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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE-JEWISH INSTITUTE OF RELIGION 
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Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted by 

Ronald stern 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

The Tal11Udic Origins ot Rabbinic Couns~ling. 

One of the most compelling interests of contemporary 1rabbinical 
students and rabbis is the pastoral relationship. Many factors 
impinge on this development either negatively, as in the rabbi ' s 
loss of many other signficant functions to communal functionaries, 
and positively, as psychology has demonstrated how significant 
interpersonal encounters can be in humanizing our lives. Judaism 
has not .had as well defined and developed a tradition of 
"pastoring" as has Christianity. To a large extent then, the 
effort to explore the Jewish legitimacy of this effort and the 
authentic forms it might properl~take is still in its infancy. 

Having evidenced great sensitivty toward these questions in 
elective work on thQ intersection of theology and pastoral care, 
Ronald decided to investigate what models'Olassic Jewish sources 
might provide for today 's rabbis. This took a special measure of 
courage since it was not clear by what methodology one could do 
research on so all\orphous a theme. Two expedients were decided 
upon, it being understood that th~s study was clear].y envisaged 
as an initial historical foray into this field, . one which Ronald 
hopes to pursue with enriched insight in further research. The 
field of inquiry was reduced to the Babylonian Talmud, a 
limitation which already indicates how vast the possible material 
might be . 

By utilizing secondary literature on rabbinic thought and isolating 
certain terms which would lead him to accounts of personal 
rabbinic interactions, he then sought to establish a database for 
his study. This procedure yielded a rather varied and intriguing 
series of reports on rabbinic encounters related to marital 
issues, sickness, suffering , death and the like. 

Ronald ingeniously organized the resulting material first 
substantively and then procedurally, with the latter analysis 
receiving more att01ltion and comment. The whole was then rounded 
out by a comparison ot what the data indicated was true of 
rabbinic inter~ction and its apparent underlying assumptions, with 
what "ontemporary thinkers, most notably Robert Katz and Don 
Browning, have said constitutes good present practice . 

• 



2 

Tbesis Report - aonald Stern 

The resulting study is characterized by diligence, imagination, 

human sens~tivity and Jewish depth. It is a fine example of what 
an initial entry into a difficult area .might yield and I look 
forward to Ronald ' s future work in this field. I am therefore 
pleased to be able to reccomend the acceptance of this thesis. 

April 2, 1990 
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Dr. Eugene B. Borowitz 
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CHAPTER l: INTRODUCTION 

In the Christian tradition, Pastoral Care and its 

concurrent theoJoay have developed into a highly refined 

discipline. When clereypeople function within their role• 

as pastoral counselors, they are aware of a vast network of 

theological underpinnin1s a nd methodolo&ical discussion. Jn 

a word, the individual is co&nizant ot th• f&ct that Chris-

tian Pastoral Couneelina has developed out of the Christ ian 
I 

tradition. The level of aophiatication achieved in this 

area is evidenced by the existence o f a journal devoted 

exclusively to pastoral care <The Journal of Pastoral Care). 

In contrast, Judaism, while valuin& the concept of one 

individual'• concern f or another no leas, has neither devel -

oped a coherent theolo1y nor methodoloay ot pastoral care. ' 
~ 

It is clear that many rabbi s •n1a1e in rabbinic counse l in& 

and are in fact awarw of their role as counselor , yet most 

coun se l inc technique draws heav ~Jy from the secula~ sciance 

of psycholo1y, and perhaps even from Christian pastoral 

care, there 1• only limited coanizance that rabbinic care 

may be based on a rabb ~ nic model which is quite ancient. 

Doub tl ••• there 1• a characteriatioaJJy "Jewish" component 

to this form of care-1ivin1, however, it cannot be aald that 

the rabbi or other proress l onal is oallinc upon Jewieh 

'The tar• pas toral care, St will be shown, 1• a apeoif­
ioa lly Christian ter• ariain1 out ot Christian theolo&Y· 
Therefore, in the context of this paper, the term ~Rabbinic 
Co u nseltnc" will be used, 1nd1cat1n& that th• ••thod and 
theolo1y of Jewiah oara-1ivin1 follow~ from a uniquely 
Jawi • h tradition. 
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conceptions of care and theoJ01y when functtonln1 in hi• or 

her role as a counselor. To date, there has been a limited 

attempt to thoroughly examine Jewish tradition in a way that 

wouJd provide the modern care1iver with a c onception of 

en1a1ing ln a uniquely Jewish process of care1 ivin1. Of 

note is the work of Robert L. Katz explorin1 the role of 

empathy in modern rabbinic oounae lin1. ~ 

There have been attempt• to fnte1ra te J4wish thought 

and psycholo1y. The works of Moshe Halevi Spero and Reuven 

P. Bulka' are such examples. However, these publications 

ara -•ore apologetic in nature and try to show that Jewish 

traditions and practice ar9 not contrary to conceptions of 

modern psychoanalysis or other techniques. These authors 

have in a sense worked backwards, -...tarti ng in modern times 

and attemptin1 to choose those aspects of Jewish tradition 

which are not contrary to modern psychology and show how the 

two philosophies are in concert. Furthermore, th• intended 

audience for these books is the co~munity ot psycholo1ists 

and psychtatrist1, not rabbis. 

'See the followin1 by Robert L Katz, "Counaelin1, 
Empathy, and the Rabbi," in R•bblnlo•I Coun••lln11 <Earl A. 
Grollman, ed. New Yorks Bloch Publishtn1, 1987>, "Eapathy 
in Modern Psychotherapy and the A11ada," <H•br•w UnJon 
Co ll•t• Annu•/ SO (1959>> , a• well as P••tor•I C•r• •nd th• 
Jewl•h Tr•dJtfon, <Philadel phia: Fortr••• Pr•••• 1985) . 

'Moshe Halevi Spero, Jud•l•• •nd P•ych0Jo1y: H•l•khlc 
Per•p•otJve•, New Yorka Ktav Pub ishin1, 1980. 

Reuven P. Bulka, ed. A Psyoh0Jo1y and Jud•i•• R••d­
er, Sprtn1tteld, Ill: Charle• C. Thomas, 1982. 
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I n contrast, thi• paper will attempt to put aslde the 

modern no tions of psychoJ01y and counsel int as mu c h aa 

possible and look to the Talmud tor statements concernin1 

the role of the rabbi when dealin1 with the ltfe-crls•• of . 
his constituency. By utiltzin1 ~ d1alo1u• between a 

distressed individual and a rabbi, it t• hoped that a con-

ceptuallzation of the Talmudic manner of helpin& and 1uidin1 

another will be disclosed. In this way, the modern rabbin i c 

counselor may be more aware of the continuity ot techniques 

and their application in historical context. 

HANNEN OF SELECTION 

A• there exists no data baae for this particular sub­

jact j the author had to derive an approach which would allow 

a somewhat efficient and comprehensive search of the materi-

a1. The first step then, waa to inve•ti1ate material sub-

}actively. So compendia which listed Talmudic matarfal 

subjectively were initially examined. Thus the author beaan 

with A R•bbinJc Antholo1y by C.B. Montetio re and H. Loewe . 

Pertinent material was examined and aj1niticant words were 

abstracted tor later use . The Enoyc/op•dl• T•l•udJt and 

S•f•r A1g•d• were invaati1atad in the same manner. The 

Enoyc/op•di• Tal•udJt is limited in that ther~ are no vol-

um• • beyond the letter t•t. Speoltically , the topic• auch 

as bJk. ur h.o A JI~ , and l'•llut h.•••dJo, ware invaaticated 

where possible. Fro• this point, key root• and word• were 
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discovered which could l oad to furt her situations . These 

wer e: 

t. C'?'~N/?~N 
2. -?~N i?~?/~'~ 
3, ~~" 
~. w~ 

s. ru;) 

6. i?no,/1?0 
7. ~~~ 
a. ,?~ 

9. ~~w 

Otzar L'shon H•-Talmud was utilized to find exact 

l ocations ot key words a nd their derivatives in context. 

Fl~aTly, a paae by paae perusal of En Yaakov waa undertaken 

for all possible counselintr•ituations. 

CRITERIA FOR SELECTION 

The primary motivation for undertakin1 this project was 

to uncover oharacterl•tic techniques that were utilized by 

the rabbis 1n dlalo1ues where they offered consolation or 

autdance for other rabbi• or members of the community. The 

intervention may ranae from almple verbal advice or consola-

tton to active intercession in which the rabbi seeks to 

chanae the var iables of a situation. Dialoaues were se-

leoted when the visitor or viaitors aro present becau•e of a 

dilemma or crisis faced by the ind iv idual. The Individual 

may also approach the rabbi for advice or the resolution ot 

a problem to which the rabbi responds. It is important and 

c ritical to note that dialoaues were not selected for their 

. ' 
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method of conflict resolution nor for particular technique. 

The intereat waa to collect all po•sible material whioh 

fulfilled the broadest criteria. It was hoped that by 

errine on the side of excess, it would be possible to derive 

some basio conceptions and that various techniques would 

surface which mieht shed liaht on the rabbinic view of 

dialoeue, intervention and relationships. 

ORGANIZATION 

When first collected, the •aterial was organized into 

cate1ori...- i dentified by common situations. Thu•. all 

situations dealina with death we~• arouped, 

issue•. stokness, bereavement and dyin1. 

as were marital 

Next, it was 

determined that the £ost effective metho~ to derive useful 

information f r o• the material was to 1roup the material 

accordina to intervention techniques that were utilized by 

the rabbis. For this, it was necessary to revl•w the •ate­

rial methodically and to attempt to &Jean technique• or 

styles of behavior . Usina tht• approach, behavior was 

interpreted in 

by de fl ni tlon 

order to cate1orize it in a manner that was 

artificial Cthe rabbi• en1a1ed ln no such 

qualification of their be havior) . 

this author ha• attempted to 

The whole proce•• whereby 

alean •pacific behavioral 

characteri•tic• from the ancient text i• clearly a projec­

tion of aodern v-lues to a tlae where such conceptions did 

not exjst. The rabbis were probably less concerned with the 
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specific• ot their behavior than with the detail• ot the 

human re lat ionship with God. However, it was necessary to 

conceptualize the material in this manner so that it could 

be useful tor the modern interpreter of rabbinic dialocue . 

Onoe the behavior• were ascertained, they were flrat 

crouped into two major subjective cateaori•• relatin1 to 

content. All material which could • h•d liaht on the rabbin-

1 ic world view, relationship to God and Ha/akhah ware crouped 

in one clu•ter. Then all material which dealt with the 

exact nature of the interaction of the rabbi aa consoler and 

auJra.-tor the distressed individua l ware arouped in · a second 

cluster. Material which •x••plities the world view of the 

rabbis will be dlaouaaad in Chapter II, and material which 

characterize• t~ohnique will be explored in Chapter 111. 

Chapter II will explore those dialocues which aay be 

characte~ized as notable for their substantive component. 

The dialocues here reflect the baste theo t oaieal consider-

ations which underpin the •ode that the rabbi• implemented 

when dealtnc with the world ~round them. ft ts possible to 

see the perspective toward Halakhah which the rabbis held 

and how thta affected their interventional dialoaue . Fur-

thermore, and ot creat interest, it is po•sible to see the 

dialectic that existed between the rabbinic role as jud1e 

and administrator ot justice tor God's law and the desire 

tor mercy. Both of these aspect• are attributed to God, yet 
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for the human jud1• it waa a con•tant chall • n1• to achieve 

t~eir balanced application. 

Secondl y, there are dialo1u•• which are of intereat 

becau•• of t he nature of their content. Th••• will be 

diaouaaed in Chapter Ill. The a pecific behavior• which were 

interpolate d includes the rple of rabbi aa oly mans direct 

active interventions reproach, rebuke and advices enoour-

a1ement and supporta deference by the viaitor toward the 

t r oubled individuals euphemistic lan1ua1• and metaphors and 

finallys realiaa in the words of the visitor. 

lo1u!_!-aJ low the reader to •••the specific attitu~•a . whioh 

the rabbi• had for one anot~er, the roles that they ful­

fi I led for one anoth•r and the function that they mi1ht have 

played for the c~maunity. To apply an anachroni•• it aay be 
I 

said that th••• dialoau•• reflect th• interpersonal aspect 

of rabbinic interaction • 
, 

There i• •l&nifloant overlap between · the two aa jor 

oate1oriea. Clearly, dialo1u• which i• / •i1nificant for 

content reflect• a•pect• of the world view of the rabbi• and 

dialo1u• which reflect• the aubatanoe of their world re-

fleet• ba•io considerations such as interpersonal conduct. 

. . ~ 
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CHAPTER II 

Every word uttered by the rabbi• ~nd recorded in the 

text ot the Talmud i• affected by the world-view they held. 

Jn •pit• of the tact that the Talaud repr•••nt• a dialo1ue 

conden••d over a peTiod ot hundred• ot year• it i• eat• to 

eay that there exi•t• a predoainant world-view. The pa•-

•a1•• di scu•••d in thi• chapter wlll illustrate a number ot 

conception• which the rabbi• held about the order of the 

world. Their p•r•pective of -...;;rd and puni•h•ent wa• baeed 

upon Torah and it• tenet that God wa• ju•t and would .. dain-

i•t•r ju•tic• acoordin1 to clear ve r y under•tandable 1uid•­

l in••· Within Jhe context of the followin1 pas•a1••• one 

doe• not ••• the dilemaa ot aodern •ociety ina••uch as it 

d••ir•• to know the ab•olute nature of God'• interc•••lo~ in 

human aftair•a tor the rabbi•, God'• pr•••nce wa• clear, 

irrefutable and ab•olute. 

Corre•pond1n1ly, Jewi•h law was th• direct word of God. 

The rabbis •ou1ht to interpret God'• Jaw and apply it to the 

contemporary society • . It wa• imperative that this law be 

applied exactly, and it wa• within the doaain of the rabbi 

to deteraine the preci•• application of the law which repre-

, ••nted God'• deelre . It and when flexibllty appeared to 

exi•t it wa•' a reeult of a law or praotic• not bein1 fixed 

and the preponderance o f variant exi•t•nt interpretation•. 

/ 
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lt beco••• clear that th••• two a•pect• of rabbinic 

1ntervent1onal dialogue: the theoloaical and the lecal, 
. 

encompa•• the cla••ic cate1ori•• of God and Torah. The 

third cateaory: larael 1• 1n thi• ca••• the ~~brella • which 

cover• all dialoau•• tor it i• the relationship between the 

individual of larael which form• the ba•i• of ~abbinic 

dialo1ue. 

Theol~ Explainin1 the Way• of God 

In Talaudic ti•••, there waa no doubt that God wa• 

directly reapon•ible tor any huaan condition or situation. 

The task of the rabbi upon vi•itin& a di•tr••••d individual 

wa• to interpret the meanina beht nd Gpd'• intervention. 

That knowl•d&• dould then help the individual afflicted by 

Divine wrath aaauae a path which ' could either ~lleviate the 

affliction or at alniaua, onderatand the caus'e of hi• or her 

distres•. 
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COlfFQRT/NG THE BEREAVED 

Ketubot 8b 

In th• followinc •ituation a child of R. Wiyya bar Abba 

ha• died, R••h Laki•h oo••• to vl•it h~a and ofter hi• 

condoleno••·· Thi• text tiohly portray• the vartou• words 

which may be ottered to a mourner and even provide• •o•• 
I 

re•pon•• from the other rabbi• a• to the ••rit of the word• 

of oon•olation. In the f ir•t section, Judah bar Nahmani 

<R••h Laki•h'• ••tur1•••n'> incorporate• Scriptural text 

int_g..-h-i-• word• of comfort to Wiyya bar Abba. · 

A •tory of R. Wiyya bar Abba, who wa• R••h La­
ki •h' • •on'• Bible teachers •o•• say he wa• hi• 
Hi•hnah teacher. Hi• •on died <R. Wiyya'•>· Th• 
fir•t day, R••h Laki•h did not 10 to vi•it hta. 
The next day he brou1ht Yehuda~ bar Nahaani and 
•aid to hiaa •Rt•• and •ay •oaethtn1 about the 
ohild." He opened and ••ida And Adon•J ••~, •nd 
•purn•d Jn •n1•r Ht• •on• •nd HJ• d•u1ht•r•' in a 
1•n•ration where the father• •purn th• Holy One 
Bl••••d be He, He 1• an1~Y toward• their •on• and 
dau1ht•r•, and they di• while they · are •till 
youn1. 1 

The text 1• taken to •how that when God 1• an1ry with 

th• people of • a•n•r~tion th• •on• 'and dauaht•r• of th• 

4 T•l•ud B•vlJ, Offprint of the Vilna Edition, Jeru•a­
leas Tel Han Publi•h•r•. T•l•ud B•vlJ, Vocalized and 
Explicated by Rabbi Adin Stein•altz, Jeru•alea1 Th• larael 
Institute for Talaudio Publication•, 1967-1989. 

'Th• ••tur1•••n i• th• individual who •tood at the •id• 
ot the leoturet and repeated in a loud vole• and with eabel-
1 i•h•ent that whioh the •oholar ••id •oftly. · <soncino, 
Ket~bot 8b, pa1• 39, note 11>. 

'Deuteronoay 32119. Uni••• otherwi•• •tated, Biblical 
te•t l• th• author'• ovn tran•lation. 
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evi l doers receive the brunt of God's retribution. Yet tor 

R. Hiyya it bears a mixed messa1e. Js the msturgeman claim-

tna t hat R. liiyya has done some evil to deserve this fate, 

or i s he s i mply establishing the innocence ot R. ~iyya'• 

son ? ln either case the role of God in the administration 

and app l ication of justice is clear . 

The text continuea with a altsrnative version of the 

si ~uation which holds that the son was older, and the conso-

lation that might have been offered in that case which was 

. ., 
based u.pcm - rsaiah 9:16. The Scriptural verse is similar in 

meanin& to the passa&e from Deoteronomy. Regardless of the 

aae ot the son, the words ot the meturK•••n are problematic 

to the editor and ~he question is askedi ~~e came to comfort 

him and he grieved him 1reatly!?" The reply states that in 

fact the ••tur1eman 1• sayin& that R. ~iyya•s son has died 

because of R. liiyya's importance; he CR. ~~yya> is bein1 

held responsible for the sins of his generation, he has not 

s inned himse l f. Thus, the 1ist of the meturgeman's comfort 

is actually seen to be a posJtive reflection upon R. ~iyya. 

