce that Sara will
give birth to a son, and Sara laughs. The passage concludes with Abraham and
the three men walking in the direction of Sodom. After the visit of the three
men, the Bible tells the tale of Sodom and Gemorra.

Rabbinic use of Vayera  as the biblical basis for bikkur cholim presents a
certain irony. The passage does not overtly tell the tale of a person who s ill
The biblical text does not explicitly mention that the three men have come for
the purpose of hikkur cholim. The annunciation of lIsaac’s birth appears to
explain the purpose of their visit

Nevertheless, Rashi, in the name of Rabbi Chama bar Chanina. explains
that the passage is an early example of bikkur cholim. Rashi notes that the
verse concerning God's appearance to Abraham occurs right after the verses
that tell of Abraham's circumcision. The textuval proximity of the two events
leads Rashi to believe that they have a causal relationship. Abraham 1s a
choleh recovering from surgery, therefore God comes to inquire after his
well-being.

Rashi further associates God's appearance with Abraham's circumcision
through the passage’'s use of the word “Mamre.” In the context of Vavera.
“Mamre” is a place name. According to Bereshit Rabba 48, a man named
Mamre had advised Abraham concerning the circumcision. Rashi reads
Vavera through the lens of a midrashic tradition.

Rashi's commentary 1o Vavera represents the earliest literary wsage of
the term “bikkur cholim.” His commentary serves as a primary source for

many subsequent rabbinic writings on bikkur cholim. Ramban 1o Bereshit
K]



18:1-2 draws upon Rashi's commentary to Vayera. Bereshit Rabba B:13,
Midrash Tehillim Mizmor 25:11. and Midrash Tanchuma to parashar Vayishlach
all utilize Vavera as a prooftext for the value of bikkur cholim. Bereshit
Rabba 49:4 builds upon the belief that God's visit to Abraham 15 an act of
bikkur cholim. While other biblical texts have been interpreted in terms of
bikkur cholim, parashat Vayera developed into the primary source of the
rabbinic justification of bikkur cholim.

One source out of which many aggadic matenals on bikkur cholim evolved
are the various codes of charitable conduct. During the rabbinic peniod.
scholars frequently sought to distill the essence of Jewish teaching into legal
codes. These codes provide insight into what the rabbis deemed to be the most
important obligations of a pious Jew. Although exact wording may vary from
one code to the next, typical obligations included honoring parents,
accompanying the dead. adorning brides, prayer. study. and visiting the sick.
Bereshit Rabba 8:13, Midrash Tehillim Mizmor 25:11, Midrash Mishler 27:18,
Midrash Tanchuma 12:12, and Talmud Nedannm 39b all represent aggadot which
developed out of codes of charitable conduct.

Literary sources on bikkur cholim do not indicate why the practice was
valued during the rabbinic period, while virtwally non-existent in the biblical
era, Why the codes of charitable conduct include bikkur cholim but the Bible
contains no comparable instruction, remains unknown. Why the Levitical
priests banished diseased persons, but the rabbis sought them out seems
puzzling.

Non-Jewish texts contemporaneous to Bible and Midrash follow the same
trend with respect to bikkur cholim. Sumerian and Babylonian mythologi€s

show no interest in treatment of the ill. There is no extant literature from the



biblical period, which presents a perspective on disease which contrasts with
that of Torah.

No scholarly books or articles have been written on the subject of visiting
the ill in the Ancient Near East. An article by Robert Biggs3 indicates that
what we know of ancient Mesopotamian practices concerning treatment of the
ill comes from letters, literature. and an occasional “medical prescription.”
The “medical prescriptions” tended to be home remedies for common maladies
caused by overexposure to heat or cold. eating spoiled foods, or drinking too
much alcohol. s

Deeply rooted in Mesopotamian thought was the view that illness was
punishment sent by the gods because of offenses committed by the sich”
person. Medical and magical treatments were combined. Prayers and
incantations were said by the afflicted. The only visitors to the ill that we
know of were exorcists or sorcerers. These faith healers used ritwal and magic
as their primary prescriptions.

Just as aggadot of the rabbinic period view bikkur 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 rabbis or
healers seeking out the afflicted. 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 biblical
and rabbinic eras. Both biblical and rabbinic societies understood physical
ailments as punishment for moral misconduct. [llness was prevalent during

both time periods.

? Biggs, Robert. “Medicine, Surgery, and Public Health in Ancient
Mesopotamia.” Encyclopedia of Religion. New York: MacMillan, 1987, 1911.
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The lhiterature of the two eras indicates a distinct change in atitude and
practice.  Visitation of the sick was not a suitable literary theme to biblical
audiences. The literature of the biblical period depicts heroes and Kings as
strong, not diseased. It portrays diseased persons as ntually unclean. The
community isolated its sick uwntil a priest could approve their re-entry into the
sacred community,

Literature from the biblical era characterizes the diseased as far from God.
Their very presence could threaten a community’s spiritual well-being.  The
sick wcre shunned or pitied. bur certainly not enobled, at least insofar as the

.
literature demonstrates.

During the rabbinic period. stories of God and the Godly attending to sick
persons became prevalent. Tales of great leachers humbling themselves
through wvisits to the sick gained populanity. Literature concerning
miraculous healings interested audiences of that era.  While the commonfolk
might have felt repulsed by disease, the societal ideal was visitation of the
afflicred.

Visitation of the sick came to be seen as an important obligation of every
person in the community. Talmud Nedarim 39b teaches that there is no
measure for visiing the sick. Failure to attend 1o the sick could put one out of
God's favor. Talmud Nedarim 402 declares that those who did not visit the sick
could be equated with murderers. The sick were to be attended to as part of a
desire to imitate and serve God.

By viewing the aggadic materials in chronological order, beginning with
the older texts, we see God is the primary visitor in the earlier texts. The later
texts concern human visitors te the ill. In representing God as the earliest

figure to attend to the sick, the rabbis lend legitimacy to the practice of bikkur

cholim. They imbue the action with a sense of Godliness. They provide a model
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for proper human behavior. and they present a God who is loving, caring, and
compassionate.

In the earliest hikkur cholim text, God visits Abraham after his
circumcision (Rashi to Bereshit 18:1-2).  God inquires after Abraham’'s well
being. God tells Abraham to sit. even though Abraham offers to stand. Geod
explains that Tehillim 82:1 requires God to stand as counsel of the judges.

Rashi alludes to God's great compassion by telling the reader that God tried
to spare Abraham the burden of wvisitors during his recovery. God sent the
angels, however. when he saw that Abraham felt disappointed by the lack of
guests. Ever the considerate guests, the angels avert their eyes from Abraham
when he changes his bandages, so as not to embarrass him.  They allow
Abraham to run toward them

Rashi artfully explains the difficulties of the passage, providing
justificaton for each word, each detail, every seemingly extraneous
description, and every inconsistency in the biblical text. He does so in such a
way that God appears as the ideal visitor. concerned for the welfare of the
choleh, and sensitive to his needs. With an economy of language
characteristic of his style, Rashi creates for his reader a world of
understanding the nature of God, the Vavera text, and appropriate guidelines
of bikkur chelim,

In Rashi to Bereshit 21:17, God, once again, shows a special compassion for
the afflicted. As Rashi read the biblical text, he wondered why 1t is writien
that “God heard the voice of the lad,” when it was Hagar who wept her despair
when banished to the wilderness. Rashi explains that God hears the afflicted
first, responding to prayers offered by «the sick before the prayers of others.
In other words, God has a special sense of compassion for the ill, and a sense of

urgency in attending to their prayers,



In Rashi to Yechezkiel 34:11, Rashi responds to a double entendre in the
biblical text. Because the root BKR can mean “to examine” or “to visit.” Rashi
moved beyond the simplest meaning of the passage. Instead of acting as an
authority who “examines” his people for blemishes, God is here depicted as one
who “visits” his people when they are ill and in need of care. Rashi shows God
saying unequivocally, “From me there will be bikkur chelim”™ (Rashi to
Yechezkiel 34:11).

Ramban to Bereshit 18:]-2 expounds on Rashi's commentary to the same
passage. On the subject of hikkur cholim, Ramban emphasizes that God visits
the sick as a mark of honor. In Abraham’s case. God's visit in no way impled a
desire to help Abraham to prophecy. Rather, the visit. in and of itself. was
sufficient reason to appear to Abraham afiér the circumcision. God visits the
sick. then. as an act of love and caring, not as a guise for conducting other
types of business.

Bereshit Rabbah B:13 further depicts God as a model of gemilur chassadim
The passage 1s a compilation of prooftexts, which illustrate that God performs
righteous acts that people are also expected to perform. Bereshit 18:1 15 used 'as
the prooftext of God's performance of bikkur cholim. The writer of Bereshit
Rabbah 8:13 reads the verse through the lens of rabbinic commentary
Rashi’s commentary to Bereshit 18:1 became so strongly tied to the biblical text
that the writer of the Bereshit Rabbah passage need only cite "and He
appeared 10 him at the terebinths of Mamre” as proofiext.

Later texts emphasize human visitors to the ill.  Human visitors include
doctors, famous rabbis, and ordinary people. Some passages regarding human
visitors lend insight into rabbinic attitudes 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.




Bereshit Rabbah 49:4 is built upon parashat Vavera. Its emphasis 1s
Bereshit 18:19-20. In those verses, God says that has Known Abraham. and can
trust Abraham 1o command his children and his household to keep God's way
and do rzedakkah and mishpar. The commentator wonders what God means
when he says. “For | have known him.”

Rashi's comments to Vavera would lead one to believe that God knew
Abraham through God's wvisit to him following the circumcision, the classic
example of bikkur cholim. The author of the passage acknowledges Rashi's
perspective, but then presents a new aggadah which emphasizes Abraham’s
sense of hospitality.

Ultimately. the passage demonstrates Abraham’s righteousness and
responds 1o the question as to why the word rzeddakah preceeds the word
mishpar in the biblical parasha. Through a tale of how Abraham cunningly
pursuades his guests 1o beheve in God. we learn that one should fulfill one’s
obligations to others first, and then exact justice.