However, one must ask if this was the intent ot the metur-

geaan•s statement or an amelioration ottered by a late~ 

Th•refor• . AdonaJ shAIJ show no joy tow•rds his youn1 
•en, and tow•rds the orph•ns, and th• widows He will not 
h•v• ••rcy bec•us• each one is profane and•~ evil doer, and 
every aouth speaks folly. For all this His an1er· is not 
tu6ned aw•y and His hand is still outstretched. 
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Amara. It •hould be noted that in both ca•••• the innocence 

of the child la of primary concern. 

Then, aft~r attr1butin1 the death to God1 the metur1•••n 

affi r m• human faith in God by offerin; prai•• of God'• 

r esur rection of the dead. The prayer •elected otter• R. 

~iyya con•olation by reassurins hi• that hi• son will enjoy 

eternal liter one should not de•pair over the end of an 

earthly sojourns 

He <R••h Laki•h> said to h im <metur1eman>s "Rise 
and say somethtns of pral•• for the Holy One 

-Sl••••d be He." He opened and ••id s "The 1reat 
God, abundant ln sreatn•••• mt1ht and power, 
abundant ln wondroua 8eeda, who revives th• dead 
by HS• word, who doe• ar•atn••• beyond reckonin1 
and wonder• beyond counttn1. Bl•••ed ar, You 
Adonai who revive• the dead." 

F 1 na J I y, the •etur1•••n otter• words of consolation 

aeneraJly to all mourner• . Here he state• that the divine 

plan la such that all die and those left be hind are filled 

with sorrow . It i• lhe way of the world and humans must 

accept it . Thia consolation 1• offered with a blesain1 as 

we 11 in whloh the aetur1•••n praises God tor the comfort 

which God offers to the mou r ner•• 

Our brothers who are exhausted and oru•hed by 
mournina, •et your heart• to consider thla1 Thia 
fact re•aina eternal a Jt Sa a path fro• the atx 
day• ot creation, •any have drunk and •any will 
drinks a• the drinktn1 of the tlrat onea, ao will 
be the drlnktn1 of the laat onea. Brother•, ••Y 
the Ha•t-r of oonaolation ooafort you. Bl••••d la 
the One who comfort• the aournera. 

The technique offered by the ••tur1•••n ln hi• conaola­

tion of th• •ourn•r• provide• in•tcht into the rabbinic •ind 
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and view of the functioning ot the world. Con11o l ation must. 

be found through fa i th in God and a c ceptance of God'• doc-

tr1ne. The two blessing• are also offered as c ons olation, 

i n a ddition to p r aisin1 God, the words of the blessina 

c onfirm doctrinal bellets • whioh in themselves may provide 

c omfort to the mourner . Thus, throu1h use or specific 
I 

blessings as well a s i nnovati v e jnterpretatlon o f the Scrip-

ture the •etur1eman exemplifies specific techniques ot 

consolation. 

Baba---tea•a 38a-b 

In oontraat to the above, ~ n the followin1 situation the 

words offered by the visitor appear to be tar from consol-

1 na. 

R~v Shmuel bar Yehudah l o st hi• daughter. The --rabbis said to Ul lai "Rise, let us 10 and comfort 
him . w He said to them : "What do I have to do with 
the consolation of Babylonians! lt 1~ blasph••Y 
when they sayi ' What could possibly be done ? ' 
That which is possible to do, they a ve doinc." He 
<Ulla?> went alone to hi• and said to hiai "And 
God said to Hos•• do not distress the Hoabit• and 
do not contend with th•• Jn war•. Now, what could 
have been on Mo~••' • mind to make war without 
Divine sanction? Ra~her, Moses reasoned a fortiori 
by himse lf, he said: ' And what about the Mi­
dianitea that only came to help ~h• Moabitea?' 
The Torah says: DJ•tr••• the Hidianit•s and s•it• 
the•,• and the Moabitea th••••lves , how auoh th• 
more ao <should they be saltten >. The Holy One 
Blessed be He said to himi ' That which you have 
thought i• not that which I have thoucht. 1 have 
to bring two fin• doves fro• theai Ru th the Moabi­
te•• and Naomi th• Amonitesa.• And know this case 
i• a fortiori. If for the sake of two f lne doves 

• oeuteronomy 2:9. 

• Nu11bera 25: 17. 



the Holy One Blessed be He had mercy on two 1reat 
nations, and they were not destroyed, can we not 
reason that if Rabi's daughter had been pure and 
tittin& that a 1ood thin& would come trom her. how 
much the mor~ so would she have lived." 

14 

R. Ulla's refusal to 10 appears to be becaus e the Babylo -

nians <R. Samuel bar Yehudah was one> ratuse to submit their 

fate entirely to God when they ask what more could have been 

done. Althouah the sense ot this santence is not clear, the 

implication of the queetion may be that they miaht take 

extraordinary means to save the c yin& soul, and thus not 

simpl accept Divine flat. R. Ulla tinds this to be objec-

tlonable and tantamount to 61asphemy. In spite ot his 

objection, R. Ulla goes. The words that he does offer R. 

1 Yehuda appear not to be comfort a~ all, ~ but rather to chat-

lenae him f or his blasphemy. He attempts to illustrate that 

if there was a purpose for R. Yehudah'• dauahter ·to live, 

she would have . 

Usina a Biblical text: do not vex the Noabite and do 

not engage them Jn w•r, the vi s itor offers R. Yehudah rather 

bitter consolation . He mai n tains that if God ordered Moses 

to spare the heinous Hoabites in hi• battle acainst them 

because they would give rise to virtuous descendants, can we 

not be assured that R. Yehudah's dMughter's life would have 

been spared i f she had been upright and was to brine vtrtu-

cue descendants to the world. In other words, 

deserved her fate. She was not worthy of JSvin1, nor were 

her ot f sprin& worthy of existing. 

---
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VISITING THE SICK 

Throughout ..U.tt__;.l lmud rabbi s visit one another when 

they are sick. .This is clearly a f ulfillment of the Hal•-

khic injunction to visit t he sick, yet it • also becomes a 

vehicle for dialocue and interaction betw~en rabbis. Often 

only cursory mention i• civen to the state of the 
I 

sick 

individual and the text launches into a completely unrelated 

discussion. By comparison, in the oaseo to follow, the 

visitor does o ffer words which address the state of the sick 

i ndiv i dual. 
, 

Sanhedrin 101a 

~ 

In both of the followinc cases, Rabbi Akiba comes to 

offer consolation to a seriously 111 colleacue. The conso-

lation offered is based upon Akiba'• understandi~I of God 

and the ways of the world. Akiba stresses that the r e is a 

plan and order for the world a nd that the sick individual 

should be consoled in knowinl that he is not a n exception, 

rather that he too will be a part of th• process. 

Raba bar bar ~anah saids When Rabi Eliezer was ill, 
his students went in to visit him. He said to themi 
"There is powerful ancer 1n the world!" 1

• They becan 
to cry but Rabi Akiba lauahed. They said to himr "Why 
do you lauah?" He said to thems "But why are you 
oryin1?" They •aid to hims "I• it possible that a 
S•f•r Torah be steeped in pain and we not cry?" He 
said to th••; "It ia for that rea•on that I •• lauah­
inc! The ' entlre time that I saw my ma•ter ' s wine not 
turn to vinecar, nor his flax smitten, nor hi• oil 

•• lmpl y in1 that he wa• beinc punished • 
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putrefied, nor his honey ranc!d I said Cto myself>s 
' God forbid that my master received his reward in this 
world!' And now that I see our master in pain, I am 
happy . "'' Rabi Eliezer said to hi•t "Akiba, have I 
neglected anyth•n1 from the entire Torah?" He replied: 
"You tau1ht us our maste r That there Js no man who is 
righteous on thl~ earth who does good a nd do•• not 
sin."'' 

This text portrays two behaviors which characterize aspects 

of rabbinic consolation . The disciples show pity: they 

acknowledge the rabbJ's grief and pain and cry in sympathy 

and perhaps even empathy tor they too share his sutferina. 

Yet Akib'-~•sumes quite a different approach . He laughs 

bec ause he sees Rabbi Eliezer's sickness in this world as a 

guarantee that he will be rewarded in the world to come. 

According to rabbinic doctrine sufferinas are the 1uarantor 

of life in tha world to come. 11 Yet this does not pacif y 

Rabbi Eliezer u~til Akiba reminds him of his own teachlna . 

'' BeC.use now R. Eliezer will receive his reward in the 
world to come. 

''Ecc lesiastes 7s20. 

1 1 C. G. Montefiore and H. Loewe , eds., A Rabbinic 
--- Antholo1y, New York: Schockan Books, 1974, pa&•• 544-548. 
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Sanhedrin 101a-b 

Four rabbi• 10 to visit the ail in& R. EIJezer, three of 

them extol hls virtues in thi• world and the next as a means 

of consolation. R. Akiba aaain provides a stark contrast to 

the words of the others , his ••••a1e will be examined below. 

The words of the other rabbi• will be examined on pa1e 54 . 

••• Rabbi Akiba saidr "Sutferin& is beloved." He 
<R. Eliezer> said to thems "Support me that I may 
hear the word• of Akiba my student who said that 

_ _..utferin1 i• beloved." He aaid to himr "Akiba, 
from where do you 1et thi•?" He •aids "I •• 
expoundin1 Scripture: ~ann•••eh w•s twelve year• 
old when he b•1•n to r•f1n, •nd he refined fJlty­
lfv• Y••r• Jn Jerus•l••···•nd h• did th•t which w•• •vi J Jn th• •f 1ht of Adona I. •• And 1 t 1• 
written: Th• prov•rb• of Solo•on ~hJch th• ••n of 
Hez•kfah, th• kln1 of Judah oopi•d'' Now would 
Hezekiah th• kin& ot Judah have tauaht Torah to 
the whole world and to hl• •on Mannasseh not have 
tauaht Torah? But, all the troubl•• tha~ he 
endured for hia, and all t~• labors that he <Heze­
kiah> labored tor him did not brina him to 1ood­
ness-. only sufferin1 Cdid thia). 11 

Akiba then aoe• on to quote texts which show that God 

brou1ht the sutferin&• upon H•nnaaseh and only these brou1ht 

about hi• chan1• to virtue. The clear nessa1• to R. Eliezer 

is that hi• •ufterin1s are part of a Divine plan which cause 

human• to correct their •inful waya . In th• analoay that 

Akiba develop• between Manna•••h's situation and that of 

Ellezer, hi• •••• •1e is that Eliezer'• sufferln1• are pre-

'• I I K 1 n1• 2111 t t. 

1
' Proverb• 25: 1. 
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cious because they work to brine him to the correct path . 

Reading this passage in c ontext with the previous citation, 

it is poasible to see that Akiba's messaae for Eliezer ls 

that even a scholar is not wi~hout sin and beyond Divine 

admonishment . 

Avodah Zarah 18a 

The rabbis believed that they knew God's ways and could 

explain the pattern of events on earth. The v i&itor of a 

sick soul often provided his own interpretation of the 

event• as they reflect the will of heaven and are meant as 

ohatlsement for an action ot the sick person • Jn this ... 
passaae R. Yoai ben Ki•ma 1• 111 and R. ~anina ben Teradion 

comes to visit him. Teradlon claims that K1sma'• illness 

ha• occurred because he has tauaht in defiance o( the Roman 

ban: 

Our Ra~bis tauahta When R. Yosi ben K1sma was 111 
R. ~anina ben Teradi9n went to visit him. ~anina 

said to him: "My brother, Do you not know that 
the rule ot thi• nation ha• been ordained by 
heaven? For she has destroyed His House, burnt 
His Holy of Holle•, killed His pious ones and 
caused the loss of Hi• aoodness, yet she •till 
re tans.•• Furthermore, I have heard that you 
continue to sit and oooupy yourself with Torah, 
gather assemblies, and keep a scroll in your 
bosom?!"" Ho rep l iedt "Mercy will come froa the 
heavens." He said to himJ "l am tall in& you 
word• of rea• on and you ••Y to ma: 'Haroy will 

•• Whioh must mean that this 1• part of the Divine plan, 
otherwl•• God would not have allowed this to happen. 

---... 
17 Jn violation of the Roman ban. The implication 

appear• to be: Why don't you cive up and 10 alon1 with lt?! 
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come from ~he heaven• .' wonder if t hey will not 
burn you and that Torah in fire." He replied: 
"Rabi, wh~t 1• my •tatu• for the world to c ome ?" 
He said to him: "All re•ts on the wor k of your 
hands." He said to him : "I once mistook Purim 
money for Tzedakah money a nd I distributed it t o 
the poor." He aald to him : "If thl• is ao <if 
this is a ll> would it be that your po rt ion were 
mine , and your inheritance mine . " 

19 

In response to R. Teradion's analysis that R. Kisma will 

surel y die if he continues to teach in defi a nce of t he 

decree, R. Kisma affi r ms hi• b e lief that hi • suffering in 

thl • world will be followed by me r cy in the world to come. 

R. Kisma does not doubt that the rule of Rome i• by Dlvipe 

ordination, yet he als o ~ecoanlzes his obliaatlon to teach 

Torah . He knows tha;t the p r omise for the world to come is 

equall y Divine . He deduce s that because he had devoted hi s 

life to teachin& Torah in this world he will merit the 

reward o f the world to come. Thus the debate of these two 

rabbi• i• e•sentially the question as to whether it is wise 

tor an individual to risk a sure de, th with the faith that 

God will s how mercy to him when he is killed. R. Teradion 

feels that one should not r i•k death tn spite of the euaran-

tee of mercy and R. Kisma is willine to take t he risk, 

aecure in knowinc that he may rely on God's mercy. Yet, 

even as R. Teradion warns R. Kisma of hi• risk, he recoa­

' nizes that the other 1• •urely cuaranteed a place in the 

wo r ld to come e ven•• he doubts his own merit. 

---
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SUFFERING A LOSS 

Be~akhot Sb 

All aspects of one's life were attributable to God in 

the rabbinic conception of the world. Even the state of 

one's financial affairs was alee directly related to one's 

behavior and God's view of the actions. In the followlna 

text a rabbi's wine turns to vinegar. Other rabbis visit 

him and see a direct relations hip between his financial loss 

and previous unscrupulous actions. 

Four Hundred jars of R. Huna'• wine became 
sour ...•• they said to hims "Master should examine 
hi• affairs ." He said to ~h••1 "A• I suspect in 
your eyes?" They said to hims "Is the Holy One 
Blessed be He suspec~ of maktnc jud&•••nt which i• 
not jud1ement?" 1

• 

At thia point, the rabbis inform thv master of his errors. 

He is reluctant at first to admit h11 error, but they quote 

an Aramaic prnverb: "After steal int from a th~ef, taste of 

a thief." Thls ls adequate proof for R. ~una who promises 

to recttf~ tho situation, and the editor sugaests that 

either the vineear turned back to wine, or the price ot 

vineaar rose as hllh as wine. 

Excludina th• reported outcome of the pas1a1e which 

appears to be a polemic about the reward for repentance, 

thi• text illustrateu the faith that the rabbis had in God'• 

justice and thei r ability to interpret it. The rabbis were 

sure that R. Muna had suffered his loss because of a specif-

11 That is1 Ar• you accusin& God of beina unjust? 
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ic action a nd they did not hesitate t o tell him. For the 

rabbis, the punishment clearly fits the crime. R. ~una had 

I neglected to give his tenants their lawful share of vine 

twigs. Thus , h is punish~ent was t hrough hi• own produce 

from the grapes. 

I 
The above passa ges present a picture of the rabbinic 

view of God's role in the world. There was not one aspect 

ot their lives that was beyond Divina scrutiny and control . 

The ~-~tor and the distressed individual had the same 

conception of the nature ot t.}le world, and the language used 

i n consolation o r interpreta tion was completely within the 

context of r ea lity for both parties. 

Halachaht 

Punctiliousness and Extenuatin1 Circum•tano•• 

It is often assumed that the rabbis Yara particularly 

stringent with regard to the Jaw--stresaing a dhere n ce in all 

eventualities. However . the rabbi s constantly st.ruaaled 

with the dialectic of mercy and judaement. In their ef fort 

to emulate God, they often had to decide between absolute 

j ust i c e or ••roy dependinc upon the needs of a particular 

situation. A tuaber of dialo1ues that characterize inter-

ventional situations addre•• this issue . 



ILLNESS AND TH{ BEHAVIOR OF THE FA/11 LY 

Sanhedrin 68a 

When R. Elieter wa• sick, R. Akiba and hi• col ­
leaaue• entered to visit him. Ho •at in hi• 
canopied bed, and they •at in his sa lo" . That 
very day was Sh•bb•t ev• and hi• son Horkanus 
entered to remove his t•flllln. He <t he father> 
rebuked him and he exited cha•tieed. He said to 
th•• to hie <father'•> friend•2 "It appear• to 1ae 
that my father's mind i• deranaed. He •ald to 
th•• <R. Akiba>: "Hie <Horkanu•'> and hi• mother'• 
mind• are deranaed, how oan they nealect that 
which is punishable by stonina <to death>, and 
attend to that which 1• punishable as a 
shevut!?" 1

• 
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The rabbi• rebuke Horkanu• tor attemptina to remove his 

father'• tefJl/Jn wh il e he and his and mother are ne1lectin1 

a more serious law which i• punishable by death. AJthouch 

the text does not say what the violation •i&ht be, it can be 

assumed that the mother and eon did somethin& which violated 

a Divin• ordinance which would be punishable by death. 

The rabbi• intervene in this ca•• under H•l•khlo 

around•. They observe behavior in the household of a sick 

rabb i. They ••• a tran•r~••sion on the part ot the 50n ot 

the rabbi which i • fa r more severe than that for which the 

son acou••• the fat her. Thus, they chastise the •on and hi• 

mother for comaittinc a serious violation . They are not •• 

quick to chasti•• th• •ick fat he r for hi • violation ot 

,,--

•• "An occupation , Cwhichl on Sabbath and Fe•tival•, 
Cl•l forbidden by the Rabbi• a• bein& out ot haraony with 
the celebration of th• day." T•flllln ls •uch an 
oooupatlon.<Ja•trow, Harou•, Ph.D, A Dictionar y Nev Yorks 
The Judaica Pr•••• 1971/1903, p. 1511). 
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rabbinic practice. It iD difficult to conclude that the 

leniency is a result of R. Ellezo r • s sickness , howe ver, the 

text does state ~hat the sag•• were satisfied that hi• mind 

was c lear becaus e of this interaction. Thus it would seem 

that they do not treat hi• action with particular severi t y. 

Howe ver, in the case of the son and mother , it ls impossible 

to allow the slightest flexibility because they have v l o -

lated a clear Biblical injunction. 

BEREAVEHENT 

"o•d Katan 20a-b 

The followln1 passa1•• deal with the nature of mournln& 

rituals for those who are related at ~artous levels to the 

dec eased . Where the situation t s somewhat ambiguous, and 

th• practice has not been explicitly set, it i• possible to 

see some considerations amon1 the r abbis fo r e x t e nuatin1 

circumstance•. 

Jn the followinc caee, a visitor see• that Raba is not 

observin& the appropriate mourning ritual and in his puno-

til i ousness he corrects Raba by doin1 that which i• consld -

ered correct. As It turn• out, thi• behavior offends Raba . 

Even b y rabbinic standards, it is clear that thi• is not an 

appropriat• way t o ao about conaolin1 another . 

Raba was shattered by a •i•fortune. Abba . bar 
Marta who was also called Abba bar Manyomi oame to 
vi•it him. Raba sat on an upricht couch, and 
Marta sat on an overturned one. He •aid CRaba> : 



"How laekin1 in knowledge i• that a•sociate of the 
rabbis!" 
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Yet, the following pas•aaes from the same pa1• of Hoed Katan 

indicate that there are times when one should correct an 

individua l for inappropriat~ mournin1, especially if the 

person is not suppo•ed to be mourning. 

The son of Mar Ukba'• father-in-law died, ' he 
thou1ht of slttln1 •hlv• and sh•lo•hl• tor him 
<out of deference to hl• wife>. R. ~una came to 
visit him. "Do you desire," he said to hie, "to 
eat of mourner'• food? They did not •ay out of 
respect for his wife, rather out of r••pect for 
~t-he death> hi• father-in-Jaw or mother-in-law." 

R. ~una correct• Har Ukba for mourning and preparing to 

aooept the food which i• meant for a mourner. Only ~ourner• 
~ 

may eat mourner• f ar.e . It 1• not appropriate to mourn , even 

out of respeo\ to one'• wife except for when her parents 

die. Thu•, Mar Ukba 1• corrected even while in tho midst of 

hi• mournina for a violation ut Halaohah. 

The remainder ot thi• folio side discusses the nature 

of how long one •houJd mourn upon receivin1 tidin1• that 

have been delayed becau•• ot the phyaical distance between 

the mourner and the deceased. The va~iation amon1 the 

answer• indicates that mitiaatina ctrcum•tance• could be 

considered. Perhap• beoau•e the exact nuance o f the law had 

not yet been fix • d· 

R. Yanipa received t1din1• about the death of hi• 

father. Upon con1ultln1 R. Yi•da he wa• told to only mourn 

tor one day. R. Nathan bar Amml was to ld to aourn for only 

, 
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one day t o r hi• mother . He objected and described a aitua-

tion where mournin& tor lonaer was allowed. He stated that 

the limitation to one• day applies for the other five neareat 

of kin, but not for a mother or father . Raba admitted that 

thi s may have been the opinion of another, but he did not 

share it. 

From Raba'• reply to Ammi, it can be seen that his ' 

chie f concern is with the appropriate behavior &iven hi• 

understandin& of Torah. Raba maintains this stance even --over the objection• ot Nathan bar Ammi. It i• clear that 

adherence to the practice is of more importance to Raba than 

flexibility in oonalderation ot the other'• d&sires. Yet, 

the tact that Nathan bar A~mi i• able to brini contradictory 

evidence shows that other rabbi• were able to find juatiti-

cation for alternative practice• in . this case. 

Hoed Katan 21a 

The situation under discussion here is not specifically 

H•l•khic rather the text is concerned with the customary 

responsibilities of a rabbi to the public at the time of hi• 

own ariet . It is stated that a rabb i 1• &xpected to perform 

hi• duti•• in spite of hi• own Joss. 

Raba bar bar Mana waa •haken by an occurrence 
Cbereaveaent>, h• thoucht that he would not 10 out 
to &ive his iesson. Rabi ~anlna said to hims "It. 
th• multitudes need him, he do•• not retrain." He 
thoucht of callinc hi• Amora Cto &iv• th• les•on 
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in•t•ad>. Rav •aid to htms "W• learned& 'Provided 
'that h• do•• not •tand the ••tur1•••n at hi• 
•ide.'" 

26 

Th• - text eventually determine• that it i• satisfactory to 

u•• a ••tur1•••n <see footnote 5> it one speak• fir•t to ( 

another rabbi and then the ha •peaks to the ••tur1•••n, the 
' . 

rabbi tor whom th• ••tur1•••n i• •p•akin1 may not speak to 

In practice, the rabbi could 

expound hi• teachin1• in a •oft voioe and the ••tur1•••n 

would elaborate and pre••nt th•• in a louder voice . ----From the above •ituation1, it baco••• clear that the 
, 

ancient rabbi found th• law to be an irrefutable reality of 

lite. When th• application of th• law had bean establi•had, 
) 

there wa• no • rooa for variation. However, th•r• 
.... 

wa• so•• 

hierarchy in the application of , le1al rulinl•· l n the ca•• 

ot R. Elia;er'• •on Horkanu• <pas• 22>, the rabbi• could 

for11ve the error of R. Eliezer who had not yet teaoved hi•/ 

tefi//Jn in violation of a rabbinic ordinance, yet they 

could not permit the mother and •on to violat• a Divine 

commandment which wa• .puni•habla,... by death : 
,/ . In th• ca•• of 

mournin1 ritual• <pace 23>, it appear• that flexibility wa• 

more a ra•ult of the unr••olved nature of the law than of a 

oon•ciou• effort to permit alteration. ·rn either ca••, it 

i• po••ible to ••• the pr•-••inent role that the applicat~on 

of, the Divine vi 11 in the l iv•• of human• had for th• rabbi. 

---
r 
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The Rabbl as a Holy Han 

One of the aspect• of t he rabbi which mo•t ,aided his 
\ 

capacity to provide healin1 for other people wa• th• belief 

in the rabbi as a Holy Man who was somehow capable ot power-

ful act• by virtue of hi• retationshlp to God. Thu• a rabbi 

could perform act• because he wa• able to •omehow channel 

the power of God to perform "1odlike" aots. 1
• Such is the 

case in two ot the tollowin1 examples. By virtue ot their 

status the rabbis exerciae extraordinary means to solve the 

conflict in the situation. -

VISITING THE SICK 
J 

Berakhot 5b 

Rabi ~iya bar Aba waa sick, Rabi Yobanan went to 
vlait him. He said to hims "Are your aufferin1• 
beloved to you?" He said to hims "Not th•• nor 
their rewa.d." He aaid to him: "Give me your 
hand." He 1ave him hi• hand and he raised him . 

Rabi Yobanan waa sick. Rabi ~anina went to visit 
him. He said to him: "Are your sufterin1• beloved 
to you." He said to himi "Not them nor their 
reward." He said to him s "Give me your hand." He 
eave him hi• hand and h• raised him. Why could 
Rabi Yobanan not rai•• himself? They said: "A 
captive cannot release himself from jail . " 

1 ~Th• reader i~ directed to the followin1 sources tor 
additional infor•ar:on on thl• particOlar subjeota Encyolo­
paedi• Jud•ic•, J rusalemJ Keter Publishin1, 19711 on aa1io 
in the Talmuda vol 11, col 706-7071 pn divination see vol 6, 
col 116-118, also see unPQtHi1hed Rabbinical Th••l• by Susan 
Fraeaan-Graubart, entltleda 6 IhtolocY of Heallnc fro• a 
Talaudtc Per1p1ctive, 1990. 

-~ 

, 
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The vehicle of healina in this passace i• the touch ot one 

rabbi by another. <Account• like thi• are found i n Hidrash-

ic works as well, see Shir Ha Sh1r1m Raba II, 16,2.> So 

there c o uld possibly have be~n a belief or aytholoay in the 

efficacy of healin1 throuah touch. The question raised by 

this aerie• o f stori•• 1• not whether it i• po••ib J e to heal 

another th r ouah touch, but if it ta possible for Rabl 

Yohanan to heal himself as well as he can heal others. The 

c onclusion la t hat a rabbi c a nnot perform the h•a l in& for 

hlm••lf, rather he must have another do it tor hia. Healln& 

is a process which neoe••itates an "other". 

Finally, it can be •aid that healina by physical con-
' 

tact wa• not con•idered maalo by the rabbis. Thi• was an 

objective heal in& technique which worked because it was 

within the r abbi•' belief that God was will i n1 to perform 

those acts on behalf of a sick rabbi . 

~ARITAL SITUATIONS 

Rabbi• were also approached to administer jud1ement in 
I 

marital situations. Th• followinc i• part of a collection 

ot a11adJc tale• on situation• ot doubtful vir1inity where 

th- husband has approached the rabbi with a coaplaint about 

hi• wife's vir1~nlty. The overridina concern which surface• 

in all of the storl•• la the de•ir• to aalntaln the mar -

ri•I•· The rabbi• resort to numerous tech niques to ••tab-

--- ll•h that th• wlf• was indeed a virein. Their resourceful-
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ness i• quite impressive as they soucht to ascertain the 

validity ot the husband's claim and the wife'• counter-

claim. 

Ketubot 10b 

Someone came betore Raban Gamliel and said to hi•• 
"Rabi, I have had sexual intercourse and I have 
not found blood." She said to hi•• "Rabi, 1 I am 
still a vir&in!" He sai d t o the•: "Brina•• two 
handmaidens. One who la ' a v ir&in and the second 
not." They brouaht them to him. And he sat th•• 
upon a vat ot wine. In the case ot the woman who 
was not a vircin, its smell went forth. In the 
case of the virain, the smell did not 10 fort~ 
Ai - then sat her <the wife, on the vat> and the 
scent did not 10 forth. He said to him: "Go, 
benefit fro• your posses8ion." <the question is 
asked, why did he use the handmaidens?> ••• He 
thou1ht, perhapa it i• not established that the 
matter i• cood , 1

' and one should not deal acciden­
tally and li1htly with the dauaht•~ • of I s rael. 

Thi• story is •i&nificant in that it illustrates various 

aspects ot the rabbi'• role a nd character. On ' one hand, he 

was an adjudicator, it was hi• responsibility to rule in 

specific situations, suspect v irainity beina one of them. 

On the other hand, peep e were willin& to heed the rabbis' 

advice a nd would turn to him ln a particular situation. 

Finally, divination was a completely acceptable method of 

determlnin1 tacts tn specific situations, this beina one of 

them. An additional point is made concernina the attitude 

toward the wom~rt of Israel. The editor of thi s particular 

tale desired to promulcate th• •••sac• that one should show 

--.._ ••Th• procedure used by Gamli•l to estfbllsh the wit•'• 
vtrainity. 

I 
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respect tor the daughters of Israel and not deal wh1ma1oally 

with them. \ Perhap• because one m11ht have thou1ht that 

' Raban Gaml1el's method of divination waa caprioioua. In 

fact, Gamliel conducted the initial test to be sure that 

this method would 1ive accurate reau lta. Th• additional 

passa1•• from thi• folio which relate to the subj.ct are 

discussed on pa1e 36. 

The body of citations above aerve to shed li&ht on the 

world of the rabbis. They were able to utilize many tech-

niques which may seem bizarre to the modern observer because 

of the belief• and practices which existed within their 

society. The rabbinic mode of intervention wa• poesible 

because the rabbJ was a Holy Han, one who had a different 

relationship to the law and to God than the co~moner . In 

his role as interpreter of the law, he could be assured that 

God looked favorably upon him and could often be relied upon 

to act on hi• behalf. Ro bbi• reaponded to other rabbis 

because of the esteem 1n which they held each other and 

becauae they each knew the meanin& of the words of consola-

tion, rebuke or advice offered by the other. Words which 

seem harah and uncarin1 to the moder n were simply a state-

ment ot fact which both partle• knew and accepted to be 

true. Additionally, critical to the rabbinic tntertace with 

th• world was the structure of the rabbinic community, in 

that it was a relatively elite 1roup of men who would oo•• 
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to each other'• aid when situations warranted <a• i• indi-

cated by the body of thia paper> and were constantly in 

contact with one an~ther throu1h their academies. The rabbi 

aJao looked with some disdain on the •• h;Laretz <commoner> . 
who was not schooled and did not take ' the ti•• to become 

fluent in the Divin• law. Thia served to exotusiviz• the 

rabbinic community even farther. 11 

Finally, it become• clear that emotions were not of 

primary concern to th• rabbi, rather the role anq ~--nin1 ot ----God as God interfaced with the mortal word represented th• 

rabbinic preoccupation. lnasauch aa God directed and influ-

enced th• world, the rabbi waa concerned with f indin& hi• 
' 

role and th• role of hi• followers within th• Pivin• plan. 

11 5tatementa auch aa "Do not sever youraelf fro• the 
community" <M. Avot lltS> and "Rabbi hold• that a ooll•a1u• 
prefer• to tranaar••• a •lnor prohibition ao that a . ooaaoner 
ahould not trana1r••• a aajor prohibition" <Eruvln 32a-b> 
point to th• fact that the rabbi• did••• a · dlchotoay be­
tween their own coll•a1u•• and the coamohera. Al•o •••t 
Ur.baoh, Ephrata, Th• S•1••1 Their Concept• and ·Bell•I•, 2 
vol•. Trana. larael Abraha••• Jeruaaleaa Kaan•• Pr•••• 
1975. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

The rabbis · exhibited a variety of approaches when 

v1sitina a distressed individual. It ts postible to classi-

fy the material by specific techniques that were commonly 

practiced. These techniques range from behavior which 
I 

actively intervenes in t he life of the conf li cted individual 

by lnfluencin& the outcome of a situation, to techniques 

which rely simply upon verbal instruction or direction. 

This review and analysis of the literature apannin& 

# 

these behavioral categories will beatn with an examination 

ot the techniques which aftect the life of the other most 

' dynamically , and proareas to techniques which appe~r to be 

less invasive. 

ACTIVE INTERVENTION 

The Rabbi as Holy Man 

VISITING THE SICK 

Techniques which mav appear to our modern sensibilities 

as ma1ic were often utilized b y the rabbis as a means of 

adjudioatin& a situation or aftectin& chan1e upon an indi-

v idual. Specifically, intervention techniques which charac-

terize the function of the rabbi •• Holy Han and Involve the 

healin& of another by touch, or the use of techniques of 

divination to determine the viability of a clai• of . doubtful 

I 
vir&lnlty are examples of this. The role of s upernatural 

techn ique• and conceptions on the part of the rabbi• ha• 
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been discussed in depth in the previous chapter and the 

reader is referred to the passages on page 27 . 

One additional passage is worthy ot discussion at thls 

location. Here, a rabbi advises hi s dying master of the 

proper countenance to a ssume when dyin1 to assure a good 

omen, and countenances which one s hou ld avoid so as not to 

die under a bad omen. 

l<etubot 103b 

But ha s it not. been taught: When Rabi was ill, 
R~bL kU yya • visited hi• and found that he was 
crying. Ha said to him: "Rabi, why are you cry­
ing? Has it not been taujht: ' Death while sailln1 
1• a good si1n for him, wh ile cryin1 is a bad 
sign tor him ; hi• face turned upward• i• a aood 
•i&n tor hi•, his face turned downward l• a bad 
•ian for hi~I hi• 1ace towards t he public i• a 
1ood •l&n, toward• the wal l is a baa •i&n for h~ma 

his face 1r••ni•h it is a bad sl1n for him, hi• 
face brl&ht a nd flushe d it is a good •l&n tor h im 1 
he who di~• on Sha~bat Eve it l s a aood •l&n, at 
the end of Shabbat it l• ~ bad •i&n for hl•1 he 
who dies on YQm l<lppur Eve it ls a bad •i1n for 
him, at the end ct Yo• Kippur it ls ~ cood •i&n 
tor hlm1 ~· who di es with diarrhea it i• a 1ood 
eian tor him beoause most of the ri1hteoua man die 
fro~ diarrhea.'" He said to him: "l cry bacau&e 
ot the Torah and Mitzvot." 1

' 

On one le vel, this story ~•eka to tell the reader the' way 

that one should die to avoid an evil omen. One must be 

aware ot on•'• countenance, composure and if at all possible 

affect the time of death so that the best possible omens may 

be in effect . Jn spite of the fact that the rabbi• were 

opposed to wi t ch•• and macical spell• in principle, ~once~n . 

1 'From which I will soon be separated. 



34 

with omens and bad signs was a part of the rabb i •' life as 

well as that ot their constituency. 1
• 

On a second , level , it viewed as a dialoeue between two 

ind ividuals this mi&ht show the concern t~at the visitor had 

tor the sick individual. However, it i• difficult to ana-

lyze the response of the dyin& man. He responds as ir he 

has only heard the initial question: "l cry because ot <my 

impendin& separation from> Torah and Commandmenta.tt 

Intervention to Chana• Circum•tano•• 

These ca••• portray situations ln which the rabbi 

interf enes beyond mere words or acts to rectify the situa-

lion. In contrast to tho•• tnterventional techniques dis-

cussed above, no ma&ical or supernatu r al action i s used. 

FA/11 L JAL ISSUES 

Baba Hetzta 85a 

R. Eleazar had a son who was exlraordinarily beautiful, 

however he had used his beauty in a corrupt and immoral way. 

The text state• that he had become a &i10Jo. Upon •••inc 

thi1, Rabi determined that he would ordain hi• as a rabbi in 

an attempt to c hana• his behavior. Jn thi• situation, Rabi 

intervenes actively in th8 life ot R. Eleazar'• son in a 

manner which he believes will ohan1• the son 's behMvior. He 

•Jo1eph Oan, ""a1io," Enoyolopedia Judalca, Jeruaalems 
Kater Publiahin1 House, 1972, Volume 11, Column 706-707. 
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ordain• the son a• a rabbi believing that the title and 

responaibilitie• arising from such a pos ition will brinl 

a bout chan1e from the •on. 

Rabi entered the town ot R. Eleazar bar Shimon. 
He aaid to thems "Doe• that tzadfk have a son?" 
They •aid to hims "He ha• a son and every proeti­
tute who is hired for two, hires him for ei1ht." 
So they brou1ht him' and ordained him <a rabbi) and 
he entrusted him to R. Shimon the son of As s t t he 
son of LLkonia hi• mother'• brother . And every 
day he <the son> would •aya "l am 1oing to my 
town." He would aay to hims "They have made you 
a sa1e, and apread a rabbinic r obe over you and 
they have called you rabi and you say, I am 1osn1 
to my town?!" He said to ~ "l swear that J 
have abandoned this!" When he 1rew up, he sat in 
Rabi's acad~my. 

The text continues to prove that R. Joae as this chanaed 

man wa• known wa• indf•d righteous . Citin1 tne phra••& Ths 

fruit of the rf1htsou• i s • tree of Jifs, and he th•t wins 

soul s is wise.•• Rabi praises both R. Jose as a •ace and R. 