The sduthor of the midrash departs from the accepted model of
understanding Vavera as a lale of bikkur cholim. Because the text of Vavera
was believed to be a hikkur cholim text, tnhe author of the midrash
acknowledges it as such before introducing a new perspective.

Vayikra Rabbah 13:2 tells about a doctor who visits the ill.  This passage
does.not draw from Vavera or from the codes of charitable conduct. Its basis is
in talmudic texts concerning medical ethics. When a sick person seems likely
to recover, rabbinic ethics dictate that care should be taken with respect to
what the person eats and drinks. The doctor must facilitate the person's
return to physical health through the 'p'rescriplion of a proper diet.

When a sick person approaches death and proper diet cannot alleviate his

destiny, rabbinic ethics dictate that he should eat what he pleases. Since the
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doctor cannot improve upon the pauent’s physical state, the doctor is obligated
to help the patient to enjoy his last few days. In Vayikra Rabbah 13:2. this
accepled practice of a doctor who visits the ill is used as a metaphor for God's
expectation that Jews observe kashrur. The heathen is likened ta a dying man.
Not destined for Eternal Life, he can eat any living thing, according to God's
instruction to Adam in Eden. The children of Israel, however, are likened to
the person who has the potential to live. Destined for Eternal life. the Israelite
may eat only those foods permitted to him in Devanm 14:4.

Physicians appear as regular visitors to the ill duning rabbinic times.
Bamidbar Rabbahl8:12 alludes 1o the prevalence of doctors by showing Moses’
anger at the possibility that the rebellious in his community be treated with
the same compassion duc to those who die of illness, He admonishes God not 1o
allow the rebels to “die in their beds as people ordinarily do. doctors coming in
and wvisiting them 1n the same way as all other sick people are visited.

From a modern perspective, the presence of physicians in the home of a
sick person might seem insignificant.  What s significant about the presence
of doctors in rabbinic literature is the observation that the physicians could
not be distinguished from faith healers before the rabbimic era.’ Interest in
science and human biology did not develop before the Common Era. Priests or
faith healers attended to the ill. and the sick usually sought them out, not the
reverse.‘ The role of the physician in visiing the ill and discussions
concerning medical ethics appear first in Jewish writings during the rabbinic
era.

Rabbinic literature condones the work of the physician. The physician, as

healer, acts in fulfillment of God's commandments. By participating in

* Ibid.
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healing works. the physician engages in gemilur chasadim, actions which we
perform as a means of iminating God. The following passage offers one
prooftext for the right of the physician to practice medicine:
The school of Rabbi Ishmael says. “Heal he shall heal” (Exodus
21:18-19). What do we learn from the repetition of the word
“heal™? That authorization was granted to the physician to heal
(B. Talmud, Baba Kamma 85a).
Maimonides Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeach, 1:14, emphasizes that
physicians have not only a night to practice medicine, but an obligation:
Whoever 18 able to save another and does not save him.
transgresses the commandment. “Neither shalt thou stand dly by
the blood of thy neighbor” (Vayikra 19:16).
In Shulkhan Arukh. Yoreh Deah 336. Joseph Caro writes:

The Torah placed 1t within the providence = of the physician to
heal. It 1s a commandment, and it is included in the category of
saving life. If a physician withholds his services. 1t is considered
as shedding blood.

Finally, Otzar HaMidrashim, Volume II. includes an aggadah which depicts

the physician as a special mevaker cholim., The passage reads:

Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Akiva were walking through the streets of
Jerusalem and met a sick man

The ill person asked. “Masters, tell me how | can be cured.”
They answered, “Do this and that until you are cured.”

He said to them, "Who afflicted me?"

“The Holy One."” they replied.

He said, "And you interfered with a matter of life that is not your
concern? God afflicted and vou wish to heal?”

The rabbis asked, “What is your vocation?"
He responded., “I am a tiller of soil. Her€ is my vine-cutter in my hand.”
They asked, “Who created the vineyard?”

“The Holy One,” he answered,



“You interfered in this vineyard which 1s not yours? God created 1t and
you cut away its fruits?” they asked.

“Do you not see the vine-cutter in my hands?” Were 1| not to go out and
plow and ull and fertilize and weed. the vineyard would not produce
fruic.”

They said. “Fool! From your own work you have not learned what 1s
written in Psalms 103:15, *As for man, his days are as grass.” Jusl as Lhe
tree, if not weeded, ferulized, and ploughed will not grow and bring
forth s fruits, so it is with the human body. The fertilizer is the
medicine and the healing wmeans. and the tiller of the earth 15 the
physician

(pp. 580-581)

Physicians. then. visited the sick. As far as the rabbinic community was
concerned, they had God's approval, and a communal obligation. Through
their wvisits and their study of medicine, physicians developed new medicines
and treatments for various ailments,

The advance of medical remedies for certain illnesses did not irradicate the
rabbi's interest in the state of a patient’s faith. While they encouraged the
dying to eat whatever they wanted.’ they did not leave heretics to die
believing whatever they wanted. The rabbis concerned themselves with the
souls of the dying, and did everything they could to extract a final confession
from the dying

Kohelet Rabbah 7:8 illustrates the rabbinic interest in death bed reversals
of faith. When‘ the famous heretic, Elisha ben Abuya became ill Rabbi Meir
went to visit him to convince him to repent. The great Rabbi Meir succeeded
in his mission, and Elisha ben Abuya died in a state of repentence. The fact

that even a most infamous heretic could return to God is an illustration of the

' Vayikra Rabbah 13,
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rabbimic belief that the gates of repentence are always open. even unul the
moment before death.

Midrash Tehillim, mizmor 25:11, shows God performing acts of g milut
chassadim. While Jews are expected to imitate God, the rabbinic literature
generally personmfies God engaged in ideal human behaviors, Midrash
Tehillim includes a compilation of prooftexts which show that God does all of
the righteous acts the people are expected to do, including visiting the sick.

Midrash Mishler 27:18 presents a list of righteous acts for which one will
receive ment in the world to come. The list 15 not identical 1o the list of acts
that God performs i1n Midrash Tehillim. The two hsts do share bikkur cholim as
a rnighteous act of both God and humanity. Midrash Mishlei does not include
adorning the bnide and accompanying the dead in ats list of actions for which
one reaps an eternal reward. Visiting the sick 18 the only action that both hsts
consider important enough to consider essential.

Categorization of mitzvot occupied the atlention of many great scholars and
rabbis.  Some thinkers. including Maimonides, divided mitzvot into chukim and
mishpatim, commandments whose reason 1s not apparent and commandments
whose reason 1s obvious. Mitzvot are frequently categorized with respect to
whether they are time bound or not bound by time, positive or negative, place
bound or not bound by place.

Midrash Tanchuma 12:12 follows in the genre of calegorizing mitzvot,
dividing mitzvol into commandments which a person can freely choose to
observe, and those over which a person has no control. Visiting the sick falls
into the category of mitzvot which a person can freely choose to observe. A
person who wishes to avoid idolatry, however, -becomes an accidental
accomplice to it when he walks through a market and smells incense that has

been burmed as part of a pagan ritual.
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Midrash Tanchuma's division of miuzvot (and sin) into the voluntary and
the involuniary, lends strength to the importance of bikkur cholim. Because
one has control over one's hands and feet. one has the ability 1o visit the sick.
I[f one has the physical ability to do so, then there can be no good excuse for
failing to observe the commandment.

Some midrashim emphasize extraordinary visitors. such as doctors or great
rabbis.  The majority of midrashim about human visitors, however, stress the
obligation upon ordinary Jews to visit the sick. Talmud Nedanm 39b and 40a
illustrate this principle through oft-quoted aphorisms and memorable
anecdotes

Talmud Nedanim 39b details a discussion of the meaning of the teaching.
“There 1s no measure for visiting the sick”™ The rabbis debate whether the
reward for visiting the sick is immeasurable or whether one is obligated to
visit the sick repeatedly. without limiting one’s visits to people of a certain
stature

The text concludes that observance of any precept. including bikkur
cholim, holds the promise of eternal rewards. With respect to the specific
injunction concerning bikkur cholim, one is required (o Visit persons
regardless of their social class, Rabba adds that one should visit “even a
hundred times a day.”

One can assume that Rabba was using exaggeration as a tool for teaching
his perspective.  Neither the legal nor the aggadic literature concerning
bikkur cholim lead one to believe that the amoraim spent their days running
in and out of the homes of the afflicted up to five times per hour! Rather, the
text teaches that there is no limit to the number of visits that a person can
make to another in need. One does not really fulfill the mitzvah of bikkur

cholim by paying a single visit to one person who is ill.
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Talmud Nedarim 39b includes the intriguing statement that “he who visits a
sick person takes away one sixtieth of his illness.” A simpleton might assume
from this that sixty wvisitors could cure a choleh. but R. Abba bar R. Chanina
was no simpleton. [Illness is not quantifiable. but even if it were, we can
assume that R. Abba bar R. Chanina knew basic math.

His statement is a vanauon of Zeno's paradox, the mathematical concept
that if one divides an object over and over. one never reaches its end. If one
visitor were fo alleviate one-sixtieth of a 60-part illness, the patient would be
left with a 59-part illness. A second visitor could alleviate one sixtieth of the
remaining 59-part illness, leaving the choleh with a 59-983- part illness
Appendix D charts the mathematics of R, Abba bar R. Chanina's theory,
demonstrating that regardless of the number of visitors. the choleh will
always retain some degree of infirmity.

R. Abba bar R. Chanina’s statement captures the rabbinic perspective on
the role of bikkur cholim in the cure of illness. The average visitor cannot
cure a sick person. Even sixty visitors cannot restore a sick person to perfect
health. If one could guantify illness. however, a visit from a member of the
community could help a sick person feel a little better than he would
otherwise feel. The purpose of visiting the sick was not to cure the person, but
to provide a small amount of comfort, relief, and healing.