Shimon the son o f Asal tor chan1in1 the life of R. Jose. 

Rabi's manipulation of R. Jose's life serves t o com-

pletely chan1• his behavior. Rabi intervenes so that he 

mi1ht affect the lite of a dead oollea1ue's son and attempt 

t o set him on the r11ht path. Jt would appear from this 

text that Rabi had no compunctions about inter~enin1 in the 

son's life . His chief concern was to return the son of a 

tz•dik to the correct path • 

• 
''Proverbs 11:30":-
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HAR/ TAL SJ TUAT IONS:• CONTROVEBSY BETWEEN HUSBAND AND II /FE 

Neda.r I•· 88b 

The tollowin1 •itua~ion•, all or111natln1 on/ the same 

" tol19_ ot text, have a number of tactor• In oomaon. Each 

deal• specitically with a husband who vows. to deny hi• wit• ' 
I 

au•t•nanoe tor various r•a•ons, the vov i• eventually re-

lea••d by a rabbi. Th••• ca••• serve to elucidate the role 

of rabbinic intervention in allev1atin1 what co~ld otherwise 
. .. .. . ~ 

be a perilotrl'""S ituation tor the wife. Without her husband'• 

•upport •h• would have no mean• o~ •urvlval •ave b•11ina. 

In all case•, the rabbi must intervene In order to as•ure 

1 that the woman may return to her hu•band. Ae re a1ai n, ,.. 

with the •ltuations of doubtful vlr1tnlty, it become• appar -

• ent that one of th• rabbi•' coal i• to preserve the mar-

I 

rtaae. 
/ 

The fir•t •ituation actually tram•• the entire section 

to follow becau•• it •et• the •oene and .develops the ratio-

nal• for the rabbi•' potential · humiliation•• a result of 

the . hu•band'• vow. R. Shimon and R. Yehudah . debate the 

worth of permitttnc perso~al di•craoe in order to •ave the 

aarriace. A ca•e I• made for the toleration of temporary 

eabarra••••nl and tor refu•al to accept humiliation In order 

to avert the habit ot ' vowlnc. 

---

.. 



There wa s one that said to his wife1 "Kon•m16 that 
yo u enjoy me <my inc ome > until you cau se Rabi 
Yehudah and Rabi Shimon to taste of your cookittl•" 
R. Yahudah tasted and saids "If in the 1reater 
case that in . order to make peace between man and 
woman the Torah says: Let My name which ~a• writ ­
ten in holiness be rubb~d off Jn th• w•t•r• of 
bitterness in a case of doubt how much th• more •o 
should J <b• detlled in a case that i'• clear>. "" 
R. Shimon did not taste. He said: "Let all the 
children of the widow die and Jet not Shimon 1be 
moved from hi • plaoe and furthermore, let them not 
1et in the habit ot vowina." 
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There is direct diso1reement between R. Shimon and R. Yehu-

dah on this matter , one believinl that it is appropriate for 

a rabbi to be shamed as the condition of a foolish vow in 

order to achieve peaoe, th• other denyin1 such behavior in 

order to break the habit of makin1 ridi~ulou• vow• and to 

avoid his own humiliation. R. Yehudah •••• the ordeal for 

determinin1 the autlt of a wife accused of adultery a• a 

process whioh dani1rates the Holy Name , thus h• can perait 

his own di•araoe in a lessor case such as this . R. Yehudah 

1• willin1 to allow h1aself to function as a pawn in the 

arauments of husband and wit• in order to maintain the 

ma rr ia&• · Undoubtedly, hl• role as a public fi&ure iG part 

of the r eason that he is the subject ot thi• vowi and he 

••This wo r d 1• a substitute for korban and used for a 
vow of abstinence . . It i• used to int r oduce and frame a vow. 
It is sometime• translated•• "forbidden." Ja•trow, p. · 1335. 

''This text is very terse and t he exact ••antna i• 
difficult to determine. This translation i• ' pr•••n~ed as a 
reasonable approximation, which conveys the sen•• of the 
arcument. The B1bl1oal verse cited is Number• 5123 1 th• 
ordeal of th• adulterous woman. 
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take• ~hl• reepon•ibllity to th• extent of achievin1 its 

absolution a• well. In contraat, R. Shimon, also perceives 

him•elf as a public f11ure and on• who may alter public 

behavior, yet he •••• hi• denial to re•cind the vow as an . 
action which will result in fewer vow• of thi• nature. He 

also refuses to allow himse lf to suffer the hum i liation of 

betn1 a s ubject of this husband'• frivolous vow. Thu•, both 

rabbis actively use their status in the community as a mean• 

of affectin1 chan1e and makin1 a statement. 

A case which follows the above i• of the same 1enre. A 

man make• a vow with the use of the word kon•• and R. Shiaon 

8. Gam 11 el j u•t allow the woman to expectorate on hi• 1ar-

ment to fulfill the terms of the oath. 

perform the action. The text comment• by •tatin1 that it i• 

a 1reat insult to do such a thin1 to R. Shi•on b. Gaaliel. 

Here aaain a rabbi permit• himself to be directly involved I 

in the affair• of a husband and wit• in order to achieve 

peace in their household, yet at the •am• time, he must 

auffer humiliation. 

In the next instance, a man •wear• to forbid hi• wife 

from benefittln& fro• hi• •upport until •h• shows R. l•h•a•l 

that there i• nothin1 beautiful about her. R. I ahaae 1 

proceed• to list variou• aspect• of beauty which may exi•t 

and eaph one i• found to be absent, or pre•ent in it• dta-

metric opposite in the woman. 
I 

He proceeds to find ab•o-

lutely nothJ.ut beautiful about he r includtn1 her naae and 
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thu• he permit• her to her hu•band. It mu•t be reco1nized 

that the r••ult of hie refu•al to find her completely u1ly 

would force her to llve a• a b•aaar with no a.,~ of •up­

port. Thu•, in hl• de•ir• \o pre•erve the / 11arria1• and 

permit the wlfe to continue to benefit fro"m the hu•band he 

become• a participant in a vow which undoubtedly ha• ' a• one 

of i\t• ~ ... ult• the humiliation of the woman. 

The final ca•• portray• a marriaa• between a Babylonian 

and a P ........ tlnlan. Due to dlftereno•• in pronuncia~~on . ..and 

lan1ua1• the wit• repeatedly ai,interpret• the reque•t• of , 

th• hu•band. Finally, when the hu•band a•k• her to break 

} two candl••tick• o~•r th• h•ad ot the b•b~ <denotin1 thr••h-
1 

old> •h• mi•interpr•t• hl• to mean over the head of Saba ben 

Buta who wa• aeated in th• doorway adju~icatinc a ca••· The 

•tartled Ben Suta ask• her why •h• ha• done ~hl• and •h• 
. / 

repli••• "Such ha• my hu•b~nd commanded•• to do." He then 

pral••• heP tor dotn1 her hu•band'• will and bear• no 1rud1• 

aaain•t her. 

Beoau•• th••• stori•• appear in a ••ri••• one i• 

led to a••uae that thl• l• a 1enre. A• a 1ro~p. the text• 

•tatement about the 1ravity of vow• and the role that 

au•t play in tollowln& throu1h on th••· There 

may perhap~, a ••••a&• ot caution to the huabanda in 

thl• pa•~· th~t they do not make their vo~• ~l&htly ao •• 
i 

not to leave their wit• unprovided tor, nor •ha•• the rabbi -- who l• the aubjeot of the vow . 
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In addition, it i• po••ible to ••• the role of the 

rabbi in maintaininc the marriace. In fact, each of th••• 

short vicnette• address the •a•• issue. Althouah the rabb i 

did not choo•• to become embro iled in a dome• y io conflict 

the i •sue wa• broucht to hi•, thu• confronted, ha ha• the 

choice ot either workinc to repudiate the vow or perm~ ttinc 

the wife to live unsupported by her husband. One rabbi 

hold• that it i• hi• raspon•ibility to ach ieve peao• between 

husband and wife even over per•onal ••barrass•ent. Another ---disacr••• and holds up hi• own honor, and •••k• to teach 
~ 

tho•• who wou ld vow a l•••on. In all cases, at leaat one 

rabbi does participate in annul line the vow and do• • not 
... 

11nore th• situation. 

ltARITAL SJTUATIONS1 DOUBTFUL VIRGINITY 

ketubot 10a•b 

In the followin& thr•• ca••• a husband doubts hi• 

wit•'• vircinity becau•• no blood has been found on the 

•h••t• . The matter i• broucht before the rabbi who must 

det•r•in• th• validity of the husband'• clai•. The rabbi 

mu•t rely on clo•• •crutiny of the oase and resourcefulness 

to detar•in• the wit•'• •tatu• before marriac• because his 

deter•ination oould dra•tically affect her f uture. It can 

be •••n that the rabbi take• hl• clue fro• the wite' • ·state-

ment as well a• other factor• of each case , and proceed• to 

--- prove the husband'• claim fal••· 
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There wa• one who ca•• before Raban Ga•liel bar 
Rabi and •ai d to hi•• "Rabi, l had interoour•• 
<with •Y new bride> and I have not found any 
blood . " She ••id to hi•• "Rabi, I wa• a vir1in." 
He said to tn••• "Brin1 •• the •heet." They 
brou1ht hi• the •heet and he soaked it in water 
and washed it and he taund upon it a tew1 drop• ot 
blood . He •aid to hi•• • "Go, beneti~ ~roa your 
po•••••ionl" 

There was one who ca•• before Raban Gaaliel the 
elder and sai d to hiaa "Rabi, l had intercour•• 
with my wife and I did not find any blood." She 
•aid to hi•• "Rabi, I aa fro• the taatly ot Dor­
k•tl, they do not have an ••n•trual blood and no 
blood ot vir1tnity." Raban Gaaliel researched the 
••tter ••on1 her woaan relative• and found aooord­
in,-to her word•. He aaid to hi•• "Go, benefit . 
fro• your po•••••iont Happy are you that you 
••rited the fa•ily of Dorkftl." 

41 

In both ca••• the rabbi reli•• on the wit•'• te•tiaony to 

a••••• the situation. Because • he ••x..• that •h• was a 

vir1in, the rabbi inve•ti1ate• the verity of her clal•. The 

intervention technique oon•~ta ot pur•uln1 a hypothesia 

which •••k• to obtain •utfioient evidence in 01'der to clear 

the woman. In the ca•• ot 
/ 

the woman troa Dork•tl, Raban 

Gaaliel s•ek• to inve•ti1ate the woman'• word. It •hould be 

noted that this doe• not prove that she waJ a v ir1i n, it 

only proves that her ta•ily has thia peculiar trait. Jn 

•pita ot that tact, Ga•li•l accept• her attir•ation aa 

entirely valid. 

Th• next ca••• 

Th•f• was One who caae before Rabi and •aida 
"Rabi, I have had interoour•• <with •Y nev brld•> 
~nd I have not found any blood." She aald to hi•• 
"Rabi, l atill ••and waa a vir1in~ It ha• been 
year• ot dearth." Rabi aaw that their' face• were 
blackened, he ooaaanded that they be brou1ht -to a 
bath, and be 1tven food and water, and he brou1ht 
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th•m into a rooa, h• <the huaband> had lnteroour•• 
and he found blood. He •aid to hias "Go, benetit 
troa your po•••••ion." Rabi read oonoerntn1 theas 
T~•ir •kin i• •hriv•/led upon th•ir bon•• It i• •• 
dry •• • twi I• 

11 
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Acain a rabbi apprai••• the aituati~n and preacri •• the . 
appropriate behavior . In thi• oaae he 10•• ·~tar a• to ••t 

up a condition by which the couple aay have interoour•e and 1 

the blood of vir1inlty will be viaible. By liatenin1 to the 

woman'• word• and not relyin1 aolely on the aan'• atateaent 

the rabbi is -a1i1"'9 to determine the fact• and au11••t a.. ..... . 

aolution. 

The phrases "Go benetit troa your poasesaion!" <lt~ 

zJkth b9miqabk•> 1ivea in•i&ht into the rabbinic view ot the 

relationship betwee n huaband and wlte. Had the wife not 

been a vir1in, the aarrtace would not have been valid and 

the hu•band could not have "benetitted" fro• hi• possession. 
/ 

· A phra•• which iapll•• the rabbinic perapeotive on the 

siatus of women a~ well a• the rols a wife wa• to asauae for 

her huaband. It i• clear that the wit• waa considered the 

huaband's property. 

, Overa ll, a nuaber ot point• can b• •••ninth••• •itua-

tions. Of pri ae iaportanoe i• th• rabbi'• d••lr• to 1ather 

all the tacts to ••certain what appear• to be th• truth in 

the al tuation. Thu•~ he aust rely on the wit•'• teatlaony 

as well as th• huaband'•· · As · in the •ituatlon ot vow• on 
I 

---
11 Laaentation• 418. 

, 
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pa&• SS, the rabbi• de•ired to keep a •arriaae whole. Whtie 

it mi&ht have been •a•ter to accept the .man'• teati•ony, 1n 

hi• role a• jud&•• the rabbi mu•t administer equitable ~ 

jud&•••nt. A• the arbiter in., thi• ca••• the rabbi could 

prescribe behavior•, request evidence and make judaaent• and 

\.xpeot that he would b .. heeded • 

... 

VERBAL INTERVENTJO 

Reproach, Rebuke an~ Advloe 

The rabbinic imperative to reproach another for doinc 

wron& i• traced to Leviticu• 191171 R•p~ov• your n•l1hbor, 

but lnour no 1ulJt b•c•u•e o'. hi•. In Araohin 16b the 
l 

rabbis derive an under •ta ndin1 of how one i • obli1ated to 

oorreot a wrona which i• found in another . The ba•to con-

tention i• that one •u•t correct another for an error and 

per•i•t in oorreotin& that p•r•on until he or •h• threaten• 

to .strike out in fru•tration aaatn•t the rebukin1 party.•• 

While in none of the ca••• ll•ted below doe• the rebuker 

even come olo•• to phy•ical injury a• a re•ult of th• rebuke 

&lven, it i• clear . that there t• no he•itanoy to offer 

f •buke when the •i\uatton w•rrant•. 
I 

The ancient rabbi be-

lteved that it wa• hi• • andate, becau•• of •tandar~• •et by 
. I 

~~R• Torah-, to affect ohan1• re1ardl••• qf the dt•position of 

19 Thi• infor•atlon va• obtained b~ th• author in a 
•tudy of Ar•ohln 18b for Dr. Hlohael Ch•rntck of H•brew 

. Union Col l•I•· 

,. 
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the one called upon to chan1•· At the •a•• ti••• the rabbi 

saw that the behavior would re•ult 

punishment and the 
( 

individual ., had to 

in Divin• wrath and 

l 
chan4• in order tp 

••cape the ca•tication which wa• •ure to ·co••· The tir•t 

two exaapl•• ••rve to illu•trate thi• point poicnant 4y. 

REBUKE TO TH£ SICK AND DYING 

Ketubot 103b 
__.,,.----. ... ~ -

The text fro• Ketubot 103b ha• been pre•ented previoua-
• 

ly in thi• chapter under th• headinc "The Rabbi a• Holy Man" 

beoau•e ot it• concern with omen• and the world ot •uper•ti-

tion. The reader i• referred to pa1• 33. Here, R. Wiyya 

entered to tind . the dyin1 Rabi weepinc, he admonhhed hi• 

tor a••u•in1 an improper countenance. Jn addition, he .. 
li•ted. a nu•b•r of other 1ood and bad omen• W'hich affect the 

dyin& p•r•on. While it i• not clear that thi• ottered Rabi 

an¥ consolation <h• continued to weep and •aidi "l weep on 

account of Torah and Hltzvot" fro• which I will •oon be 

separated>, it l• certain that both undoubtedly accepted the 

inevitability ot Rabi'• death. The sen•• ot hi• word• and 
. 

concern of the speaker wa• to- warn Rabi about the feared 

effect• of dyinc under an i•proper o••n •o that Rabi •i1ht 

expire under the beat circua•tanc••· 

, 
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HARITAL RELATIONS: SUSPECT VIRGINITY 

A• ha• been di~ cu•••d previou•ly, the rabbi~ were often 

called upon to jud1e the validity ot a hu•bap d'• claim ·of 

hi• wit•'• doubtful vir&inity . Should the hu•band be proved 

correct, the marria&• could be annul le~ a• the t•r•• of ~h• 

K•tub• would be invalid. If there wa• a que•tion ot iapro-

priety on th• part ot the hu•band he could al•o be punt.tied 

a• a reault of the clai• that he ----- ha• made aaain•t hi• wite. 

Note here that the rebuke extend• even to the point of a 

beat in& . 

Ketubot 10a 
~ 

There wa• one who ca•• before Raban Gaaliel, be 
••ids "I have found an open qpeninal" Rav Nabaan 
•aida "Lash hia with dried palm branches! Habra­
khta ha• beaten hi•t"1

• 

The text 10•• on to clarify that R. Nabman or~•r• a la•hin1 
/ 

only tor one who ha• not been ••rried b•t~re. 

the te•timony of either man 1• believed. 

In any case, 

The la•hin& 1• 

&iven to a bachelor beoau•• in order for hi• to know the 

· •p•oific• of intercourse with a non-v1r&1n he au•t have had 

experience, thu• he is lashed. The reproach in this ca•• 1• 

extreae, in spite ot the fact that the hu•band i• believed, 

he and others after hia now know that they are ri•kin& a 
• 

la•hln& if they que•tion the vir1inity ot their wive• with-

out ~avin1 l•11tiaa~ previou• experience, tor . then they too 

1 •sonoino, Ketubot 10a, p. 48 paraphra••• Ra•hia 
brakhta wa• a place known tor it• harlot•. 
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could be au•p•oted ot frequentinc pro•titut••· Needle•• to . 
•ay thi• technique ot rebuke ha• a• one ot it• prim• coa l • 

deterrence. The coal ot thi• fqrm ot interveni ion i• two-

folds on one level, the huaband i• puni•h•d for trequenttnc 

prostitute•, on the ••cond level thi• puni•hment serve• \ a• a 

warnina to un•arried hu•band• on their conduct before •ar-

riac•· The re•ult ct •uch action by the rabbi• could po••i-

bly be a reduction o f claim• of doubtful vircinity brou~nt ---acain•t women and thu•, the •parinc of •uch contention on 

" 
the weddinc niaht. 