Occasionally, & sick person does recover following a visit. In Talmud
Nedarim 40a, we learn of such a case. The case is an admomshment of people
who do not visit the sick. It illustrates the principle that even a great person
must visit a humble one. showing Rabbi Akiva himself sweeping the floor of a
sick man. The sick man recovers as a result of Akiva's caring, whereby Akiva
criticizes those who do not visit the sick, equating them with “shedders of

blood.™
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Talmud Berachot 5b is the least straightforward of the aggadot on bikkur
cholim. 1t tells the story of Rabbi Yochanan's visit to Rabbi Eliezer during a
time of illness. The passage’s intent is unclear. It does not seem to relate (o
any specific principle or biblical text, nor does it seem to have a moral. The
passage itself has texwal difficulues. It says. “He uncovered his arm and light
fell.” but does not indicate whether Yochanan uncovered his own arm or that
of Rabbi Elezer. The significance of light falling 1s unclear.

Rabbi Yochanan sees Rabbi Ehezer crying and tries 1o guess why. Rabhi
Eliezer finally explains why he is crying. and the two men cry together.
Rabbi Yochanan asks whether Rabbi Eliezer's sufferings are dear to him, and
Eliezer responds that they are not. Then Yochanan asks for Eliezer's hand and
raises Rabbi Eliezer or i1s raised by him

The passage is a mass of strange circumstances. misplaced modifiers, and
detached pronouns. Nevertheless. Berachot 5b 1s one of the more well known
aggadot regarding bikkur cholim. A_Bikkur Cholim Training Manuel and Give
me your Hand. rwo widely distributed manuals on the modern practice of
bikkur cholim, use Berachot 5b as a central text. In later chapters. we will
examine the passage (n greater depth. to discover why this is so. At this point,
however, | would like to shift our attention away from the visitor and toward

the infirm, himself or herself.



Chapter Three
Leuwing the Texts Speak to Us

Part B: The Choleh

By studying the literature of the sages. one can easily distill rabbinic
Jewish beliefs about the role and responsibilities of a mevakeriet) cholim, a
visitor to the ll On the other hand, rabbinic literature presents ambiguous
and often contradictory attitudes toward the choleh. the one who is ill.  As
Chapter Two demonstrated, tne rabbis perceived of bikkur chelim as a Godly
acion and as a significant obligation of every Jew

The wealthy, the impoverished, the educated and the simple were equally
bound by the commandment to visit the ill.' Regardless of the cause of a
person's illness, every person was responsible for wvisiting the afflicted. The
doctor might visit in order to provide medical counsel” Others might visit to
offer prayer. companionship,’ help with final confessions.’ or assistance with
household chores ®

Certain members of the community failed to live up 1o the standard of

visiting the sick on a regular basis. Talmud Nedanm 40b tells that when R.

" Talmud th{an‘m 39b.
Vayikra Rabbah [3.

' 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. . His sweeping of the floor 1s
certainly an act of compassion, though it may have its roots in superstition or
in beliefs about medical hygiene. Halachic materials, including The Laws of
Visiting the Sick in Joseph Caro’s Shulchan Aruch, state that when visiting
the sick, one must “inquire whether it is necessary to sweep or sprinkle the
floor before him or anything similar to this” (See Appendix E, #9).
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Helbo fell 1ll. no one came to visit him. Despite the failure of some to wvisit the
ill, bikkur cholim remained a religious imperative and a societal ideal. One
who did not engage n bikkur cholim  risked community censure and Divine
retribution.

Halachic materials on brkkur cholim provide clear protocol regarding the
proper behavior of a wvisitor. The aggadic matenals reflect that protocol, They
lend anecdotal support to it. and help us to understand the ways in which the
protocel translated into human experience.

Joseph Caro's Shulchan Aruch. a sixteenth century legal code, includes a
section on the laws of visiting the sick. 1 have translated those laws in
Appendix D. The laws demonstrate that writers of halacha faced dilemmas
with respect to establishing clear guidelines for the mevaker(et) cholim. The
rabbis held majority and minority opinions on difficult questions, including
whether one should visit one's enemies when they are ill”

Despite the debate over certain issues, the rabbis’ thoughts concerning the

mevaker(et) cholim  are clear and unambiguous:

1) Both God and humanmity have the capacity to act as mevaker(er)
cholim,

2)  Visiting the sick 1s a praiseworthy endeavor.

3) The mevaker(et) cholim should treat the choleh  with compassion,
showing respect for the spiritual and physical state of the choleh, and
allowing the choleh 1o maintain a sense of modesty.

4) The mevaker(et) cholim should provide the choleh with proper.

medical care. If the choleh is likely to live, the mevaker(er) must administer

" Caro, Joseph. Shulchan Aruch. Laws of Visiting the Sick, #2. Sixteenth

century. 2
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the appropriate remedies. If the choleh 1s likely ta die, then the mevaker(et)
must provide the choleh with physical comfort.

S) The mevaker(et) cholim should pray for and with the choleh. Slhe
should assist the choleh in settling financial affairs, and in making peace with

God.

Rabbinic literature presents a more complicated view of the choleh  When
reading characterizations of the cheleh in rabbinic literature, we find a
figure frought with paradox. Rabbinic portrayals of the chaleh reveal
inconsistent and often contradictory understandings of llness and of the
persons afflicted with 1t

Some of the confusion regarding rabbinic attitudes. toward the choleh
derives from the interdependency of physical and spiritual maladies in the
rabbinic mind. Cheleh, for the rabbis, sometimes refers to a person who
exhibits physical symptoms of disease. Sometimes, choleh refers 1o a person
who has fallen away from the community through sin

Physical and spiritual maladies are not mutually exclusive. A person’s
physical illness might be punishment for sin. The experience of physical
iliness effects one's ability to perform mitzvor and to maintain faith in God.
Physical illness and near death experience can bring one closer to God. In
some cases, God afflicts the truly righteous as a test of faith.

We can create a false construct. placing the physically infirm and the
spiritually downtrodden into separate categories, but in the rabbinic mind, the
physical and the spiritual are closely related. Sometimes their relationship 1s
causal, sometimes correlational. Often the two are indistinguishable.

There are cases in which the rabbis do distinguish between a choleh whose

physical ailments are a punishment for sin and those who have contracted
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illness through physical contagion. In both cases, the choleh receives the
same treatment. Tosafot at Baba Kamma 5a, shenitnah, exemplifies rabbimc
recognition of the distinction. and disregard for it
You might think that the words “heal, he shall heal” (Exodus
21:18-19) apply only in the case of humanly contracted illnesses,
but not in the case of ilinesses that are sent by Heaven. When the
physician heals it. it appears as if he contradicts a divine decree.
Come and learn, for this is nol so

One passage in Rashi's commentary to Yechezkiel 34-11 suggests that
bikkur cholim is a matter of wvisiing those Jews who have fallen away from
proper, lewish pracuce. Bikkur cholim in that case is a “checking up on” a
person’s religious observance. with the intent of restoring it to its proper
standard. The root BKR 1s used here as a double entendre. meaning both *to
visit" and “to check." In this case, rather than visiting an ill member of the
community. one “examines” a person in order to assess that person’s faith.

The rabbis hold two conflicting behiefs about the choleh. On the one hand.
they believe that the cheleh 1s especially far from God and in need of
reconciliation with God. On the other hand, the rabbis see an intimacy
between God and the physically infirm, which is not shared by people who are
in good health.

The rabbis inherited the biblical view that illness comes from God.
frequently as punishment for transgressions. Exodus 15:26 explicitly states
that failure to obey God will result in disease:

If you will heed Adonai your God diligently, doing what is upright
in God's sight, giving ear to God's commandments, and keeping
God's laws, then | will 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 illness as a means of

punishment. In the Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 101a, Rabbi Yochanan

comments upon Exodus 15:26. Rabbi Yochanan concludes that God does not
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inflict disease upon the righteous, but only on the sinner. Despite using
illness as chasusement. God mercifully heals the afflicted. The talmudic
passage reads:
Rabbi Yochanan explains that the verse (Exodus 15:26) means, "If
you hearken (10 the voice of God), I will not bring diseases upon
you. If you will not (hearken), then I will (bring disease). Even
so, 1 am Adonai who heals yvou.”

Not every case of illness 1s perceived by the rabbis as pumishment.
Abraham chooses to be circumcised, and is visited by God during his recovery
from the surgery. As Ramban explains. God wvisited Abraham as a means of
showing honor to him for keeping a commandment. Abraham’s wounds
elevate him in God's eves They do not diminish him.

Those who are njured n fulfillment of a commandment are not the only
cholim that God elevates. Rashi to Bereshit 21:17 tells that the prayer of a sick
person is better than the praver of others. and it is accepted first. In Talmud
Berachot 5b, Rabbi Chanmina asks the ailing Rabbi Yochanan whether his
sufferings are dear to him, as if illness somehow enobles a person. Caro's
Shulchap Aruch indicates that the Shekhina hovers above the bedboard of a
sick person. and it is therefore adviseable to face the choleh during prayer.
There are aggadot about great sages who fall ill and die. vet those aggador are
not concerned with sin as a possible cause of the sage’s illness.

Perhaps the elevatign in esteem for the choleh derives from the belief that
the choleh is closer to death that a person who is healthy. As one who may
soon enler the world to come, the choleh was thought to be closer to God than
the robust. Tt is difficult to ascertain the reason for the rabbi's paradoxical
approach to the choleh. Suffice to say that regardless of whether a choleh 1s
intimate with or alienated from God, the rabbis embrace him or her as a

member of the community. They assume that even if the patient is being
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punished by God s/he has not been abandoned by God. and should not be
abandoned by other Jews.

Each choleh in the rabbinic literature faces illness differently. The
aggadic materials that describe the behavior of various chelim tell us more
about specific characters than about general rabbinic attitudes toward the
sick. Abraham embodies the rabbinic model for hospitality. The rabbis
emphasize throughout their commentaries that Abraham leaves his tent door
open to all who might wish to enter. He welcomes the stranger without fail,
offering food and water. and a bit of Torah

When Abraham becomes the choleh that God visits in Parashar Vayera, he
acts in ways which characterized his patriarchy.  Just after his circumejsion,
he rushes out to greet wayfarers and make them his guests. He helps his
guests find their way to Sodom. Bereshit Rabbah 49:4 shows how Abraham was
able 1o outwit certain visitors in order that they come to acknowledge Adonai
as God.