Ktddu•hln 29b 

Here , a rabbi~• prai•• ot hi• coll•acu• i• dimini•h•d 

by another rabbi who retu1e1 to addre•• th• indivi~ual until 

he i• •arried. / 

Rav ijf•da prai1ed Rav Hamnuna to Rav Huna, <•ayi nc 
that> h• wa• a creat man. He •ald to hi• CR. Huna 
to R. ~i•da>a "When he com•• to you, brine hi• to 
me." When he ca••, he CR. Huna> •aw that he wa• 
not wearln1 a Sudra Ca married man'• 1araent>. He 
••id to hims "What i• th• rea1on that you . are not 
wearin& a Sudra?" He 1ald1 "l am not married." 
He <R. Hun turned hi• faoe fr oa hia and •ald1 
"See to 1 that do not ••• •Y tao• until y ou 
are 

R. Hun a ot R. Haanuna on hi1 own pr incl-

pl•• Th• 20 Y••r• old •nd not ••rrl•d1 •JJ hi• 

d•Y• •r• Jn Thu•, it 1• \ i • ob 111at10~ to rebuke R. 

Ham nun• in o to turn him from the path Of • ln. ~ If h• 

11 Klddu•hln 29b • 
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remained •ilent, he would be allowina the other to r••ain 

sinful before God and be ne1li1ent in hi• own duty to rebuke 

a tran•1re••lon ln another. Yet, at the same ? tl••• th• 

severity of the •tatement cannot ~· •i •••d. It i• one of 

c ~ear di•approval and challena•• R. Wiada'• •tat•••nt about 
I 

R. Hamnuna. R. Hamnuna may yet be a areat •an with reaard 

to Torah, but it 1• unacce ptable that he i• unmarried. 

From tt)Jt.-above example• of rabbinic rebuke, it beco••• ·· 

clear that rebuke •• a method of a•hievin& c han1• wa• ac-

cepted. While the scope of thi• paper i• li•ited to dia-

J loaue, the diacuaaion of reproach and rebuke i~ Arachin 16b 

is worthy of notice. It• expo•ition of rebuke aa a Biblical 
I 

imperative clearly ••k•• the correction of sinful behavtor 

of para•ount i•portance to th• rabbi•. The limit• · on what , 
can be •aid are few a• lone aa it has potential to achieve 

the deaired end. The rabbi who had direct ace••• to the 

Torah ot GoQc. and was well aware of the commandment• could 

not tail to Identify inappropriate behavior in apother and 

•••k it• chan1e. By the aa•e token, the rabbi hi•••lf was 

not beyond reproach and when one rabbi obaerved the aoral 

failin1• of another it was hi• obli1ation to adaoni•h that 

person. 
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k'.lddu•htn Sib 

Jn this situation , a son comes to a rabbi for 1utdance 

about how he ts to behave towa r d s his parent•. Uhil• it ta 

clear that the rabbi expects the son to accept the in•truc-

tton, it comes with no admonishments or condemnatory •tate-

ment•. Thus it has been termed: advice. 

R. Jacob ben Abbahu asked Abaye: "I, for in­
stance, for whoa my father pours out a cup <of 
win•> and my mother mixes it <with water> when I 
return from school, what am I to do?" <accept the 
act or not> "Accept it from your mother" he 
repJ1"1td, "but not you r father; for •inc• he i• a 
•oholar, he may be affronted." 

, 
In this oa•e the li s tener considers the subtle implications 

of ••emtncly benicn behavior. Thi• necessitates an under-

standin1 ot the dynamic• of interpersonal re lation• t would 

it be offensive for a scholar to pour wine for hi s son? The 

advice i• offered with the cons1deration that it would ,.... 
indeed . Yet, at th• same time, the father \irlllln&IY pour• 

the wine, so the son'• ~•fu•al would be made as a •icn of 

deference to the father's superior status. However, from 

the mother who i • apparently accustomed to servtn1 he r son, 

the rabbi sees no problem. 
--~ 

NON-COERCIVE VERBAL 1 llTEllVEllT I ON 

Techniques in t hi• catecory utilize mode• of tnterven-

tton which may be characterized as non-coercive. Wh•r•a• In 

th• previous ••ction, intervention often oon~i•t•d of alter-

ln1 the situation • o that the appropriate behavior could be 
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derived, or utilizin1 ho•tile lan1uage which micht achieve 

the re•ults, in thi• ••ction, the Jan1ua1• and the de•ired 

effects are more •ubtle. The speaker does not a••ume a 

confrontational manner when speakin1 and otten th• )lan1ua1• . ~ 

is pre•ented so a• to be supportive or compa•aionate rather 
' 

than explicitl y •••kine behavioral chan1•· 

Encouraaement and Support 

Jn the situations that fall under thi• oate1ory, the 

----vi a it or •eek• to sooth• th• &rieved or sick individual 
, 

throuch variou• means of enooura1ement. The lan1ua1• i• 

such that it portray• the individual in a more positive 

li1ht then he •i&ht otherwise see himself 1iven th• ••verity 

of the situation • Jn the second chapter of this paper, 

diaJ01u•• which shed li&ht on theolocical principle• of the 

rabbis were discussed. While many of th••• techniques 

establish the rabbinic world view, they also tall under the 

cate1ory of enoouracement and •upport . . By affirmin& theo-

lo&ioal prino~plea the visitor •~•k• to comfort the person 

and enable him to find rest from hi• or her a1i~ated state. 

A confirmation ot one'• place in the ol•• h•b• may ••rve as 

conaolatton, as R. Akiva did for R. Eli•z•r in Sanhedrin 

101a <on pa1• 15), or to flatter the bereaved individual by 

•••urine him of hi~ own 1reatn••• a• was done in Ketubot ~b 
I 

<pa1e 10>. Th• word• ot the visitor serve to recast or 

--.!•interpret the situation in •uoh a way as to stress the 
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positive a•p•ot• and the pro1no•i• for hope at the ti•• when 

the individual i• •o•t unable to be opti•i•tio. 

Followinc are a sert•e of in•tanc•• which have not been 

•••n previou•lY and illu•t t ate thi• point rather luo dly • 
• 

ILLNESS 

Berakhot 5b 

J 

Rabi Elazar wa• ill, Rabi Yobanan came before him. 
He •aw that he wa• lylnc in a dark rooa, he re­
vealed hl• ara and l icht fell forth. 11 Ha •aw 
that Rabi-E+azar wa• oryinc. He ••id to hi•• "Why 
are you oryin1? l• it beoau•• of Torah that you 
did not expound? Surely we have ~ earneda ·one aay 
have done auoh and another little <in expo•ition 
of Torah> •• lone •• hi• heart i• directed toward 
the heaven•.' I• it becau•• of food? Not every 
aan can enjoy two tab l ••. 11 l • it becau•• ~1 <the 
lack of> children? Thi• i• the bone of ay tenth 
•on." He •aid to hi•t "On account of thi• beau­
'ty" which wi 11 rQt in the a r ound I cry." He •aid 
to hiaa "For that you •urely have rea•on to 
weep." And the two of th•• cried. · In the ••an­
ti•• he •aid to 'hiaa "Are your •ufferin1• welcoae 
to you?" He •aids "Neither th•• nor their k •­
ward." He •aid to hiat "Give•• your hand." He 
cave hi• hi• hand and he rai••d hia. 

-.. 

lt is clear that R. Elazar wa• i n a particularly depre•••d 

•tat• when R. Yobanan came before hSa. R. Yobanan'• at-

II R. 
radiated 
6). 

Yobanan wa• •uppo••d to be •o beautiful that liaht 
fro• hi• body. <Soncino, Berachot Sb, p. 21, not• 

1 1 Soncino, 
world to co••· 
i• •o auch fC\Od 
next. 

Berac~ot Sb, p. 211 Thi• world and the 
So•• ~l•o interpret thi• to aean that there · 
that it overflow• one table and 10•• to the 

1 •Hi• own beauty or that of R. Yobanan, the text i• not 
Ci"nr. 

' 
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tempt~ to piacover what mi&ht be troublin& hi• colJea1ue by 

su11•stin1 some poaslbJe causes. R. Yobanan insinuate• that 

R. Elazar mi&ht be harborin1 regrets, a• he faces hi, poten-

tial mortality, ot thin&• that he micht not have achieved in 

his lite. The first, relate• to R. Elazar'• performance a• 

\ a rabbi. It hi• lite 1oal was indeed the exposition ot 

Torah and he now sits potentially near death, then it is 

hi&hly po••ibl• that he re.J_t..a.t.• teachinc that he did not 

accompl i•h : A very roasonabl• and in•iahtful h>')>oth••i• for 
• 

one who i• dedicated to scholarship, yet, this does not •••• 

t o be the cause .J Then R. Y~banan cueases that it •i&ht be 

because of lack of sustenancea perhaps R. Elazar ha• lost 

hi• income, perhapa he i• aiapty huncry. Th• consolation 

aasure• R. Elazar that hi• re•ou r c•• are plentiful, or 

alternatively that he may enjoy thi• world and tbe world to / 

come. lasues which may well concern a dyina man. Finally, 

he asks about R. Elazar'• lack of proceny. His consolation 

1• one of empathy--!, too, have loat •Y child. Yet, none of 

th••• are the actual reason tor R. Elazar'• weepinc, when he 

tell• R. Yobanan the oauae, R. Yobanan weep• as well tor hi• 

own mortality. The two men weep tocether as they confront 

the real it~ of human existence and the inevitability of 

death. 
1
R. Elazar'• experience is all the more powerful • 

because he sits 1on his own death bed. 

The worda . o R. Yobanan represent an attempt by a rabbi 

to otter conaolation throu1h support and compaasion. He 
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c onsole• R. Elazar· by atte11ptln1 to pro v i de a rational 

evaluation ot hi~ state in the face of R. Elazar•a misery. 

The healin1 finally consists ot the rabbi functionina in h l s 

capaci~y as a Holy Han as he offers heal in& to the othe~ 

throuah hi• maaical t ouc h. Thi• action serves to identity 

this passa1e as one whi c h also has relevanc e t o t he discus-

sion of the rabbi as Hol y man on paae 2 7 . 

Sanhedrin 68a18 

Another method ot providin1 consolation to a sick rabbi 

is shown in the followln1 pasaa1e from Sanhedrin 68a. Here 

the visitor• d o not os ~ensibly mention R. Eliezer•a cond1-

tion. rather they state that their purpos e in co11ln1 ls to 

study Torah. R. Elie~er expre s ••• his displeasure at their 

delay in comln1 to visit him . 

When the saae• saw that hi• knowleda• remained 
with him. they entered and aat before h1m at a 
diatanoe of four ••ot. 1

• He ••id to them & "Why 
have you come?" They said to hi•t "We oa•• to 
learn Torah." He aaida "Why did you not oome 
before now? " They saids "We did not have the 
oppqrtunity." He aald to thems " l will be aur­
priaed if they will die on their own acoord." R. 
Akiba said to him: "Hine, what will it be? " He 
aatda "Your• will be •ore harsh than their•." He 
<R. Eliezer> •oved hi• two arms and placed them on 
hi• heart and aaida "Oy to you •Y two hands, you 
are like two books of the Torah that a~• wrapped 
up, auoh Torah have I learned, and much Torah have 
l tau1htJ much Torah have I learned and I have not 

11 The paaaaa• directly preoed t na this and related to it 
was discussed on paa• 22~ 

16 Perhaps becauae . h was under a ban. See Baba 1'1etzia 
59b. 
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&leaned trom my master• even as a do1 tha t laps at 
the sea; much Torah have l tau1ht and my students 
have not 11eaned from me other than like froa 
paint in a tube •• ~." 

R. Eliezer then 10•• on to tell them of hi• ma1i al ability 

to plant and collect oucumbtr• and his expertise oonoernin1 

~he rituals associated with leprosy. The visitors then ask 
' 

him about some obscure halachio rulln&• and discuss the 

nature Qf the performance of ma1io. 

It i• clear that R. Eliezer is enraeed by his disci-

-
pl••' and to come and visit hi• sooner. 

In hi• anaer he foretell• of their# unnatural deaths and R. 

Akiba is told that hi• will be even more violent. He tpen 

lament• some of the frustrations in 
~ 

his own lite. He and 

hi• disciples have learned so little of what there is in the 

vast repository of Torah. And ev'n with hi• "limited" 

<which is really vast> knowled&•, his disoipl••}lave often 

failed to ask him questions which would cause hi• to draw 

from hi• expertise. On their part. the visitors •••m non-

plused by hi• prophecy of doom and 10 on to ask hia about , 
some halachic finer points. 

In what 1• unquestionably a complicated and involved 

text, one aspect of th• intervention is clear. The visitin1 

rabbi•' behavior while spendin1 time with their •iok col-

lea1u• does not eaphaslze hi• illn•••· They do not provide 

hi• with eschatalo1ical vi•ions of hi• future, they do not 

con•ola hi• with pro•1••• of the afterlife, nor do~ they ---
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at>'mpt to find an explanation for this sickness . rather 

they behave in much the same way that they mieht were R. 

Eliezer well and receiving them toy the purposes ot teeal 

instruction. They do not even discuss the ban which may 

have been imposed upon hlm. It is impossible to say what 

the reason for this behavior might be, however, R. Eliezer's 

name appears quite frequently as one who is ill, 1mplyln& 

that his condition mi&ht have been chronic. It is conceiv-

able that the rabbis discovered that the most appropriate 

method tor eivin& him solace was to behave as it conditions 

;ere normal 

otterin& him 

and avoid dwellin1 on his fntfrmlty. Thereby 

encoura1ement and support by emphasizing the 

healthy aspects ot his existencei his knowled1e, his sharp 

mind, and his ma1icaJ abilities. Additionally, the~ show 

respect and veneration tor their master by studyin& with him 

in spite ot the fact that he had bee~ placed under a ban. 

ILLNESS 

Sanhedrin 101a-b 

The rabbis also attempt to flatter the sick R. Eliezer 

by attributin1 a 1toriaus •~istenca to him in the world to 

come. 

--
Our rabbis tauthta When Rabi Eliezer was sick, 
tour elders went to visit hims Rabi Tarton, Rabi 
Y'hoshua, Rabi Elazar ben Azariya and Rabi Akiba. 
Rabi Tarton ·beaan and said• "You are better tor 
Israel than a drop ot the rains, because a drop ot 
th• rains i• for this world, and Rabi ls for thl• 
world and the world to come." Rabi Y'hoshua beaan 
and aaidi "You are better tor Israel than the 



sun's orb, because the orb of the sun ls tor th1s 
world and Rabi 1• tor this world and the world to 
come." Rabi Elazar ben Azar1ya began and saids 
"You are better tor Israel than a mothe~ or a 
father, because a mother and father are tor this 
world, and Rabi is for this world and the world to 
come." Rabi Akiba began and aaldc "Suffering is 
beloved ••• " 
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That there is an ol•• h•b•, the rabbis take for granted, the 

individual'• place in it is dependent upon his or her ac-

tions . The rabbis •••ure R. Eliezer that he will indeed 

inherit the world to come and his value is greater than any 

of the foundations of this world for he is valuable in both 

worlds. Just as the rains and s un cause plants to grow, and 

just as parents nurture children, so has R~ Eliezer nurtured 

his disciples in this world and enabled them to reach the 

world to oome, ~here R. Eliezer wjll also have a glbrious 

' existence. The remarks of R. Akiba are in contrast to tho•• 

offered by the others and clearly have another purpose . 

These have been discussed in chapter 11 on page 17 . 

BEN£AVE~ENT 

Four rabbi• come to offer consolation to R. Yishmael 

tor the lo•• of his sons. Some custoas which the rabbis 

observed when visitln1 a mourner are exemplified here. 

Moed Katan 28b 

Ou r rabbis tau1ht: When Rabi Yi•h•a•l'• sons 
died, tour elders went in to comfort hims R. 
T•rfon, R. Yo••i Ha-Galil1, R. Elazar ben Azariy~, 
and R. Akiba. R. Tarfon said to thema "Kno~ that 
he 1• a 1reat ••1• and an expert in ho•iletios, 
let not one of you interrupt the words of hi• 
companion . " R. Akiba said~ " I am the last." 
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Rabi Yi•hmael opened and •aidt "Hi• •in• were 
many, hi• bereavement• were in olo•• •uoo•••ion, 
he troubled hi• ma•ter Conly> a fir•t ti•• and a 
••cond." 17 

R. Tarfon began and ••lot "And your br th•r• 
•II of th• Hou•• of l•r••I •ourn th• oonfl•1r•­
tion•• are not th••• word• • fortiori? Why if thl• 
can be ••id about Nadav and Abihu whd did not even 
do one •ltzvah; <as> the text ••Y•t And th• •on• 
of A•ron pr•••nt•d th• blood to hi•, how •uoh the 
more •o 1• due to the •on• of R. Ylshmael?" 

And R. Yo••i Ha-Galili becan and •aids "And 
•II l•r••I ••d• l•••nt•tlon tor hi• •nd buried 
hi•'' are not th••• word• • fortiori? Why if it 
can ~id about Avlya, Jereboa•'• •on who did .• 
not even do one good thina about who• it i• writ­
tens tor In hi• th•r• I• foupd •o•• 1ood thin,.• 
how •uch the •ore •o can aood word• be said about 
the •on• of R. Yi•h•••ll" ••• Cthe text diar•••e• 
to di•ous• what the "cood word" of Av1ya wa•> ••• 

R. Elazar ben Azariya beaan and , •aidt "You 
will di• In P••o•, •nd with th• conll•1r•tion• of 
your l•th•r•, th• llr•t kln1• whloh were before 
you, •o will they burn you,•• are not th••• ord• 
• fortiori? Why if lt can be •aid about Zade iah, 
kina of Judah who only did one CQmmand••nt in hat 
he rai••d Jere•iah tro• the mire, how auc~ the 
more •o can be •aid abo~t the •on• of R ~ Yi• 
maell" 

R. Akiba then becan and •aid: "On th•t d•Y 
th•r• wlLJ b• 1r••t •ournJn1 Jn Jeru••I••, Ilk• 
th• •ournJn1 tor H•dri•on Jn . th• v•ll•y of 
Me1Jdo.•• CRab Yo••f •&idt ' If it had not been 
for the T•r1u• of thi• text, I would not have 
known what it •aid theres in that time, there will 

' be •~•at aourninc ln Jeru•al•• like the •ourninc 
of Abav t~e •on of O•ri, who Hadrimon the •on of 
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, 

1
' The u••I• of the third person by R. Yishaael i• a way 

of referrina to hi•••lf euphe•i•tically. So ••Y• Soncino, 
Hoed Katan 28b, p. 187, note 6. 

11 Lev1tiou• 10:8. 

•• Levitiou• 9:9 • 

•• Kina• 14t13. 

41 Jere•lah S4s5. 

''Zechariah 12111. 