In the Vavera text. God may be the model visitor, but Abraham is not a
typical choleh. The rabbis’ comments ta Vavera are lessons in how a Jew
should act toward the stranger. Their message does not regard a prototypical
choleh.

Similarly, Kohelet Rabbah 7:8 tells of a visit 1o the infamous heretic. Elisha
ben Abuya. Rabbi Meir invites the heretic to repent. Elisha ben Abuya
wonders whether God can ever accept his return. Rabbi Meir helps Elisha ben
Abuya to understand that even a sinner who is very far from God can find
forgiveness.

Elisha ben Abuya's deathbed conversion teaches the reader aboul

repentence. Even a heretic as committed to heresy as Elisha ben Abuya can
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return to God. The average sinner, therefore, should not be afraid that God
will not accept his conversion.

In Talmud Nedanim 40b, Rabbi Akiva's ailing disciple becomes a passive
recipient of Akiva’s canng.  Akiva cures the disciple through an act of bikkur
cholim. The passage concerns Akiva, his sense of compassion. and his
humility. It stresses the important role that a visitor can play in healing
another, The passage does not, however., lend much insight into the choleh,
himself.

Rahbi Eliezer's visit to Rabhi Yochanan in Talmud Berachot 5bh, is another
case in point., Rabbi Yochanan. who was famous for his beauty, goes to visit
his sick friend  The passage illustrates Rabbi Yochanan's character.

Yochanan's beauty literally lights up the room.  Yochanan. a great
Palestinian sage who headed two different academies, however, shows little
tact in talking with his sick friend. He chats about Eliezer's mimmal
scholarship, his lack of wealth, and his childlessness.

Eliezer, with tongue in cheek. points out that he cries because he knows
that physical beauty 1s temporal. Eliezer. himself, will perish, as will Rabbi
Yochanan and his physical beauty with him. The two men weep tlogether over
the inevitable loss of beauty.

Despite Yochanan's lack of tact, his wvisit stll uplifts Rabbi Eliezer. From
this we learn little, about the choleh. We learn much about Rabbi Yochanan's
strengths and limitations. We learn, too, that even an imperfect visitor can
bring relief to the ill

One might argue that the literature about the mevaker(et) cholim teaches
more about individual visitors than about the protocol of visiting the sick.

God’s visit to Abraham could be understood as an illustration of God's
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compassion, as opposed to a model of bikkur cholim.” Rabbi Akiva's wisit to
the wick disciple in Talmud Nedanm 40b merely illustrates Akiva's own sense
of duty.

The passages which tell about the visitor, however, usually indicate that
they are prescriptive and not simply descriptive. Bikkur Cholim is included in
the lists of g'milur chassadim. G'milut chassadim include the things that we do
in emulation of God. The admonition, “Whoever does not visit the sick 1s like a
shedder of blood. . .” follows the account of Akiva's visit to the sick disciple®
These anecdotes about famous visitors are clearly used to illustrate rabbinic
expectations of the visitor to the ill.

Furthermore, not every wvisttor in the aggadot 1s a known figure. With
respect to the visitor, the texts often use terms which are inclusive of all.  “One
who wvisits a sick person takes away one sixtieth of his illness,” Talmud Nedarim
39b states. “One can spring to his feet to visit the sick . .". explains Midrash
Tanchuma 12:12. Midrash Mishler 27:18 indicates that visiting the ill brings
eternal reward to any visitor.

Aggadot concerning wvisitors clearly point 1o prescriptive measures.  When
the texts include a visitor's identity. the visitor inevitably represents a figure
whom the rabbis emulate and respect. Some of the aggadot include direct
imperatives. When a visitor's identity is not revealed. the text implies that all
visitors act in folfillment of a mitzvah and are rewarded accordingly.

This i1s not the case with respect to aggadot concerning the choleh. In
conveying the actions of a well-known choleh, the texts point to descriptive

measures.  Aggadot tell that Abraham extended hospitality during his

T Rashi to Bereshit 18:1-2.

® Talmud Nedarim 40a,
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recovery from circumcision. The rabbis viewed Abraham as exceptional  The
midrash does not convey the message that the typical choleh is expected to
feed and entertain those who inguire after his well-being.

The aggadot tend not 1o include instructions for the cheleh.  The rabbis did
have certain expectations of a choleh, but the aggadot emphasize the role of
the visitor in helping the choleh to do what is expected. At times. it seems as
though the choleh is not under obligation to do certain things, but the wvisitor
is obligated to make sure that the choleh performs certain actions.

The crucial responsibilities of every cheleh include prayer and confession.
Like all people. the choleh is bound by halachot pertaining to care for health,
and s/he is not exempt from commandments which s/he can perform without
further endangening his/her health.  Some responsibilities of the choleh vary
based on whether the choleh is hkely to die or recover and based on whether
the illness is primanly physical or spintual in nature.

With respect to the obligation of the sick to pray, we recall Rashi to
Bereshit 21:17. which explains that the prayer of the sick person is better than
that which others pray for him. and it is accepted first. Many prayers to be
recited by the ill were written during the rabbinic era’ Babylonian Talmud,
Berachot 60a. includes a discussion regarding what prayer should be said by a
patient about to have a phlebotomy. 1 have excerpted this particular example
of prayers intended for patient use, because it 1s contested by Abbaye based on

the Exodus 15:19 passage mentioned earlier in this thesis:'’

-

? Odell, Wesley. Tow v
Rabbinic Thesis Completed in Partial Fulf’llmenl for Ordination from HUC-JIR.
Dr. Mark Washofsky, referee, 1994.

10" Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 10]a.



Rav Ach said that one who is going in for a phlebotomy should
recite the following blessing, “May it be Your will. Adonai, my
God, that this operation may be a cure for me, and may You heal
me. for You are a faithful. healing God, and your healing is sure,
for people have no power to cure, but act as if they do." Abbaye
said a person should not speak thus, for Rabbi Ishmael has
taught, “Heal he shall heal” (Ex. 15:19). from this verse we learn
that the Torah places it within the providence of physicians 1o
heal.

All Jews are obligated to pray, but the chaleh, in particular, has a special
responsibility to plead on his own behalf. Similarly, all Jews are commanded
to repent for sins and transgressions. The choleh performs acts of
repentence out of a greater sense of urgency. If the illness is a punishment
for sin, then repentence could assuage physical symptoms. Should a person
die of his malady. it 1s preferable that s/he leave this world in a state of faith
and repentence, following viddui'' and with God's name on the lips.

Jewish teachings suggest that care for the body 1s of upmost importance.
The choleh has a particular interest in care of the body. S/he 1s obligated 10
apply whatever remedies might promote his/her well-being.  S/he cannot be
denied proper medical care and is duty bound 1o pursue medical means of
healing. Hilchot Deot 3:3 and 4:23 in Maimonides Mishneh Torah are dedicated
to the subject of proper care for one's health:

A person should see to it that the body 1s kept healthy and strong,
in order that they may be upright and know God. For it is
impossible to understand and comprehend the wisdom (of Torah)
when one«is hungry or ailing or if one's limbs ache. .. Since.
when the body is healthy and sound, one walks in the way of God,
it being 1impossible to understand or know anything of the
knowledge of the Creator when one is sick. It is obligatory upon

people 1o avoid things that are detrimental to the body and
acclimate themselves to things that heal and fortfy it

"' Viddui- the final confession that one recites before death. Talmud explains
that it is better to make a final confession and live than to die without having
made one's final confession.
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A person who is ill need not be concerned with how to pay for proper
medical care, for Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 336:3 tells that “He who has
medicine, and his sick neighbor requires it, is forbidden to raise their price
above the proper level” Babylonian Talmud. Taannit 21b includes this
aggadah concerning the value of providing medical attention to the poor:

Abba the Phlebotomist had a box placed outside his office where
his fees were to be deposited. Whoever had money put it in, but
those who had none could enter without embarrassment. When
he saw a person who was unable to pay. he would offer him some
money, saying te him, “Go strengthen yourself."

A person who is poor and ill is obligated to seek out proper medical care,
whether or not s/he can afford 1it. The physician need not worry that his
income would suffer. The society viewed life and health as a religious
concern. A physician who did not act in the best interést of the choleh would
be in violation of God's commands.  As a deterrent to the wealthy, who could
afford to compensate their physicians, Baba Kamma 85a admonishes. “A doctor
who heals for nothing is worth nothing.” This delightful "you-get-what-you-
pay-for” attitude helped to assure that the physician’s practice did not suffer
due to his accomodation of the poor.

The rabbis distinguished between cholim who were likely to die, and those
for whom recovery seemed likely. Halachic materials ascribe distinct, legal
categories to different cholim, based on whether or not death is imminent.
When the rabbis believe that a person has 72 hours left to live. that person
becomes a goses(er).

A goses(et) is a cheleh who will die in three days. Rabbinic attitudes
toward the goses(er) differ from the attitude toward other cholim. Cholim are

entitled to medical care. Every effort must be made fo restore that person to

good health. One prays that the person be healed in body and spirit and
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provides the person with medical treatments. Once a choleh qualifies as a
goses(er), however, one may not place impediments in the way of death,
The twelth century work. Sefer Hasidim. notes that if the sound of
chopping wood inhibits the onset of inevitable death. we must stop the
woodchopper’s chopping. A talmudic tale from Tractate Ketubot 104a
illustrates the impact of imminent death on the pracuce of hikkur cholim:

On the day when Rabbi Judah died, the Rabbis decreed a public

fast and prayed for heavenly mercy. They announced that
whoever said that the master was dead would be stabbed with a
sword,

The master's handmaid ascended the roof and prayed. “The
immortals want my master to join them, but the mortals want my
master to remain with them. May 1t be God's will that the mortals
overpower the immortals.”

When she saw how often he resorted to the privy., painfully
removing his tefillin and putting them on again. she prayed.
“May it be God's will that the immortals overpower the mortals.”
As the Rabbis continued their pravers for heavenly mercy, she
ook a jar and threw 1t from the roof t the ground. At that
moment, they stopped praying and the soul of Rabbi (Judah)
departed to 1ts eternal rest.

The passage concerning Rabbi Judah’s handmaiden has application to
questions about termination of life. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 339 provides
an in depth discussion of the principle of removing impediments to death.
With respect to our discussion of bikkur cholim, however, suffice it to say that
rabbinic notions about the choleh depended largely upon the choleh's
proximity to death.

The rabbis were more concerned with the behavior of the mevaker(er)
cholim than with the behavior of the choleh, himself or herself. As a mirzvah
that a person can perform of his or her volition, it was reasonable 10 explicate
specific guidelines for the mevakerer cholim. On lh; other hand, there is a

diversity amongst cholim, and the rabbis recognized that diversity, by

establishing less strict guidelines for their behavior.
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[liness is a umiversal phenomenon. The c¢heolim of the rabbinic era
included the pious and the heretical. scholars and simple laborers, the wealthy
and the impovcrished.\ Some cholim were close to God. Others were in need of
repentence and reconciliation with God. Some cholim contracted their
illnesses through human contact; others through divine retribution. Some
cholim were in need of simple remedies: others were ready for death.

In rabbinic literature, all manner of cholim are mentioned. Their stories
are told with a sense of compassion for their predicaments. The
responsibilities of chelim are limited, but the community’'s responsibilites to
them are great. All chelim, in the rabbinic mind, were worthy of communal
respect and support. Regardless of the choleh’'s prior actions, status. or
prognosis, the choleh was assured the support of others. Despite the rabbis’
diverse depictions of cholim, their prescribed response was one of great
caring.

The literature of the sages includes compelling aggadot concerning bikkur
cholim. The aggadot give us insight into rabbinic concepuons of the ill and
those who visit them. A question remains, however, regarding the degree 1o
which these aggadot can contribute to our current ideas and ideals about care
for the sick. In Chapter Four, we will consider whether non-halachic
materials are appropriate resources for current practice. We will also assess
the aggadic matenials on bikkur cholim for their relevance to the modern

choleh andlor mevaker(et] cholim.



Chapter Four
Talking Back to the Texis

The Use of Aggadah as a Resource for Bikkur Cholim

Through legal codes. scholars distilled instructions for proper behavior
The rules illustrated through the aggadot were defined. while the aggadot
themselves were removed. Shulchan Aruch. the classic legal code, excluded
the actval aggadot from its presentation of Jewish law.  Subsequent
generations of Jews tended to overlook aggadot when making decisions
concerning Jewish practice.  Scholars of Jewish law relegated aggadot to a
status secondary to halacha.

Aggadic matenals served numerous purposes for the rabbis, including that
of practical gmde. 1 do not believe that aggadic materials were meant 1o be
excluded from halachic decision-making. Our study of the aggadot on hikkur
cholim  shows that the rabbis valued aggadot as descriptive. instructive, and
prescriptive tools

Talmud Nedarim 40b, for example, descrnibes Rabbir Akiva as a humble and
compassionate person. The narrative about Akiva's visit to the sick disciple’s
house may recount an actual event, but probably not. In either case, i
describes *the qualities of a famous sage.

The aggada acts in an inslructivc‘ manner. Akiva goes forth and teaches.
“Whoever does not visit the sick is like a shedder of blood." The aggada teaches
that it is a positive command to visit the sick, but if one fails to visit the sick,
one transgresses a negative command as well. One who fails to visit the sick is

like a murderer. while one who fulfills the command to visit the sick i§ blessed

with honor.
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Finally, the aggada is prescriptive. The narrative appears in a section of
Talmud that pertains to matters of bikkur cholim.  Akiva's sweeping of the
floor and his willingness to wvisit a person of lesser stature show the reader
what he 1s expected to do. The Talmud prescribes the type of visitation
exemplified by Akiva in this aggada

In the rabbinic period. sggadot captured Jewish practice in a way that
encompassed the vastness of the human experience. In the case of bikkur
cholim. a system of law would have to be extremely extensive if it were 1o
adequately address the diversity of human expenence of illness. Every law
becomes a generalization, in that certain cases would seem an exception to It
Each case contains a story. By emphasizing only the legal verdict in a case,
without paying heed to the story contained therein. we lose valuable resources
for understanding Jewish practice.

Halacha emphasizes specific practices in concrete sutuations.  While people
who wisit the sick sometimes face concrete situations requiring urgent and
decisive action, this 1s not always the case. For example, one might have (o
decide whether or not to remove a feeding-tube, or admimister a medication
whose side effects seem as dramatic as the symptoms they are meant to cure

For the most part. however, visitation to the ill involves the encounter
between two persons who exist on different points of the continuum between
health and illness. Each person involved in that encounter brings a personal
experience of life, death, and illness. Each person brings to the encounter a
different life story and personal theology. Through story-telling, one can
begin to convey the real and lived expenence of both the patient and the
visitor. =

Through aggadot. we develop a senmsitivity to the complexity of the rabbinic

experience, as Jews of the rabbinic period interracted with halacha. While the
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laws define boundaries and consequences, the mdrashim describe. instruct,
and prescribe for us the realities for which boundaries do not apply and
consequences are difficult 10 predict. In Jewish literature. law and lore work
hand in hand. forming a backdrop for entering the rabbinic world and
mindset.

The social experience of a progressive Jew living in the United States in the
1990°s is guite different from the experience of the small, insular commumues
in which Jewish law developed. For some, it is difficult to make any but the
most obtuse and abstract analogies between our lives and the lhives of the
gaonim and amoraim. Laws enacted duning the rabbinic period may seem
irrelevant to our experience as progressive Jlews. The desire to share tales of
illness, however. remains a universal if not archetypal need.

As | probe aggadic matenals for their pracucal application to bikkur
chelim in the modern era, two recent works guide my study:

1)  “Rabbi Judah's Handmaid”, by William Cuuer.'
2) Pastoral Care and the Jewish Tradition, by Robert L. Katz.’

An overview of these two works, and an explanation of their relevance to
the practical application of aggador, will elucidate the techniques used to
understand non-legal materials as resources for bikkur cholim.

“Rabbi Judah's Handmaid” broaches the subject of ethical decision-making
when caring for a person in a state of dying. Technological tools such as
respirators have changed the kinds of decisions about the goses(er) that we
make. Dr. Cutter examines the tale of Rabbi Judah's Handmaid, as recorded in

Talmud Ketubot 104a, for its application to these kinds of decisions.

' Cutter, William. “Rabbi Judah's Handmaid.”" 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 Rabhi Judah's Handmaid has served as a source for
understanding a central principle of care for the goses(et). Dr. Cutter offers a
new perspective on the use of aggada as a tool for ethical decision-making.
Dr. Cutter posits a distinction between “halachic formalism™ and “narrative
thinking "

“Halachic formalism”™ draws heavily on the use of figures of speech.
measurement, and analogy. in order to come as close as possible to showing
what cannot be captured by a graphic picture. One has a rule and a specific
circumstance. One tries to detcrmine whether the specific circumstance is the
same as or different from the circumstance which the original maker of the
rule had in mind. In this instance a2 “story” might be used to modify or clarify
or disagree with the general rule.

On the other hand. “narrauve thinking” utilizes the story as an
independent form of speech. In that way, the story gives a construction of
reality, so that new meanings can develop. In “nparrative thinking.” a
partnership exists between narrator and listener (or reader). Both the
language of the story and the peculiar situation of the auditor create different
constructions to the same story. The story, itself, develops a muluphcity of
meanings based on the reality brought to the story by a specific reader.

The potential for multiple constructs of the same narrative does not mean
that a given passafe “has no particular meaning” or “could mean anything™
There can be no integrity to the use of rabbinic texts as mere “Rorschach
tests” of a listener's unconscious whims. Nevertheless, one can acknowledge
that each story has different meanings for different listeners, or 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 perspective of threc listeners: a psychologist. a literary
theorist, and a lawyer. In each case, his primary question is that of treatment
of the gosesier).

“Narrative thinking” 1s useful to questions of vising the sick. The
aggadot on bikkur cholim which | have selected can be read independently of
specific rules or circumstances. They do lend themselves to a multiplicity of
meanings. In discussing the protocol of visiting the sick. our aggadot will be
read through the lenses of pauent. hospital chaplain, and student of midrash

In Pastoral Care and the Jewish Tradition, Robert Katz examines aggadol
pertaining to rabbinical counseling. Dr. Katz applies a clinical social work
perspective to those aggadot. in order to gan insight into appropriate methods
of pastoral counselling. For Dr Katz. empathy becomes the crucial key to
effective communication and counselling.

The rabbinmic texts which Dr, Katz excerpts show sages engaged in rabbinic
counselling. Some of the sages conduct their “counselling sessions™ in ways
that are consistent with the guidelines of clinical social work. Some of the
sages’ methods of counselling are less than impressive by current standards of
clinical 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 pastoral care skills, using aggadot as an
instructive resource. The aggadot are a means to the end of gaining
understanding of counselling others through personal or theological crisis.

Like Katz, 1 will look at aggadot as a student of effective pastoral
counselling. My study, of course. is specific 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 better suited to helping the



mevaker(er) choltm learn what not to do and how to avoid certain pitfalls of
counselling

A concept-introduced in Chapter Two 1s that of “talking back to the text.”
Following exegesis of a passage. 1t becomes appropriate to reread the text for
purposes of self understanding. Rereading u text in this manner, or “talking
back to the text" is the process that will occupy the remainder of this chapter.
Applying the approaches favored by Cutter and Katz, | will examine individual
aggadot on bikkur  cholim with an eve toward their utility to the modern
choleh or mevaker(er) cholim.