' . . 
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Tadrimon had •lain a nd a• the mournin& over Aahya 
the son of Amon who waa killed by Pharah Haaira in 
the valley of Me&ido.'l Are not th••• word•• 
fortiori? Why if it can be •aid about Ahab the 
k1n1 of Jara~J who only did one thin1 1ood •• lt 
i• written the kin1 w•• held up Jn hi• oh•rlot 
a1•inst Ar••, 41 how much the more so osn it be 
sald about the son• of R. • Yi•hmael." 
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First, it 1• important to note the instruction• of R. Tar-

' ton. The warnin1 that he make• to the other• not to inter-

rupt one another is indicative of the way they were to 

behave before a sa1e, a• well a• before a mourner. This was 

not the \im• for rabbinio 1ive and take, it wa• the time tor 

consolation of this pained ind)vidual , thu• the caution. 

An additional oustoa i• elve n li&ht here . Soncino .. notes 

that it wa• cu•tomary to allow the mourQer to address the 

visitor• before they be1an to •peak. Thus, th• visitors do 

not speak unt ! I R. Yishmael aoknowl•d&•• their presen~•· 

By praisi n & hi• son• over •ome of the le••o~ hero•• of 

the Bible, the rabbi• hope to offer R. Yish•••I con•olation . 

The rabbi• do not say that R. Ylshmael'• sons may be aourned 

over the likes of Abra ham, or Hoses, rather they are com-

pared to more averaae type•. Jn this consolation, then, 

there ts an attempt at veracity--the praise 1• not •o super-

lative as to be unbelievable, rather i t ls reali•tic and, it 

appears, hone•t. The u•e ot the • fortiori araumentation 

' out•ide of leaal discourse 1• notable in that it utilizes a 

' 
41 I Ktn1• 22:35. 

•• Sonctno, Hoed Katan, pa1• 187. 

.. 
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hermeneutic princ ip l e to establish the praises tor R. Yish­

mael's aons. The r abbis utilize their own idioms and locic 

whe n conversina with . one another. An approach which could 

perhaps otter R. Yi s hmael more comfort by ita familiarity. 

Finally, the r abbis do not tr y to exceed one another in 

prai s e, rather they all ut i lize relatively similar notions 

of areatness to e x tol the praise ot R. Yishmael' • eons. 

Deference by Visitor Toward th• Troubled Individual 

In a manner that bears aome resemblance to encouraae­

ment and support but is behaviorally distinct enough to 

warrant a different headin1, the visitor displays deference 

towards the ¥ick or bereaved individual as ..-, means ot conso-

lation. In most oases the deference ts, aa expected, that 

ot a disciple towards a sa1e, however there are some notable 

exceptions. 

8EB£AVEHENT 

Baba Metzla 84a 

R. Yohanan looses his colleacue Resh Lakish. The two 

~•re accuatomed o sparrinc with one another over various 

lecal issues. One ot their arcuments wa• particularly 

fierce and R. Yobanan cursed him in exasperation and then 

refused to resc i nd the oath. As a result, Resh Lakish died 

and R. Yohanan was plunced into deep &rief. Hi• colleaaue 

Rabbi Eleazar come s to oonaole him. 



• 

The soul of R. Shimon ben Lakish rested, R. 
Yobanan was 1reatly distr•••ed. The rabbis saids 
"Who will 10 to cal• his mind? Let Rabbi Eleazar 
ben Pedat 10, who challenae• him with decisions 
with reaard to the law." He went and sat before 
him a nd to ~very matter which R. Yohanan said he 
said to hiVt "There'• a baraita that support• 
you." He said s "Lakisha the son of Lakisha you a~e 
not! For he. when I would sa~ a matter, would 
challena• me with 24 objections, and I would . 1ive 

. 24 an•wers, which brou1ht a broader deoialoni and 
you •ay •there 's a baraita which s upports you.• Do 
I not know myself that what I say i• r1aht17" 
Thus, he went and tore hi• aarments and thus cried 
and sa idt "Where are you the son of Lakisha! ? 
Where are you the son of Lakisha!?" Thus he cried 
until hi• mind was turned. 
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In this case, R. -Eleazar attempt• to ease R. Yohanan'• &rief 

by deferrtnc to hi• knowleda• of th• law. Hi• deference 

takes the form of o~ta acreement and support. This is 

a , 1 the more surprteinc civ•n the rabbis' desorlp~ion of him 

in the same paasace: he is known tor his ability to chal-

lenae others with reaard to law . Thus, when he comes before 

R. Yobanan and attempts this form of pacification he . fails 

utterly. Jn fact, so auoh so that R. Yobanan i• eventually 

driven insane 'by hi• ariet . R. Yoba~an la not eased by 

patronizina from a colleacu• who'• deference R. Yobanan •••• 

a• dimlnishin1 hi• ability to establish more •olid laws . 

ILLNESS 

Berakhot 28b 

Aaain, R. Eliezer i• sick, hi• disciples come to visit 

him and appeA l to hi• wi•do• and sa1aclty. A similar s ltua­

tlon arises for Rabi Yobanan ben Zakkai, whose students co•• 
---. 
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to visit him and confirm their admiration of their master . 

The two s tori•• are adjacent to one another and wi l l both be 

presented he r e. 

Our Rabbi• taught: When Rabi Eliezer wa• sick, 
hi• student• entered to visit him. They said t9 
him: "Our teacher, teach us the way• ot lite that 
we may merit through them life in the world to 
come." He said . to them: " Be oauttou• concerning 
the honor of your friends, r estrain you ch i ldren 
from rote memorization, sit them between the knee• 
of sage• , and when you pray, know before whom you 
stanq . By thi•, you will merit life in the wor ld 
to come." 

And when Rabi Yobanan ben Zakkai wa• 111, hi• 
student• entered to viait-h1~. When he saw the• 
he started to cry. Hi• •tudent• said to him: 
"Light of Israel, Pillar of the Ri&ht-hand, Power­
ful Hammer, why are you oryin&?" He said to the•: 
"If they were taking •• before a klnc of tl••h and 
blood who i• h•r• today and tomorrow in the crave, 
who ~a• anarYl at ••--hi• an1•r 1• hot eternal 
anger. lf he were to impri•on me, hi• imprison­
ment is not eternal imprisonment. If h• were to 
put me to death, his death sentence i• not eternal 
death. And 1 am able to cause hi• to compromise 
with word•, and bribe him with money. Even tor 
this I would have cried. But now, they are bring­
ina me~etore the kin1 ot kine•, the Holy One 
praised be He, H• that live• and i• established 
tor ever and ever. lt He is anarY at me, Hi• 
anaer is eternal anger. And 1f H• impri•ons ~•. 
His 1mpr1•onment i• eternal impri•onment. AnJ it 
He puts me to death Hi• death sentence i• eternal . 
And 1 am unable to cause Him to compromise with 
words, nor bribe Him with money. And that'• not 
all, but that l have before m• two paths, one ot 
G•n Ed•n, and one of GehJno• and 1 have no idea on 
which they will take me--and should I not cry?" 
They •aid to him: "Our teacher, Bl••• us!" He 
said to thems ""ay it be that the fear of heaven 
i• upon you like the fear ot flesh and blood." 
They said to hims "That'• all!~ He aatd to thea1 
"0 would t hat bel Know that when a man do•• a sin 
h• says1 ·o that a man won't see ••I'" 

' 

---
--
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In both oases, the response of the di sci ples to the ailing 

master is similar. Even as th• individual liea in a dejected 

and depressed atate, t~e diso1plea request that he perform 

an act which i• based upon his status aa a mast•~ · Yet at 

the same time, both blessings re flect the state ot the ill 

individual. In both oases, the s ick rabbis 

opportunity to reflect upon their states and to 

are given an 

' apply that 

to the word• they give to their disciples. lnterestin1ty, 

both rabbis otter s imilar advices "know before whom you 

stand" and may the fear ot h•aven be upon you" (which of 

course may have somethtn1 to do wi~h the contiguity of the 

stories> . As both rabbi• contemplate their own mortality 

they focus on thou1hta of God and the role ' of God in the 

human world. 

PERSONAL PISTR£ss 

The rabbi• reco1nlzed that it was posaible to suffer 

serious emoti~nal diatre•• which warranted comfort in the 

same way as physical debilities . In the followin1 case, R. 

Akiba comfort• R. Y'hoahua by pointing out that hi• error in 

declarin1 the new month 1• not aa severe aa R. Y'hoshua 

thinks. 

Roah Haahanah 25• 

R. Akiba went and found Rab i Y'hoahua when he was 
di•tr••••d. He said to hie s "Rabi. why are you 
dist eased?" He aaid to hi•• "Rabi Akiba, it would 
be more tlttin1 to hlm that he tall• on •his bed 
<sick} 12 months than that this deer•• should be· 

---
. . 



decreed upon him." 41 He said to him i " Rabi, 
permlt me to say a omethin& before you which you 
have taught me." He said to him: "Speak." He 
said to him: "Behold when it says 'atem, 'atem, 
•atem three times, 'atem even if Cyoul are acci ­
dentally mistaken, '•tem even if err purposefully, 
'stem even if you are misled by this lanaua•e <of 
witnesses>." He said to ~imi "Akiba, you have 
comforted ma, you have comforted me." 
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~kiba does not resort to his own hermeneutic, nor does he 
I 

aoouse R. Y'hoshua of erro~. rather he recalls the master ' s 

own teaching . By reflecting R. Y'hoshua•s words back to him 

and showing him that he need not take the personal blame for 

setting an improper time for the new month because God has 

placed that job in human hands, Akiba comforts Y'hoshua . 

~~Euphemistic Lanauaa• and Metaphor 
' 

Another technique that represents perhaps t he most 

passi v e means of intervention is the use of euphemistic 

1an1ua1e. Here, the person speaking to the distr••••d 

individual does not even use lan1ua1e which directly states 

the tacts ot what has happened. Euphemisms are used so as 

not to give direct mention to a affliction and not acclden-

tally curse either the speaker or the listene~. Alterna -

tively, the rabbi may use euphemism as metaphor to clarify 

his point. Rather than utilize explicit lan1ua1e, which may 

not make th• point as wall , the rabbi illustrates with a 

• parable to which the real-lite situation ma y be likened. 

--- 41 R. Y'hoshua ia euphamiatioally referrin1 to himself. 
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BEREA VEHENT 

Hoed Katan 20a-b 

It 1• tau1ht about Rav, th• •on of Rab ~iyya'• 
brother, who wa• al•~ the •on of Rabl Wiyya'• 
si•ter. When he came up there <the land of l•ra­
el>, he UUyya> •a id to hia: "l• <ay> ( ather Jtlll 
alive?" He <Rav> •aid to him i "<My> Hothe r 1• 
alive." He •aid to hi•• "l• <my> mother alive~ " 
He •ai d to hi•t "<My> Father i• alive." He CWiyya> 
said to hi• attendant: "Take off •Y •hoe• and walk 
after me <with> my thin&• to the bath house ." 
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Rav wi•h•• to avoid the direct re•pon•• to Rabi Wiyya'• 

----qu••tion• about hi• parent• who have both died •o he repli•• 

a• if the que•tion• a•k•d by Rabi ~iyya were about the 

former'• own parent• . Hi• obtu•• response to Rabi Wtyya'• 

) ' que•t ion• 1• apparently enou1h to inform the latter ef the 

state of his par~nts, for with no more information than the 

word• of Rav, Wiyya be1in• the foreal aourntn1 ritua ls . 
~ 

CONSOLING THE DYING 

Hoed Katan 28a 

In the next two •i~uation• a rabbi who is dyin1 i• 

Oi•i ted by hi• oollea1u•• · The entire diaou9•i on about the 

proo••• of dyin& i• do~• euph••i•tically by both the vi•ltor 

and the dyin1 p•r•on. Yet, in •pit• of the pi roumlocution•, 

the rabbi• ar• abl • to coaaunioate with one another. The 

comment• in parenth•••• repr•••nt thi• autho~'• und•r•tand-

in1• o~ the euph••i•••· 

Rav S'oria the brother ot Rava wa• •ittin& before 
Rava, he •av that he wa• dyin1. He •aid to hi•• 
"Tell hi• <the An1•l of Death>, Sir, not to tor-

' 



ment me!" He said to himi "Sir. are not you hi• 
<the Angel ot Death, because you are so closa to 
death> best friend ? " He said to him1 "Since ho 
has been sent away, my guardian angel does not 
care for me." He said (o him: "Reveal yourself to 
me <after you have died, in a cream>." He re­
vealed himself to him and he <Rav S'orim> said to 
him: "Did he , Sir, cause you pain( " He said to 
him: "Like the puncture ot a blood lettlne instru­
ment ... 

Rava was seated before Rav Nahman, he saw that he 
was dying. He said to htm1 "Tell him <the Angel 
of Death>, Sir, not to torment me!" He said to 
him: "ls not Sir an important man?" He said to 
h1m 1 "Who 1• important, and who is respected, and 
who is distinguished?" <at the time of death> He 
said to him~ "Show yourself to me, Sir <Sn a dream 
after you have died>." He showed himself to him. 
He said to himt "Did he, Sir, cause you pain?" He 
said to him: "Like removing a piece of hair from 
milk. And if the Holy One Blessed be He said to 
me: 'Go to this world as you were,' l would not 

I wish it, because of the f ear of death." 
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The dying rabbi pleads with the visito~ to intercede with 

the angel of death on his behalf. This is at once an ex-

pression of dyin1 man's fear of death as well as pain tnat 

he may be suffering during his illness. The other responds 

ln a way that implies hi• own limitation s with regard to 

this request. As it to say, if y9u cannot relieve your 

distress 1iven your propinquity to death, neither can l . 

Rav Nahman waxes philosophical in response to hi• own and 

Rava'• inability to intercede with the process of dyin& and 

points out that in death1 all people are equal. Jn both 

cases, the visitor'• oansolatlon for th• dyine man i• as 

much to •imply offerinc hi• comfort by his presence as to 
I 

affirm the inevitability of the fate of the dyinc. Althou&h 
--.. 
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both aay wi•h that the life wlll last lon1er, t he truth is 

that nothln& can be done, and both must acknowl•d&• it. 

Then th• visitor expresses his ~wn concerns about dyin& by 

askln& the dyin& person to appear to him in a dream and 

describe the process of death. C~h ile this may strike the 

modern•• an impossibility, to the rabbis, such a request 

was far from unusual.> Both respond that the moment of 

slippage into death is hardly painful at all, yet R. Nahman 

re ports that the major problem with dyin& is t he fear of 

death itself thereby expressin& an dternal certai nty . 

DOUBTFUL VIRGINITY 
J 

Ketubot 10a 

• 

... 

The power of a parable to clarify a point was known to 

the rabbi•. l n th 1 • case, there is not an at tam pt to •oder-

ate the news or avoid the situation as above, rather, the 

speaker wishes to clarity the issue and thus uses a metaphor 

to which the issue may be likened. 

Someone came before Raban GamlieJ and said to himi 
"I found an open openfna." He said to hims "Per­
haps you inolined <so that you failed to penetrate 
properly>? I will illu•trate St to you with a 
metaphor to whi c h this ••tter reseabless To a man 
who was walktnc at the deepe•t ti•• of ntcht, he 
inclines <opens the door at an odd an1l•> and 
finds the door open, if he doe• not incline, he 
finds it locked." There are some who say that he 
said to him: "Perhaps yo~ inclined intentionally, 
and tore loose the door and the bar?" l will 
illustrate it , to you with a metaphor to which this 
matter re•eablesa To a man who was walkSnc at the 
dee'pest time of the ntaht, he Inclined intention­
alJ.l.. <breaklna open the door> and finds the door 

I 



open, he does not incline, and he t lnds the door 
lock•d." 
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Through the use ot languaie and a metaphoric example, Rabnn 

Gamliel suggests to the man ~hat may have happened. The 

absolute darkness is a metaphor to~ the situation of the 

couple's first intercourse, where it is clearly dark and 

there is probably more fu~bling than graceful movement an~ 

which could probably lead to such an error on the part of 

the husband as one mi&ht do in absolute darkness. In the 

first instance, he sug1ests that the man attempted inter -

course with his wife in a way that c'used him to not teel 

the hymen or perhaps to miss the vaaina altoaether. In the 

~econd instance he suc1asts that the man peQetrated with 

ouch force that he tore the hymen so that he did not feel 

it. Jn either case, Raban Gamliel places the burden of 

guilt on the husband and not the wife. The metaphor ~s used 

to make the case clearly to the husband concernin& what ha• .. 
happened. 

Reali•m or Peasimi•m in the Words of the Visitor 

ln the followina oases, the visitor offers an interpre-

tation of the situation which often atves ! t a more negative 

appraisal than that ot the individual. 

---
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HATTERS OF LI FE ANP PEA TH 

Ro•h Hashanah 17a 

The visitor observe• the grave •tate of the sick rabbi 

and mi staken ly forecast• his im~anent death. 

Rav Huna the •on of Rav Y' hoshua wa• i M, Rav Papa 
entered to a•k about him. He aaw that he waa very 
ill. He sai d to them: "Seize hi• po••e•sion• tqr 
the end." He recovered, and Rav Papa wa s ashamed 
to see him. He said to hims "What did you see? 
<i n your illness>" He ••id to himc "It was indeed 
like thi•, <I was almost dead. a• you thought> and 
The Holy One Blessed be He •a id to themc "Since he 
doe• not stand by his demands you will not •tand 
by -yours , as it 1• written: for1Jvin1 iniquity and 
pas•Jn1 by tr•n•1r•••ion ..• 

Rav Papa aeea Rav Huna' a state and immediately assume• that 

the other 1• on the brink ot death. So much ao that he 

commands other• to prepare th• burial shrouds and other 

item• which accompany the dead person upon hie burial. He 

is found to be wron1 and i• ashame~, but Rav Hu~a tells him 

that in tact he wa• near death and received a reprieve fro• 

God. 

"oed Katan 28a 

R. Yoset. when he was 60, made a festival day for 
the rabbi•. He •aids "I aa excl uded troa k•­
ret. ".. Abaya •aid to hims "Granted, that you, 
Sir, are excluded from the year• of karet, but aa 
to the days of karet, who i• excluded Sir?" He 
said to him: "Hold on to the halt that 1• in your 
handf" 

••otvtne punis hment throuch premature ot sudden death. 
Ja1trow, p. 674. 
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App&rentl y, in the middle of R. Yoaef's par ty, Abaya remind• 

him that there i• not a• much to celebrate as he might 

thtnk--for he ls still liabl e to receive Divine retribution. 

Abaya' • me•••i• is that R. Yoeet should not be unduly opti -

mistt c. Nevertheless, R. Yosef finds joy ln hi• attainme nt 

of old aee. Interestingly, neither individual in these two 

examples seems to distreesed by the comments of the other . 