The original intentions of Rashi to Bereshn [8.1-2, are to explain
inconsistencies 1n the biblical text. 1o show God as a merciful judge who
perform: acts of gemilur chassadini, and to charactenze Abraham as a model of
hospitality (o the stranger. For a modern choleh or mevakeriet) cholim. the
passage serves additional purposes. Some of those purposes derive from the
passage's original intent. some take the passage out of its original context

If we view God as a model mevaker cholim. we learn that visiung the sick is
a merciful and just action. When Abraham nses to greer God. God insists that
he sit.  Both halacha and suggested contemporary practice would approve of
God's standing and insisting that Abraham sit.

Joseph Caro’s third law of visiung the sick instructs, “One who visits the
sick may neither sit upon a bed nor upon a chair, nor upon a stool. but must
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, it is permissable to sit on a

chair or on a stool.”
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Give Me Your Hand, a modern practical guide for visiting the sick, suggests:
“ID position yourself so that the patient can see vou without strain, DONT sit
on the bed without the patient’s perrnissi-:m."3

From a practical perspective. we learn that it is the visitor's responsibility
to position himself or herself in 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 sit during his recuperation. God stands in a position so that
Abraham can see him, and insists that Abraham not try to get up.

God tries to be of assistance to Abraham, by making the sun shine. God
intended to save Abraham from the trouble of unwanted guests. When
Abraham  appears disappointed that he has no wisitors, God sends the three
men.  In this way, God is a model for the model mevaker(et) choleh, in that a
visitor should try to be of tangible assistance to the patient’

One finds, however, that different patients have different needs. A wvisitor
needs to be sensitive to the fact that what is done with the best of intentions
may not be helpful. For example. one goes to visit with the intention of
providing the choleh  with some company. Upon speaking with the choleh,
however, one might learn that what he really wants is some peace, quiet, and
privacy. Another choleh might be delighted 10 have someone to talk to.

God tried to keep wvisnors away from Abraham. only to discover that
Abraham wanted visitors. Like a model mevaker(et) cholim, God was sensitive
to Abraham's needs as a umgue individual. God was willing to change his plan

in order to accommodate the choleh.

" Yurow, Jane. Give Me Your Hand. Washington, D.C..  Adas Israel
Congregation, 1988,

* Ibid.



The three men. God's messengers, also show sensitivity to the needs ol their
choleh. by not approaching Abraham when he was changing his bandages.
Iliness puts one in a state of vulnerability. While in this vulnerable conditon,
patients can feel especially uncomfortable and exposed due 1o hospital gowns
that are open in the back or invasive, medical examinatuions. Medical
professionals and well-meaning visitors should heed the example set by the
angels in Rashi’s commentary, showing sensitivity to a patient’s sense of
modesty.

Rashi to Bereshit 18:1-2 can be nstrecuive o the choleh as well.  During a
ume of cnsis, 1t can seem as though God 1s distant.  Viewing kindhearted
visitors as agents of God can alleviate some of that sense of abandonment.
Abraham maintained his identity as a hospitable person. even during a penod
of illness. He continued to maintain those activities that brought joy to him,
including welcoming the stranger.

Surely a choleh can not be expected to entertain and feed visitors, but most
cholim do benefit from engaging in activities that bring them a sense of
confidence and competence. A challenge of working with children who
suffer from chronic illness is that the children can develop an idenuty which
1s based solely on their disease.S  Adults, 100, can become despondent in the
face of an illness that jeopardizes their ability to be productive.

Just as Abraham wished to provide hospitality to strangers even during his
recovery from circumcision, so. too, does the choleh benefit from engaging in
activities not directly related to illness. Due (o illness, the choleh  cannot

control every aspect of his activities or schedule. Failure to pursue activities

5 Rev. John Baker, chaplain intern in Pediatrics, UCLA Medical Center. Public

lecture, February 1995.
K]
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or interests that are in the realm of control can lead the physically ill to
become clinically depressed.’

Rashi to Bereshit 21:17 adds credence to the discussion of God's sense of
intimacy with the choleh. and to the importance to the cheleh of doing for
himself that which he is capable of doing. The text indicates that the prayer of
the sick person is better than that which others pray for him. and it is
accepted first. This applies to the modern mevakerfer) chalim. in that it is
tempting for the mevaker(er) 1o act on behalf of a patient. In the case of
prayer, 1t is in the patent’s best interest to maintain a  pre-existing prayer
routine, or to consider prayer as a tool for healing. By helping cholim 10 pray
for themselves. the mevaker(erl lends a measure of self-sufficiency 1o cheolim.
and provides them with an opportunity for growth in spirt,

Larry Dossey. M.D published a book on the relationship between prayer
and healing.’ Dr. Dossey began his career as a physician who believed that
prayer was a superstitious practice that had no medical benefits. After
practicing medicine for many vyears. he was stunned to discover scientific
evidence of the healing power of prayer. Dossey devoted ten vyears of research
to the relationship of prayer and healing, and discovered that while prayer
does not take the place of good medicine, 1t does complement good medicine

Dr. Dossey's research indicates that even in modern times. there s
evidence that God hears the prayers of the sick person. While patients are not
cured through prayer alome. prayer is one component of healing. Prayer is
one of the many aspects of treatment for which a patient can take

responsibility.

-

" Katz, Nina Dubler. Yad L'Yad: A Training Manual for Bikur Cholim
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992,

7 Dossey, Larry., Healing Words. New York: HarperCollins. 1993.



55

Rashi to Yechezkiel 34/11 expounds upon the double-meaning of the
Hebrew rooi BKR. Bikkur means both “to examine” and “to visit.” The modern
“mevaker(et) cholim has a dual responsibility to those s/he visits. On the one
hand. the mevaker(er) does wisit cholim n fulfillment of a commandment. On
the other hand. the mevakerier) examines cholim for signs of progress,
depression, or neglect.

In modern times. cholim must seek out their physicians. If a choleh is
physically or emotionally unable to tell a physician of a new symptom. then
the symptom goes untreated. A mevokerier) can and should be aware of
changes in the condition of a choleh. When new symptoms emerge, the
mevakerter] can help cheltm 1o get the care that they need.

A mevaker(et) may notice that a particular cheleh needs additional help
with feeding or with taking prescribed medications. S/he may notice that a
patient has become suicidal or even demented. An alert wvisitor can check for
signs of difficulty that might go unnoticed by others.

The choleh also experiences the dual role of one who is both visited and
examined.  The choleh is visited by friends, family, and health care providers.
His bodily functions. physical condition, and vital signs are examined by
many.

One of the only benefits of being ill is the opportunity for examination of
the self. When confined to a sickbed, one has ample ume to ponder great
questions, When faced with the prospect of death or disability. one cannot
help but rethink one's priorities and reflect upon one's past deeds. The
patient becomes an examined examiner, visited during a time of distress. For
the religious person, it is important to recognize that God js a key figure in

both the visitation and the examination.
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While some might feel concerned that their illness s the result of moral
failings, the Yechezkiel passage shows God seeking out sick people and visiting
them. The search for the sheep may indicate that God passes moral judgement,
but in the case of the sick person. God comes for the purpose of comfort. God 1s
a judge. but a merciful judge. who does not abandon the ill, but rather attends
to them as a shepherd tends to his flock.

Ramban to Bereshit 18:1-2 builds upon Rashi's commentary to the same
passage. Ramban's additions reflect the perspective that God's visit 1o
Abraham was strictly for the purpise of showing respect to the infirm, God
did not come to give Abraham instructions to prophesy

Ramban’s comments are useful to the mevakerfet) cholim in that they act
as a reminder that a visit to the ill is meant to be helpful to the one who is
visited. One should not visit the ill with an ultenor motive. Just as God did not
visit for the sake of “some utterance.” a mevakeriet) cholim ought not use the
choleh as a captuve audience for histening to his/her own problems. S/he
should not use the visit as a means for convincing the choleh to will
posessions to the visitor, or ask the choleh for special favors. The visit is
meant as a sign of respect to the chaoleh.

Bereshit Rabbah 8:13 compiles the prooftexts for gemilur chasadim. The
passage lists each of the actions that humans must perform in imitation of God.
Bereshit 18:1 is used as the prooftext for visiting the sick.

The use of Bereshit 18:1 in this context demonstrates that God's visit to
Abraham at the Terebinths of Mamre does not constitute an isolated
description of an event that occurred between Abraham and God. Rather, God
routinely performs acts of bikkur cholim. Bereshit Rabbah is written in the

present tense, “He visits the sick.”
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Through Bereshit Rabbah, the mevaker(et) leans that God models bikkur
cholim. Bereshit 18:1 1s not to be read as descriptive. It 1s instructive and
prescripuive.  Bereshit Rabbah teaches the choleh that God did not visit
Abraham because Abraham was special, but because God wisits the sick on a
continual basis. God accompanies each person on the path of life. during times
of illness, times of rejoicing. and tmes of death. The choleh can count on
God's presence, whether or not s/he can sense God's presence in the moment.

Bereshit Rabbah 49:4 teaches that rzedakkah precedes mishpar, in the
biblical passage and in life. For bikkur cholim, one could say that this is also
the case. One should do whut is nghteous and right before concerning oneselfl
with judgement or jusuice. The probiem of theodicy notwithstanding, bad
things do happen to bad people. sometimes. In a judgemenial way. 1t can be
tempting to refrain from visiing someone whom we presume to be deserving
of retribution,

In those cases, however, i1t 18 nght to visit. If one must exact justice, then it
should come after extending kindness and mercy 1o the person, Tzeddakah
should precede mrshpar with respect to bikkur cholim in the modern context

An example of this would be that of the criminal who has been shot during
a robbery or a gang war. Even the most righteous and charitable person
might wish to let that criminal lie alone in pain. By engaging in bikkur
cholim, however, one can potentially lead the cholekh to understand that there
are alternatives to violence and crime. One can build trust with the choleh.
and encourage the choleh to see that the shooting can become a turning point
toward leading a more productive life.

That is not to say that through kindness alone one ecan make another
person change. Indeed, mishpar frequently requires the visitor to be shrewd

or even harsh. In Bereshit Rabbah 49:4, Abraham outsmarts his guests after
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extending rzedakkah to them. Similarly. when visiting an ailing cniminal. one
must not accept as reality the world view espoused by the criminal. Rather,
one must use cunning to help the criminal admit to his or her needs to make
amends.