R. Papa wa• embarraseed for hi• part in deolarina the false-

ly immanent death of R. Y'hoshua, but Y'hoshua ls not par-

ticularly phased. Neither do•• it see~ i • R. Yosef when 

Abaya tells him that he i• •till susceptible to Divine 

wrath. 

THE BIRTH OF A DAUGHTER 

Baba Batra 16b 

Rabi Shiaon the son of Rabi had a dauahter born to 
him and he wae very discoura1ed. His father sa id 
to hi•: "Iner•••• ha• ooae to the world!" Bar 
Kappra said to hi•: "Your father has alven you 
empty oon•olation, a• it ha• be•n tauahts the 
world could not be without mal•• or female•, but 
happin••• to the one whose children are men and 
woe to him who•• children are females. The world 
cannot be with out epice-aell•r• or tanner•, happy 
i s the one whose occupation l• that of a eplce­
•el ler, and woe to hla whose o e oupatlon l• that of 
a tanner." 

In addition to preaentin& a particularly dim view of female 

-
offsprin1, it i• claar that Bar J(•ppra doe• not ••• the 

el!&htest reason t o provide Rabi Shimop with any consolation 

----
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for hi• dejection over the birth of his 1irl. In fact, he 

feeds the fire by ~ftirmin1 his dlscouracement. 

The material in thi• chapter characteri%1n1 rabbinic 

techniques of intervention illustrates that the rabbis were 

extremely resourceful in deal inc with aach other and their 

constituency. It becomes clear that their chief concern was 

not always the emotional well bein1 of the distr••••d indi-

vi dua 1. Often the rabbis would confront the distressed -
person with their view of the harsh reality of the condi-

ti on. Yet, this mode ot interaction, while appearin1 harsh 

to the modern reader waf nonetheless a reflection of what 

were probably accepted modes of interaction . It is possible 

that the listener mi1ht have even expected nothin1 less. 

The chief activation tor much rabbinic intervention was to 

set the individual on the correct path, whether that person 

was behavinc wron1ly at th• moment of death, or makin1 

incorrect assumptions about an event in his or her ~ita. 

This i•petus 1rew out ot the view of God and God's role in 

t.he I it• ot the individual. lnasauoh as God was present as 

a factor deterainin1 the course ot every person'• life, it 

was imperative that eaoh person etrive to ltve their lives 

in accordance with God's wish••· When the person ba1an to 

act •• it he or ' she had lost touch with th• desires of God, 

it was the rabbi'• role . to set th•• on the correct path . 

, 
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CHAPTER JV 

The task remains ~o determine the specific behaviors 

that are used by the rabbis once they are remove4 from the 

s ituational determinants . In other word•, what techniques 

does the rabbi use across all situations which can be 1den­

t1f1ed as peculiar to hi• mode of intervention. Once this 

ls clarified, techniques of the modern rabbinic counselor 

may be discussed for the purposes of comparison. 

ANCIENT RABBINIC INTERVENTIONS 

VISITATION AND THE NATURE OF SOCIETY 

First and fore• oat, it 

an adequate underatandin1 

would be i•possible to 

of rabbinic behavior 

provide 

without 

stressin1 the communal aspect of thei r society. A• has been 

discussed, the rabbi functioned in a society where he was 

closely affili a ted with hi• academies and each academy'• 

members were in constant contact durin1 study, prayer and 

the derivation of Halakhah . The Talmud 1tves clear evidence 

that rabbis in different com•unities were in co•aunication 

with one another either directly or throu1h inter•edlarles . 

The structure of rabbinic society and lta relationship to 

the Bible and God wer e uniform across the various Jewish 

communities and heretic• were excluded. By virtue of ~he 

oom•una l nature of rabbinic society one of t he •o•t ba8lo 

--.a•peota of rabbinic i ntervention waa the •i•ple aot of 
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visitin1 another in time• of distress. 
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Th• concept of 

bikkur boJJm wa• derived fro• the Torah and applied by the 

rabbis. The rabbis often found themaelve1 in one-another•• 

presence off e rtn1 words of consolation, advice, support or 

any other approach that the situation warranted. The nature 

ot the community and th• role that it ~layed in each indi­

vidual member•• lite can only be inferred from the wrltin1• 

that have been left behind. But, it th••• manuscripts are 

any indication, community and the role that one individual 

could assume for another in ter•• of 1uidanoe and support 

were of primary importance to the rabbis. 

AFFIRNATIQN OF GOD'S WILL 

As was stated, the Talmud 1iv•• evidence to a particu­

larly uniform world view. The very nature of the prooeas of 

establishin1 and perpetuatin1 law throu1h th• particular 

discourse assured that unifor•ity was •aintained. The 

rabbis' view of the world, its order and the role that God 

assumed in establishin& and maintainin& this etructure 

formed the basis for their approach to the llt• and its 

prob leas . Thue, in situations where an individual was 

diatr••••d for a particular reason, the cause of that dis-

tre•• could be traced directly to God. It beoaae the role 

ot the vi•itor to interpret the reason •nd rational• for the 

particular affliction. If lt wa• possible to correct on•'• 

waye, it was the task of the rabbi to cause the individual 
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to chanae hi• conduct in order to correct the inequity and 

a ll eviate the symptoms ot Divine ju•tice. That behavioral 

change could be secured in any way that would achieve re-

suits. 

An example ot this may be tound in Sanhed r in 101a-b on 

page 17. R. Akiba reminded R. Eliezer of the role ot ill -
1 

ness a• a punishment for •in. He even accused R. Eliezer ot 

a t rana aresslon--a particularly arave accusation for a 

di•ciple to aake towards his master. Jn tact, R. Eliezer 

himself had tau1ht that no one is free from sin, even a 

rabbi; yet, at the time of hi• illness, he had Jost •i&ht of 

this principle. / ... 
Another prominent aspect ot the rabbinio view ot the 

world waa the belief in the world to come--tha olam haba . 

In times of ••rioua illneaa the 61atreasad individu~l could 

be consoled with the knowl•d&• that he waJ auaranteed a 

place in the world to come. In the case mentioned above, R. 

Akiba also reminds R. Ell ozar that he 1• now guaranteed a 

place in the world to come a• a result of hi• sufferin&•· 

Sufferin&• and aood deeds in this world auaranteed a place 

in the world to come. 

This concept waa also aftirmed for those who had •ut-

fered a loss. Tho y could be consoled in knowin& that their 

loved one had. found a place in the world to come. Such was 

the order of the world. 
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THE ENFORC£~ENT OF HALAKHAH 

For the rabbi, p r oper human conduct waa derived from 

the Torah. He waa the chief interpreter ot this •Y•t•• and 

as such represented the human embodiment of God'• justice 

system. From thia arose a two-told role of adm l nistration 

ot justice and assurance that the community would adhere to 

the law. At times of streae it was possible that the dis-

tressed people would tall short in their o bservance of 

Jewish law nd practice. Thus, the rabbi often found it 

necessary to remind the community of their proper obliaation 

to uphold the H•l•kh•h even at ti••• of severe stress. 

I In marital situation•, the rabbi was frequently called 
~ 

upon to play the role of jud&e and enforcer of law. When a 

husband vow• to deny hi• wife sustenance, the rabbi tound 

himself thruat in the middle of doaestio quarrels by virtue 

ot his position in the comaunity. The challenae waa to 

determine th• most just way ot resolvina the issue while 

balancin& the realities and the requirement• of Divine law. 

It was thi• dialectic which led R. Shimon <Nedari• 66b, page 

36> to refuse to fulfill the ter•s of the vow, and R. Ye-

hudah to permit himself to be ahaaed in order to per•!t--the 

wife to return tc her huaband . Ca••• of doubtful vir&inity 

also called upon t he rabbi to fulfill this dual role. As 

judae, it wa• i mperative to dete~•ine the truth of tb• hu•-

band's claim aaainat hi• wife, as enforcer of law the rabbi 

--- was prepared to declare the marria&• invalid it hi• reeearch 
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found validity to the hu•band'• claim. The rabbi wa• well 

aware ot the Divine imperative for marrla1e, thu•, he •oucht 

to examine all possibi1iti•• in order to preserve the union. 

He may have also been co1nlzant of the import nee of th• . 

marital union to the intecrity ot the Jewi•h ooaaunity as 
' 

well a• the wit•'• int•r••t• and well-bein1. 
I 

Sometime•, the issue did not have to be •peciti-

cally H•l•khio to warrant rabbinic intervention . Jf there 

was behavior which violated the accepted standard• of behav----ior a rabbi could intervene to correct th• •ituation • Such 
-.-

• 
wa• the case of Baba Hetzia 85a <pace 34> where the •on was 

ordained a rabbi in order to •et hia on the correct path. 

WORQS OF SUPPORT AND CQNSOLAT/ON 

The word• that the rabbi• ottered to one another a• 

con•olation or 1uidano• •how . that they were qu~t• aware ot 

the use• and power of lancuace. Biblical text• were uti-

lized skillfully and word• were ueed -poetioally to convey a 

••n•• of concern or 1uidance to the individual in need. 

It ha• been shown that word• ot enooura1•••nt and 

support were often a mean• of offerin1 oon•olation to the 

diatr•••ed soul. By ahowerinc prai•• on an indiv(dual the 

rabbi• •ouaht to aod•rate the pain that he or •h• wa• exp•-
• 

rienoin1. Excessive prai•• could also be offered fo~ the 

d•c•a•ed a• a mean• of ofterina comfort to the bereaved. 
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ln a related way, the visiting rabbi miaht exhibit 

deference towards the . sick or otherwise distressed individu-

al. Here, the visitor seek s to confirm the stature or 

I 

leaning of the other and by that ; offer him comfort. Thus a 

sick master is visited by his disciples who are fulfillina 

the commandment to visit the sick. 
I 

While in his presence, 

they request a blessin1, an action which confirms his role 

as their master, and asser t s their capacity as those who 

stand to benefit from him. 

The rabbis also reco1nized the power and usefulness of 

metaphor and parable as a means of clarifying issues to 

their constituency. By utilizing stories an~ examples which 

serve to illuminate the situation, they found that an addi-

tional level ot meanin1 could be conveyed. Euphemi~m was 

another lingulstlo tool at the rabbis disposal which could 

convey meanina. Euphemisms mi&ht be used to soften the blow 

of upsetting news, as ln the cas e of Hoed Katan 20a-b Cpaae 

63>, or to avoid the mention of somethin1 which may brin1 a 

bad omen, or cur•• t o the spea ker as in Hoed Katan 28a Cpaae 

63). 

PROVIDING A SOBERING PEftSPECTIVE 

Finally, the visitln1 rabb i ml&ht offer hl• lnterpreta-

tion o t a situation in order to clarify the individual'• 

per•pectlve. The rabble were rarely hesitant to confront a 

' 
person with "reality" as it was observed by the speaker. 
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This perspective may or may not be in concert with that of 

the individual . Thus, in the p re•enoe ot a sick individual, 

a rabbi may dtscu•• the rea lity of death, and its imatnenoe 

to the individual <paee 67>. Or confront an Qlder i ndividu-

a l with the realities of his ace, even as h e stand• ready to 

ce lebrate its attainment <paae 67>. A visitor mieht al•o 

attempt to enooura1• the altln1 tndtvidual by demonstratin1 

that hi• situation ts not as bad as the invattd mi&ht imaa-

ine . However, in the example found in Berakhot Sb <pa&• --
SO>, this approach is unsuccess ful. 

; 

COtfPASS/ON AND SYttPATHY 

Often, when rabbi• visited another who was quite ill, 

the vlsitina rabbis would cry alona with the sick soul. 

They too experienced the pain of the individual , Thi• type 

ot behavior was found in Sanhedrin 101a <pa&• 15>, and Bera-

khot Sb <pa1• 50>. 

HEALING THROUGH TOVCH 

Finally, it ha• been ahown that the rabbi functioned in 

the capacity of a holy man, able to heat another throuch 

touc~. As one so intimately oonnected to God and God'• law, 

the rabbi could c•ll upon special powers bestowed by God to 

help hi• fellow human. 
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MODERN RABBINIC COUNSELINGa Robert L. Ka~z 

The above discussion characterii~s the 

utilized by the ancient rabbis when tntervening 1n 

techniques 

the 111e 

ot another for a multitude of r•asons. The modern counselor 

also has reason to intervene in the life of his or her 

constituency. However, tor the modern, the license to 

intrude is not quite as broad as that ot the ancients. S/he 

is limited by a plethora of constraint• ranging from the 

nature ~--our liberal society to the laws of the land. 

Additionally, the role that ont individual may play tor 

another has changed drastically. The definition of privacy 

J as it exists today was not a factor in t~e rabbis' world. 

---

• 

By virtue of his role as the Divine spokesman, the ancient 

rabbi could attempt all kinds of interventions which oould 

not even be considered by the modern rabbi. In ~pite ot all 

this, there are some areas where the role of the modern 

rabbinic counselor interfaces with that of the ancient 

rabbi. The following is a brief overview of a counseling 

technique which represents a model of modern rabbinic inter ­

vention. It represents the method which this au\hor finds 

to be most acceptable from a Jewish perspective &iven the 

literature which exists discusstn1 pastoral and rabbinic 

couneeling. Once this has been presented, it will be possi­

ble to provide a subjective analysis of the relationship of 

the -nctent and modern approach•• to intervention. 
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ln hi• book, Pastoral Care •nd the Jewish Tr•dJtJon, 4
' 

Robert L. Katz discusseo the approach ot the rabbinic coun-

selor as it has developed a nd continues to develop within 

the Jewish tradition. This discus s ion ot rabbinic counsel-

ina i• mc't relevant to the presen t study because of its 

emphasis upon Jewish values, tradttjons and ter~inolo&Y in 

the discussion of modern notions of r a bbinic counselina . 

EHPATHY1 THE OVERRIDJN(LCQNCERN 

For Katz , the chief force attectina ~he style and 

approach of the rabbinic counselor is empathy. Only by 

empath, Vically experiencin1 the •tate of the counsel .. can 

the rabbi hope to achieve effective counselina. It the 

couns•lin1 proare•••• correctly, the counsel•• will receive 

a •••••I• ot understandinc and carin1 fro• the counse lor . 

In this way, he or she will be able to trust the counselor 

and feel that the counselor experiences 1enui~• concern for 

him or her. It is clear that Katz has qeveloped a modern 

notion of the role of the rabbi1 the force of the speci(ic 

nature of Divine commandment has been creatly reduced if not 

eliminated. 

Katz describes eapathy ae wi••cinative role-takina.w'' 

The p rocess whereby the couns•lor places hi• or herself in 

47 Robert L. Katz, P•stor•I Car• and the J•wJsh Tr•dl­
tion, Ph.1..ladelphlat Fortress Press, 1985 . 

•• Ibid., P. 54. 
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the other'• role imaainattvely ln order t o more completely 

understand the coun•elee's perspective. Emotional detach-

ment remains inasmuch &• it i~ necessary tor the counselor 

to remain more objective in order to provide etfective 

counselina. However, •• much as possible, the counselor 

should experience the state of the other. 

THE ROLE OF THE RABBI 

Katz establishes that ~he rabbi function• as a •oreh 

d•rekh, a moral auide tor hi• ~r her conareaation. He 

s pecifical l y stat•• that this is different from the role of 

I a psycholoaloal counselor who functions a• a facilitator tor 

t h• individual who i• beina counseled. When a rabbi enaaae• 

in rabbinic counselin1, that individual works with the 

assumption that hi• con1r•1ants will utilize pro~lem solvin1 

capabilities that will allow rational, intelli&ent discus-

eion under the context of a supportive relatjonship. It a 

conar•aant cannot function under that capacity, 1t is possi­

ble that the needs of the con1re1ant are beyond the function 

ot the rabbi as counselor . •• 

In the role of •oreh d•r•kh the rabbis seek to be 

" •enters of valuea" and "defenders of social justice.".. In 

that role, they utilize techniques which allow then to 

u Ibid., p . 84-85. 

•• Ibid., p. 81. 
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convey their beliefs to their constituency. Thus rabbi• 

preach, teach, and provide moral per•pective at all tim•• 

when it is appr o priate. A r abbi i• a "chance aient" 11 that 

seeks to use hi• or her traini n c to effect a chance toward a 

particular moral perspec tive and behavior in the concresa-

ti on. ' Within this context, the values of the rel1&1ous 

identity which the rabbi represents are the path toward 

which the rabbi directs the conar•aation. 

At Ml• •a•• time, the rabbi must be awa re of when to 

provide this perspective and the aanner ot presentation. A 

particular approach aay not be appropriate at a &lven ti••· 

Excessively moralistic lanauaae and behavie~ c an become more 

of a liability than asset. There are time s when it is 

apropos to admoni•h another, cajole or even conde~n the 

behavior of another, yet the rabbi in a counsel i n& situation 

must exercise restraint and sensitivity to that person'• 

needs and pe r spectlvea.•t 

The rabbi, by virtue of the position and its associated 

characteristics comes to embody the parttc4lar messaae and 

values of Jud~ism. Ye t , in addition to t his, •the rabbi 

should per•onify values ot arowth and ohana•· S/he must 

maintain a particular perspective and conduct in hi• or her 

own life. Rabbi• are not neutral secular counselors. lndi-

•• /bJd. 

11 Ibid., p. 88-89 . 
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viduals coma to them because of what they r epresent for th• 

individual and the community. 

CONVEYING THE ~ESSAGE 

The basic styles of counsaJin1 as presented by Katz are 

the so called " consequenti al 1st" and th• "principlist . " The 

principJist is committed to a particular perspective based 

upon his or her understandin1 of Jewi s h values. This parson 

is more concerned with the presentation of the va lues than 

the impact that they may have on - the individual. lt ls 

clear that thi• is not Katz'• preferred mode of counselin1 

J interaction. The conaequentlaliat may hold ~ha values with 

the same da1ree of fervor and conviction. but this person is 

prepared to explore various oonsequenoea with the client. 

Throu1h this exploration the rabbi aay deter~ine how the 

counsel•• responds to the values and tocether they aay reach 

a1reement as to how the values may be applied in the per­

son•• life. 