Vayikra Rabbah 13:11 contains an aggadah specific to visits between doctor
and patient. The dggadah points to the ethical decisions faced by doctors in
every generation. Doctors must consider which treatments to recommend 1o a
patient. This aggadah provides a guideline for making certain types of
treatment decisions.

Prognosis can influence a doctor's recommendations for treatment. In
Vavikra Rabbah 13:11. the doctor 1s faced with a decision concerning the besl
diets for two patients. In the case of the pautient whose death is imminent, the
phyvsician favors what we call “palliative care”™ The dying patient may eat as
he pleases. without concern for a food's curative effects. The pauent who will
live, however, must sustain his or her own life through proper diet

For the modern choleh. Vayikra Rabbah 13:11 contains helpful insights
into 1llness.  Patients sometimes resent undergoing pamnful or inconvenient
treatments. A diabetic, for example, might resent his or her doctor for
reccommending a certain diet. Many people resent being told what to do.
Some resent having to change lifestyle or habits.

A person who feels resentment over treatment for a medical condition
might refer to Vayikra Rabbah 13:11. The passage serves as z reminder that
treatment implies a positive prognosis. One can take comfort after being told
to take bitter medicine. That prescription is better than being told that there
is nothing more that can be done to improve a medical- condition. Treatment
paves the road to life. Instructions to do as one pleases might imply that death

is imminent.



59

Bamidbar Rabbah 18:12  provides rabbinic jusufication for a puzzling
statement by Moses in Parashat Korach. The midrash includes a parable about
a king whose daughter is about 10 be married. In the parable, a person
appointed to oversee the validity of the marriage contract of the King's
daughter hears a wedding guest deny the daughter's virginity. The person
appointed to oversee the validity of the marriage contract says that if the king
does not Kill the guest, he will proclaim the guest’s accusation fo be true,

In the parable, the king represents God. The one appointed over the
daughter's marriage interests refers t¢ Moses. Moses proclaims that if God does
not kill Korach for his rebellion against God. then Moses will proclaim Korach
to be a bearer of truth. Moses threatens to abandon God, just as the one
appointed to look after the daughter's marnage interests threatened to
abandon the Kking.

The biblical passage refers to death, dying, and wisitaton. Moses makes
clear that Korach should not die of natural causes. His death should
demonstrate the horrible consequences of rebellion.

This particular aggadah does not seem particularly relevant to bikkur
cholinmt 1n modern times. The aggadah 1s about Moses' stance on Korach's
rebellion.  While the text mentions visitation of the sick, 1t does not contain
useful insights for the visitor or the ill. Despite its lack of utility as a source
for understanding modern bikkur cholim. the text stll qualifies for this study,
based on its direct mention of visiting the sick.

Kohelet Rabbah 7:8 s useful to the discussion of bikkur cholim in the
modern era. From the perspective of a mevaker(et) cholim, we learn that one
should visit those who are disenfranchised from the community. One should
not restrict one's visits to friends and family. Staff and members of

congregations should not limit their visits to people who are already strong in
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farth. One can assist a person in settling personal, financial. and religious
affairs during a period of illness

"The choleh can find strength in this tale of Elisha b. Abuya’s deathbed
conversion. The choleh who examines his soul during a time of illness, may
feel remorse or regret. The choleh can find consolation in the teaching that
even the worst sinner can die in a2 mood of repentence. Rather than harbor
regrets. the choleh can focus on making amends and returning 1o God.

Midrash Mishlei 27:18 places bikkur cholim in the category of actions for
which a person “eats its fruns in this world.,” but “the reward comes to him n
the world to come™ Mishlei 27:18 states that “he who tends a fig tree will enjoy
is fruit.” R, Levi understands the tending of the fig tree to represent the
study of Torah. According to R Levi. “enjoyment of the fruit,” the rewards of
study. will take place in the world to come. The midrash associates Torah, “the
tree of life,” with the fig tree mentioned in Mishler. It expounds upon the
proverb accordingly.

The rabbis denive the practice of bikkur cholim from Torah. To them. the
pracuice of bikkur cholim consututes one of the “fruits”™ that come from
tending to the study of the Torah, the tree of life. In visiting the sick., one can
be said to be eating the fruit of the tree of life. In the world to come, one is
rewarded for the action.

“Fruit" acts as an apt metaphor for bikkur cholim  Fruit is sweet,
succulent, and nourishing. In likening bikkur cholim to the eating of fruit,
the rabbis imply that the action usually brings a sense of pleasure. One might
guess that bikkur cholim would cause a visitor to feel sad or bitter over the

precariousness of life and health. Nina Dubler Katz's A Traiming Manual for
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Bikur Cholim Volunteers © offers suggestions for stress management in people
who visit the sick on a regular basis.

In many instances, however. one feels “enriched and empowered™ by
visiting the sick” Listening to the concerns of another person, talking,
laughing, or praying with a chaeleh, constitute rare moments. Such moments
can seem closer to the core of human experience than most moments of one's
daily life. A mevaker(et) cholim can emerge feeling stronger because of a
meaningful moment with a choleh. The frun that 1s bikkur cholim, then. can
be enjoyed while upon earth

The rabbis note, too, that the mevakerier) cholim receives additional merit
in the world to come. The mevakerfet) enjoys an internal sense of reward,
and an external-eternal reward. In a single midrash, the rabbis provide two
important motives for doing that which benefits the community. Modern
leaders who wish to encourage others to visit the sick can learn from the
rabbis’ tactics. Just as the rabbis promised internal and external rewards, so
too should volunteer recruiters for bikkur cholim committees consider the
internal and external rewards that their volunteers will gain.

A Training Manual for Bikur Cholim Volunteers'” includes sample forms
for volunteer coordinators concerned with motivating volunteers to perform
the mitzvah of bikkur cholim. One form, entitled “Factors That Motivate Me.”
is meant to be completed by a perspective volunteer. The “factors” listed can

be divided into two categories: internal and external motivators.

* Katz, Nina Dublar, Yad L'Yad: A Training Manual for Bikur Cholim
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992,

 Yurow, Jane. Give Me Your Hand. Washington, D.C.: Adas Israel
Congregation. 1988,

' Katz, Nina Dublar. :
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1985. pgs 96-98.



s meant to be completed by a perspective volunteer. The “factors™ histed can
be divided into two categories: internal and external motivators.

Internal> motivators are reasons for wanting to do bikkur cholim which
eminate from the self. Some examples of internal motivators from the “Factors
that Motivate Me" form include: T enjoy it; 1t is interesting:” I feel trusted
and respected;™ or “I can learn and grow from 1t.” External motivators are
reasons for wanting to do bikkur cholim that eminate from outside of the self.
Some examples of external motvators are. "It leads to recognition from
others;” *“I can move up in leadership 1n an organization:” or “the position
will help to balance my professional resume ™

A good volunteer coordinator needs to motivate volunteers internally and
externally. The rabbis provided internal mouvanon by describing brkkur
cholim as a fruit that one reaps from the study of Torah. Their external
motivator was a promise of eternal rewards. In modern times, internal
motivation can be provided by helping people to recognize and appreciate the
posiive feelings that come from fulfilling the murzvah of bikkur cholim.
External motivation can be provided through public recognition of volunteers
and expressions of gratitude.

Midrash Tanchuma 12:12 distinguishes between body parts which God
places under a person’s control. and body parts which are not under a
person’s control.  The midrash catggorizes “feet” as a body part which is under
a person’s control. “One can spring to one's feet to visit the sick.” of one's
own volition.

When a person is ill, s/he may not experience the same sense ol control
over hands, mouth, and feet that s/he did when in good health. Although the

midrash does not concern itself with that issue., the contrast is worth noting.



In truth. a mevakertet) cholim can spring to his feet to wvisit the sick, but a
choleh may not have the ability o do so.

The text naturally presumes a readership that is in healthy physical
condition. A modern reader who engages in bikkur cholim might consider the
contrast between the mevakerier), who has control over physical
functioming. and the choleh. who does not. In reading this passage. the
mevaker(et) can reflect upon the implications of not having control over
physical functions that the text. self, takes for granted.

The midrash suggests that all body parts are hest used in service to God. It
acknowledges that with some body parts, a person can choose lo serve or o sin
against God. The choice to serve God s the proper choice. A person is
obligated to “spring to his feet” 1o do bikkur cholim. even if the person feels
upset by the contrast between his state of health and the condition of the
choleh.

Talmud Nedanim 39b begins by asking what 1s meant by the teaching.
“There 1s no measure for visiing the sick.” R. loseph posits that the word
“measure” in the teaching refers to the measure of reward Abaye and Raba
explain that “measure” refers to the guidelines that surround visiting the sick.
In visiting the sick, one does not measure the status of the other person or the
nurnbe_r of wvisits.  One should visit without placing a limit on who one will visit
or how much time one will spend with the choleh. R. Abba bar R. Chanina
tries to assign a “measure” to the effects of visiting the sick. He suggests that
one who wvisits a sick person takes away one sixtieth of his illness.

Talmud Nedarim 39b is nich in materials suitable to the modern mevakerfer)
cholim. It reminds the mevaker(er) that like any mitzvah, the rewards

outweigh the effort or inconvenience. It shows that illness is an equalizer
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when it comes to social prestuige. The great and the humble fall ill from time to
time. The great and the humble must perform the meizvah

When a wealthy or learned person 1s in good health. he might care for a
humble person financially, or in terms of sharing great teachings. In that
case the humble person 1s dependent upon a great one for money or learning.
The great person performs the mizzvah, and the humble one is the reciprent of
his actions,

During 1llness, these roles can be reversed. The wealthy person 18 now
dependent upon the humble one for help and canng. This was the case in
Abaye’s day and in our own. for a person who 1s 1ll becomes dependent upon
others, A person who normally cares for others, i1s cared for by others during
umes of illness.

When a humble person s 1ll, the great one should visit lim.  In modern
times. too. a wealthy or learned person should feel compelled to pay attention
to employees. students. or less fortunate neighbors who are 1ll. A modern,
congregational rabbi is obligated to attend to an athng Temple president with
the same degree of enthusiasm that s/he auends to 4 less prestigious
congregant,

Illness knows no social bounds. It can strike anyone. Given the egalitarian
nature of illness, we should not place social boundaries around whom we will
visit. God loves the great_and the humble equally. When we imitate God
through the performance of g'millui chasadim, we must serve both the grear
and the humble.

A modern reader can understand R. Abba bar Chanina's “"one sixtieth”
measure in many different ways. Most important, the statement implies that
while no number of visits can cure a choleh, each visit has a slight healing

effect. One should not neglect to reach out to 2 person who s ill thinking that
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From the perspective of the choleh. it can be tempting to isolate oneself
when one is ill. Some cholim refuse visitors for reasons of vamty. They do
not want others to see them looking unwell. They do not want others to
witness their vulnerability.

For the sake of health, the choleh would be wise to welcome visitors. The
midrash insists that each visitor can relieve a measure of one's illness  There
is scientific evidence to support this midrashic claim. Medical swdies
conducted at the VA Hospital in Dallas. Texas, indicate that cancer patients who
pray daily with members of their religiou. community. require less pain
medication than those who do not.'' 1t is in a patent's medical best interest to
permit others to perform the mirzvah of bikkur cholim.

Talmud Nedanm 40a tells of Akiva's viat to a sick disciple and his teaching
that whoever does not visit the sick 15 like a shedder of blood. The passage
builds upon the instruction found i1n 39b, that even a great person must visil a
humble one. In this case, the great Rabbi Akiva visits his disciple.  In so
doing, Akiva makes himself humble, sweeping the floor clean until the
disciple recovered.

The modern mevaker(er) can learn from Akiva's lesson. Whal might seem
like a small. household chore can be the key to helping a choleh in the most
profound way possible,  Akiva's teaching that it is pot only morally proper 1o
visit the sick, but immoral not to do so is well taken. The modern person who
chooses not to engage in the mitzvah of bikkur cholim actually causes harm to
the choleh.

Sometimes a choleh feels anger toward those who neglected to visit him

during illness. When family or friends intend to visit a choleh, but the person

"' Dossey, Larry. Healing Words. San Francisco: Harper, 1993.



66

dies before they are able. the resulting feelings of guilt and remorse can be
tremendous. Truly. a great deal of pain results for all parties when one does
not visit the sick

Bikkur cholim remains an important mirzvah. When 1 does not occur,
blood is not shed, literally, but tears are. Failure 1o visit the sick in modern
times can certainly be understood as a transgression of both a positive and a
negative command.

From a clinical perspectuve. Talmud Berachot 5b 1s one of the more
perplexing aggadot regarding bikkur cholim. Yet this aggadah has acted as a
source of inspiration to many wha specialize in the modern pracuice of bikkur
cholim The text is quoted in A_Training Manuval for Bikur Cholim
Volunteers.'~ The booklet Give Me Your Hand derives its title from the
passage.'’

The passage is perplexing. because parts of it read as a model of what
modern care givers would recommend against doing during a wvisit to the sick.
In Give Me Your Hand. the very book which takes its title from Berachot 5b, we
read.

“[0D Listen actively by questioning and acknowledge what the patient is
telling you™

“DONT Imuate discussion of a pauent's medical condition or possibility of
his death. Instead, follow his lead.”

In the midrash, Rabbi Yochanan sees Eliezer crying. He does not wait for

Eliezer to respond to the question, “Why are you crying?" Instead, he chats

12 Katz, Nina Dubler. :
Volunteers. New York: CCBC Press, 1992. pg 6.

""" Yurow, Jane, Give Me Your Hand. Washington, D.C. : Adas Israel
Congregation 1988,



In the midrash, Rabbi Yochanan sees Eliezer crving. He does not wait for
Eliezer to respond to the question. “Why are you crying? Instead, he chats
away about the possibility that Eliezer will die without having produced
adequate wealth, scholarship. or offspring.

He tries to show that his own problems are worse than Eliezer's, by
explaining to Eliezer that it is better to have no children than 1o have a child
die. Yochanan complains that ten of his children have died. therefore Ehezer
should not feel sorry over his own childlessness  To Rabbr Yochanan's credit,
he does. finally hear Eliezer say. “That this besuty will penish in dust. for this 1
am crying."”

Yochanan responds in the proper fashion. acknowledging Elezer's
feelings with the validating phrase, "1 see. For this. surely you cry.”
Yochanan 1s able to cry with Eliezer He exhibits empathy through his tears.

Yochanan asks for Ehezer's hand  This 1s an appropriate request.  Modern
protocol suggests that touching a patient 1n non-threatening ways s helpful,
as long as the mevakerier) asks permission first.'¥  What happens next is
unclear. The text states, “He gave him his hand and he raised him.”

It is unclear who raised whom in this passage. The authors of Give Me Your
Hand assume that Ehezer raised Yochanan. In other words, the mevaker rises
up "s.lrongcr and straighter” because of his exchange with a choleh !

One could also argue that it was Yochanan who raised Eliezer. By holding
Eliezer's hand. he could offer enough physical support that the choleh was
able 1o stand. Perhaps Yochanan had mystical powers of some sort. After all,

when he uncovered his arm, light fell. Perhaps he had the power to literally

14 Ibid. pg. 41.

IS Ibid. pg. SS.
s
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elevate people. A modern reader might find this encouraging in that 1t allows
for the possibility of “elevuting” the mood of a choleh, if one cannot help him
to walk.

The ambiguity of certain aggadic materials increases their value to the
modern reader. When reading a rabbinic law, the modern reader must decide
whether to accept, reject. or accomodate it. The aggadic materials, however,
are truly eternal from the perspective of the progressive Jew. They are the
. stories of people who cared for one another duning times of illness. They are
stories, which can be told and retold. and understood in terms of a muluplicity
of meanings, By "talking back™ to these texts, we can better understand
ourselves and our ancestors. and the multi-faceted nature of life, lived on the

continuum between health and illness.
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MIDRASH

Tuble of the Midreshei Aggadoh sccording 10 1ypes und periods.

1512

v Haggado! ha-Talmud

Aggadic Works Midrashim Date CE The Era
Genesis Rabbah 400-500 Classical Amoraic
Leviticus Rabbah Midrashim of
Lamentations Rabbah the Eary Penod
Esther Rabbah | (400-640)
Apocalypuc and - Pesikia de-Rav tham' 500640
Eschatological Midrashim Songs Rabbah
Ruth Rebbah
Megiliat Antiochus Targum Shen: 640-900 The Middile Penod
Midrash Petirat Moshe (“Death of Moses™) Midrash Esfah \640-1000)
Tanna de - Vei Eliyahu ("Seder Elivahu) Midrash Proverbs
Pirkei de-R Eliezer Midrash Samuel
Midrash Agur (called "Mishnat R Eliezer”) Ecclesiastes Rabuah
Midrash Yonah Midrash Haserat vi- Yierot 35
Midrash Petirat Aharon Deuteronomy Rabbah §
Divre: ha-Yamim shel Moshe Tanhuma g
Otiyyot de-R. Akiwva Tenhuma (Buber) _S
Midrash Sheloshah ve-Arba'ah Numbers Rabbah Il s
Midrash Eser Galuyyol - Pesikts Rabbau > £ | (775-900)]
Midiash va-Yissa u Exodus Rabbah Il -g
Va-Yeh: Rabbah =
The manuscripts of the Tanhuma E
Yelammedenu Midrashim <
Throne and Hippodromes o! Solomon Midrash Tehillim | A 900-1000
Midreshe: Hanukkah — Exodus Rabbah |
Midreshe: Yehudith Aggadat Bereshnt
Midrash Hallel Aggadat Shir ha-Shinm (Zuts)
Midrash Tadshe Ruth Zuta
Ecclesiasies Zuta
Lamentatons Zuta
Midrash Aseret ha- Dibberot Midrash Shir ha-Shinm 1000-1100 | The Late Penod
Midrash Konen Abba Guryon {1000-1200)
Midrash Avkir Exther Rabbah |1
Alphabet of Ben Sira Midrash Tehillim |1
Midrash va-Yosha
Seler ha-Yashar
Pesikia Hadta Panim Ahenm le-Esther (version 1) 1100-1200
Midrash Temurah * Lekah Tov (c 1110)
Midrash Aggadah
Genesis Rabbati all based
Numbers Rabbah | ] on the work
of Moshe =
ha-Darshan
v Yalkut Shimoni 1200-1300 | The Penod of Yalkutim
v Midrash ha-Gadol 1300-1400 | (8nthologies)
¥ Yalkut Makhini 1200-1550
’ v Ein Ya'skov 1400-1550

Notes: Names in italics are homiletical Midrashim: those marked by v are anthologies. the rest are exegetical

"o
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Appendix C:
Graph of a Variation op Zeno's Paradox

Corresponding to Talmud Nedarim 39p
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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 CARO’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 dme.

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 trouble him. (Note: Some say
that even an enemy may visit a sick person, but Caro disagrees.
What do you think?7)

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 permissible ta sit on
a chair or stool).

4. One must not visit the sick during the first 3 hours of the
day, for every sick person’s illness is alleviated in the mormning,
and there Is 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 fulfilled the religious duty of visiting the sick).

S. When one prays for him, if in his presence, one may pray in
any language one desires; if one prays, not in his presence, one
should pray only in Hebrew.

6. One should combine him with other Jewish sick by saying,
“May G-d have compassion upon you amongst the other sick
persons of Israel,”" and on the sabbath, ome says, “It is the
Sabbath, when it is forbidden to cry out and healing will come
soon”.

7. He is told 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. Likewise, whosoever is very sick and
conversation is injurious to him must not be visited in his
presence, but one may enter the outer chamber and ask and
inquire regarding him, whether it is necessary to sweep or
sprinkle 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 bowel disease, the man
must not attend upon the woman, but the woman may attend upon
the man.
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