Katz points to the concept of "moral inquiry" that has 

been put forth . by Don S . Brownln1 as an example of the 

relationship that aust oxist between the counselor and the 

counsel••· The rabbi may have a specific moral viewpoint. 

but he or she eust parait the oon1r•1ant to an1a1• in the 

process whereby that person will arrive at oonoluaSons on 

' hi• or her own, under the 1uidanoe of the counselor. -rhis 

s in contrast to the morallzln1 and virtual reproof that 
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might be the counselor•s first inclinat i on.•' Katz 1oes so 

far as to say that if a rabbJ insists upon playin1 th• role 

of da.yya.n or judge, then he or she may l lmi t the counse ,l in1 

session to five minutes, pronounce the judgement and dismiss 

the individual. Here the rabbi exerts the authority that 

mi1ht be affor ded by some members o f the con1re1ation toward 

a cler1y person. The dan1er of e xe r ting such authority is 

that it may exacerbate many of the conflicts that the coun-

selee has with parents or other authority ttcures which 

often naturally surface in the con1re1ant - rabbi relation-

ship. These conflicts include power stru11les, resentment, 

guil~ and passive helplessness in the face of a problem that 

is not worked throuah. 

Particular styles will surface as the rabbi attempts to 

be a •or•h d•r•kh. First and of primary importance for Katz 

is the capacity to be empathic. Without this ability to 

experience the feelings of the other person a rabbi may not 

be an effective counselor. 

Katz provides an example of how this mi&ht function in 

' the hypothetical cas• of a board member who co••• to the 

rabbi and tel JG him that he i• involved i n an adulterous 

relationship: 

What 1• appropriate for the rabb i Cto dol ? To 
listen i•pasaively? To indicated his appreciation 
for the di s comfort bein& experienced by the adul­

,terer? To be a confessor? To point out th• 
possible injustice betn1 done to the man'• •1•---
11 /bld., p . 81. 
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The rabbi may respond in many ways dependin1 upon what s / he 

sees as the coal of the session. S/ he doe& no~ have to be 

passively tol erant and acoeptina. S/he coul d offer a quick 

judament which would have the effect described above, this 

i• clear ly not desired . Alternatively , the rabbi may be 

fi r m about t he moral violations of such behavior without 

stoppin1 the flow Lan1ua1• and responses 

may be chosen ao aa not to cause neaatlve or rejectln1 

feeltn1s from the man. S / he may work to extend the dlaloau• 

so aa to be f ca talyst for chanee ln thi• man's life. At ... 
s ome point, t he rabbi would want to make clear the position 

of Judaism a nd hl• or her own positlon so that the perspeo-

tive of the rabbi ha• been articulated. From here, the 

rab~i and the conereeant may d iscuss the alternative• that 

exist for the man so that he may find a solution wi th i n the 

teachines of Judaism. It af ter aany ••••ions, the man 

refuses to c hanee his ways, it miaht be the rabbi aay desire 

to exert him / herself ln the role of a par•ntal subs~itute 

and provide harsher jud1ment and perhaps even aoae form of 

verbal "punishment." But for this, the rabb i must analyze 

the situation quite completely to b e sure that all other 

~•cour•e ia impossible. For it this approach is ineffec-

tiv•~ t he d1alp1ue aay be terainated . 

14 Ibid. i p. 83. 
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THE RABBI /N ' THE COH~UNITY1 Don S. Brpwnlng 

Katz's per•pectiv• ot the rabbinic counselor e•tab-

lishe• a particular model of rabbinic intervention, which i• 

c learly that of a libera l, modern thinker. In order to 

allow a certain de1r~e ot flexibility tor both the cona re­

aant• and the r a bbi• it is necessary to permit that same 

flexibility with re1ard to the imperatives of Judai••· 

Reco1nizin& that the proc••• of chan&• take• time and nece• -

sitates patience and torbeara_J}ca- on the part of the rabbi 

and the counaelee betray• a aodern perapectiv• of hu~anity 

and 1t• emotional eapaoitiea. Yet, at th• same time, the 

point• t hat ditt ; rentiate th• rabbinic ~ounselor fro• the 

s•~ular psyehotherapiat clearly make the rabbinic mode ot 

coun••lin& unique and establish that rabbinic counselin& 

functions under a apecitio value •Y•t•• and cultural milieu. 

Don S. Brownin& ha• discussed this in hi• book entitled Th• 

Hor•/ Cont•xt of Pas tor•/ Car•.'! Here he establishes the 

role of the community and thoae structure• which compose the 

ayatem a• part ot the framework tor pastoral care in the 

Christian tradition. To a cr•at extent this oonoeptlon 

hold• true tor the modern rabbinic counaelor. 

For Browninc, paatoral care extend• well beyon~he 

boundaries ot a olinioal/therapeutic a~tuation. Whll• t hls 

1• indeed ' on• component of the diaoipllne, paatoral care 

11 Brownln1, 1'an s., Th• Hor•/ Cont•Mt of P••tor•I C•r•, 
Phi lad•lphla1 Weataineter Pr•••· 1976. 
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seeks to confront the wide ran1in1 needs of all individual• 

havittl contact with the church . Brownin1 ha• stated that 

the primary 1oal of pastoral care i• ~o provide members of 

the chur c h community with structure, character, i~entity and 

a reli&io - cultural value system out of which to live. 

Secondarily, pastoral care 1• concerned with emotidnal-

dynamic issues that mi1ht inhibit an individual from livin& 

appropriately within the church community.'' A further 

elaboration _qy Brownina points to the specif io concern• of 

pastoral care and emphasizes the 1~neral communal concern of 

this discipline . Here he states that pastoral care seeks to 

J first incorporate •••bers of the comaunity into the disci -
..... 

---

plines and aroup 1oals of the church.'' This mi1ht be 

understood as a desire to create "1ood Christians.~ Second-

ly, pastoral care seek• to a••l'•~- p~sons in l\andl ina issues 

and conflict• relatinc to ~existential devel~pmental and 

interpersonal . social strains." This area ts identified 

sp-.it1cally a• pastoral counseltna.'' 

It is necessary to understand the place that the church 

community has within the context of the secular community. 

Jn this way, the pastorMl careatver may be aware of the 

incon1ruities which aay develop between the coals and •ores 

•• Jb Jd •• p. 103. 

" lbJd •• p. 20. 

" Ibid. 
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of the church and those of society. The pastoral care11ver 

should always be awar• that s/he i• 1mp le•ent1n1 the 1oal• 

of the church, and not the lar1•r •ooiety. Part of the 
( 

ohallena• of pastoral care is to work to relieve the ten-

aion• that exist between the sooiety at la'rl• and the 0011•u­
I 

nity of the ohuroh.'' 

Thi• tension exists in th• individual encounter• of 

pastoral oounselina as well. The exercise of pastoral care 
. ~ . 

neoessitat...-a- 1roundin1 in the practical reli1ious ethics 

and moral theolo1y of the churoh. tt is not appropriate tor 

a reli&ious counaelor to provide advioe or treatment which 

I i• contrary to its broadest aoal• and teachin11 , even tho~1h 

it may be acceptable within the context of secular methodol-

Jn contra•t to the secular p•ychotherapist, he pastor-

al therapist and care-1iver utilizes the context of oulture 

in hi• lh•r car• of the individual. To Brownina, culture 

represent• the symbols, •tori•• and •yth• that work to 

orient a aroup 001nitively. Our culture &i v•• u• a ••n•• ot 
• 

coherence, r•&~larity and co••onality. Rel i1ion 19 an 

inte1ral part ot culture and ju•t as oultur•• are l•paoted 

by the modern soci•ty so too i• r•l11ion. •• The diff e rence 

between the secular and pastoral counaelor i• that while . it 

\ 

-- '' lbJd., P• i8. 

'' lbJd., p. 72-74, p. 88-90. 
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may be helpful tor the ••cular coun•elor to be aware ot the 

particular cultural orientation• ot the client, the pastoral 

counse lor actually embodies the cultural norm• of hil/her 

rel i1tous society. 

This may be applied to the Judaic frame~ork in an 

analo1ous way. The community i• that of the syna101ue, and 

the larger Jewi•h community, it• belief• and value• , cul-

ture, history and identity. To 'reat extent, the rabbinic 

counselor does seek to incorporate the client into the 

Jewish com•unity, tor any behavior• which are beyond the 

accepted norm• are/ • ubjeot to critic!•• by the coun•elor 

individually or in l~raer contexts. The rabbi seeks to 

effect chan1• dn those who do not seek individual care 

throu1h the different media which are at his / her disposal, 

and in oa••• where the individual seek• private care, the 

rabbi i• able to encoura1• o hana• a~d development on a more 

dynamic level. 

The task remain• to determine the interface between the 

modern approach to rabbinic oounselina ••well •~ lta corra-

lation in the model of pa~oral care •• presented by Brown­

i~& and the behavior of the ancient rabbis. There are many 

aspects which will bear a •i1nificant relationship to •odern 

care and of cour••• there ar• •any a•pect• which are quite 
I 

diapatate. The final section will pur1ue that interface and --i t will be •hown · that •o•• a•pect• of ancient rabbinic 
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dialoaue and modern rabbinic care wi ll be gtrikin1ly s iai-

I ar. 

RABBINIC COUNSELORS .ANCIENT AND MODERNa 

SJHJLARJTIES 

The modern rabbini c counse lor is the recipient of a 

tradition of rabbinic dialoaue which ha• been perpetuated 

f or thousand• ot years. Even thouah the .t~'\Jcture of •oci---ety has chan1•d a ar•a t deal over th• course of tho•• year•, • 

many a•peot• of the role that the rabbi play• for hi• or her 

con1r•1ant• have rema ined q uite •imi l ar . Fi r • t, we w i l l 

examine the •imilaritie• of the two rol•• a• they have been 

presented l n this paper . Once thi• has been achieved, the 

dissiailariti•• will be exaained. 

THE ROLE OF THE RABBI IN THE CQtfffUN/TY 

The role of the rabbi in the community, while ohan11n1 

dra•t ically with the advent of aodern liberal Judai••, ha• 

nonethele•• retained some element• of •i•ilarity with th• 

a ncient role. The a ncient •a1• wa• a per•on hi&hly re-

speoted by the community beoau•• ot h i• learnin1 and rela-

tionshlp to God . So too i• the aodern rabbi re•peoted by 

.J!irtue of hi• or her ' Judaic knowl•d1e ~nd familiarity with 

thin1• holy . A• a res ult of thi• capacity the laity re• pond 

to the ---rabbi in a particula.r way and the ooun••lin1 •1tua-

tion 1• affected. It au•t be acknowledced that the ancient 
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rabbi often had the juri•diction of the rulinc authoriti•• 

en his side whereas the influence afforded the modern rabbi 

in enlightened •ociety is for ~he most part elective. Given 

this difference, which cannot be underestimated, the rabbis 

' of beth eras could expect that their advice would be heeded 

proportionally to their level of authority. Thu•, the 

ancient rabbi, with the power to enforce albeit at ti••• 

limited, could expect that hi• proclamations carried a a~aat 

deal of wel1ht. The modern rabbi is restricted muoh more 

dra•tically, and can only hope for the power cf persuasion 

and any leverac• he or •h• •i1ht com••ncl..bY virtue of the 

factors li•t•d above. 

The rabbi in eooiety, whether •cdern or anci,nt ••-

bodied a particular ideclocy, belief •tructure, and culture. 

The content of the charac~eristic• vary from ancient to 

modern, but the situation i• virtually the •ame . A rabbi by 

virtue of the position ano •tatus in the community repre-

•ent• ideal• and values which may be held by the me•bers ot 

th• community. That individual mey or may not •aniteet 

those values in daily lite, but noneth•l••• the perception 

of the laity remain•· The rabbi'• own perspective could be 

clarified a• well throuch sermons and other media. When the 

con•tituency ot t he ancient rabbi came before hi• a certain 

world view could be assumed. Thi• in spite of the fact that 

there wa• probably areat variety in the folk re li1ion prao-
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ticed b y the ~a• s es.• 1 The effec t existed a• well in the 

case of the disoiple-ma•t•r relationship where the two had 

studied with one another and ~•r• quite aware of the more 

Intricate details ot each other'• thouaht. In a •imllar 

way, despite the great variety ot reli&ioua nuanoe ' within 

the modern rabbinate, the Individual approachlna the rabbi 

c ould • • •ume a specific world vtew. The expecta t ion• of the 

congre1ant and the extent to which the rabbi fills t~osa 

e~pootationa, or does not, ••rve as an additional unique 

variable in the counsel in& relationship. 

To a lar1• extent the rabbis, both modern and ancient 

play a major role in affectin& the nnture of their re•pec-

tlve oommunitie•. For the modern rabbi, the community i• a 

microcosm of the lar1ar secular world and hi• or . 

Is dimini•h•d by factor• In the ••cular wor l d. 

ancient rabbi, the inf luenoea ot the non-Jewish world were 

also a tron1 a• &iven witnes~ by the inf l uence of Greek and 

Roman culture on Judaic t houcht and development. In spite 

of this, each era's rabbi enca&•d ip a oontinuln& •tru11le 

to establish ~h• values of their own ldeoloay and beliefs. 

For example, ln the ancient world, the viav of the after 

life, ••••lanls• and the nature of resurrection were not so 

well established as the Tal•ud micht lead one to as•u••· 

••Sees Dr. Ha~tin A. Cohen, T~o Sl•t•r F•lth•: Intro­
duction to • Typolo1Jc•I Appro•ch to Early R•bblnlo Judai•• 
and Early Chrl•tl•nity, Ba••d on the Second Annual Rabbi 
Joseph Klein ~•cture, Assumption Coll•&•· 14 October 1979. 

) 
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The rift between the Sadducee& and Pharisees had as one of 

its components the disaareement ovor the world to oo•e. And 

the split with Chri stianity provides evidence of oonflictin& 

ideolo1ies. Similarly, one need not look too far to find 

ideolo1ical conflicts amon1 movements in the present. 

These conflicts were and continue to be manifested in 

counsel in& by the nature and style of the words of consola­

tion offered b.)' the rabbis. So too, does the 1uidance and 

advice aiven to another reflect the ict.eolo1y of the speaker . 

In each case, the desire of the rabbi is for perpetuation of 

~is <or her in modern tl•••> doctrine , 

chooses words and approach•• towards cutdance and consola­

tion which reflect the broader perspecti ves which the rab~l 

•••ks to propa1ate. 

Katz depicts the role of the modern rabbi as a •or•h 

d•r•kh who utili ~e • various techniques t o achieve this role . 

Thia, to Katz ts the epitoae of the rabbinic function in the 

modern world. All interactions with the concreaation pro­

vide the rabbi with the opportunity to •functio~ as a •or•h 

d•r•kh. Yet for the aodern, the authority is quite liatted. 

The ancient rabbi was also a •oreh d•r•kh of sorta. For hi• 

th• value• which he souaht to propa1ate were tho•• found 

directly in the Talmud and Torah •• he discerned th••· 

Those values were based in a system of livin1 which lnf l~­

i'i'roed every aspect of th• Jew'• life. The ancient rabbi'• 

power of persuasion caae from his authority as well a• hi• 
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dally interaction•, aermona and other ti••• of interface 

with thoae who could be receptive. Hi• role ~ • the •poke•-

man for God alao 1ave hi• tremendoua influence. 
I 

However, 

for the ancient rabbi, Katz'• proc••• ~ould be a poor atan-
1 

dard, becauae he could not afford the luxury of a •low 

proceas of chan&• which the term "1uidanc•" acknowledcea. 

The 1nd1v1dual faced dire consequence• directly from God if 

ailed to heed the command. Fro• that perape'Ct'lve 

alone, there 1• a 1reat dlfferenp• in the role and affect of 

the ancient rabbi •• compared to the modern. 

One additional. area 111ptn1•• creatl)C...on the manner of 

counselin1 and it• content and ahowa a at~lkln& resemblance 

across the two oulturea. The•• are the "•eta-laaue•~ which 

ar• not within the real• of that which i• observable or 
/ 

meaaurable by •cienc• or ieohnolo1y1 the notions of the 

' world to co~• and resurrection remain topic• of relevance to 

today's counaelor. While the modern may not be a• ready to 

affirm tha•• belief• with the aame fervor and they do not 

have the same centrality aa waa bnce the ca•• with the 

ancient rabbi•, it remain• po•aible to di•cu•• the•• . l••u•~ 

in the counaelinc or con•olatlon aettinc. For humanity, the 

queatlon• of what happen• to a peraon after death have not 

loat rel e vance •a• t~•• ha• pa•••d and the ra~bi 1• often 
\ 

called upon to provide ao•• word• of explanation or , inter-

-- pretatlon • 
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STYLES OF /NTEBVENT/ON 

The simple act of visitat ion is perhaps the aspect 

which bear• th• cr•ata•t similarity without qua l ifica tions 

between the two rabbinic counterparts. The process whereby 

o ne rabbi goes to vi sit a sick. ailing, or otherwise dis-

tressed individual has been the same throughout the history 

of the rabbinate. The words may vary, the mes sae• conveyed 

may be worJds apart. but the •imple human presence remain• 

'\ the same. ---

The quaJtty of the counseJor which katz labeled as the 

"prtnciplist" has a great deal ln common with the ancient 

rabbi. The principlia~ ' • concern with the pr~macy of val~•• 

over oonsideratton• of the Impact that those values may have 

on the individual i• analo1ous to the ancient rabbi•• role 

•• the proponent of Jewish law. The ancient rabbi co~ld 

a o knowledc• little divereence in adherence to established 

law . There appears to have been a ll•ited cognizance of the 

dynamic nature of emotions as they are under stood by the 

modern. Yet. as has bean shown by this paper. within their 

• 
world they did portray a certain awaren••• of emotions and 

the effects ot life crt••• on the individual. Yet In any 

ca••• emotions were inconsequential where the application of 

H•l•kh•h was oonoer.ned. Of course, it must be mentioned 

that the - xpectations of the ancient constituent were vastly 

different from the modern counsel••· And th• words which --•••• harsh to modern ears may have been expected and ac-



cepted from the Talmudic rabbi. So for those individuals 

who emphasize Jewish values over emotional dynamic• th• 

a ncient rabbi remains a countervart behaviorally. 

Katz'• identification of ampathy l• al•o a common 

factor in the modern and ancient rabbinic models . The 
I 

mode r n characterizati o n has bee n di s cussed above, however 

the ancient repre s entation ot the empathic relationship 

remains to be examined. Many times, when disciple• o r 

collea1ue• Jii4tnt to visit an ail in& rabbi, they too cried ln 

his presence and lamented hie P•in and the loss of his 

abilities. <See Berak hot Sb, pace 50 and Sanhedrin 101a, 

pa&• 15> This , in a liaited sense represents the ancient 

rabbinic characterization of empathy. The cryln& of the 

visitors stanifies their ident1t1cati o n with the pJ1&h~ of 

the dyin&, as well as the expression of their own lose. 

Finally, the power of lan1ua1• is known to both the 

modern and anc ient rabbi. The ancient rabbi'• incorpora-

tion of Biblical tex~ and poetic lan1ua1e as well a• parable 

and metaphor into his measa1e ha• been discussed. So too 

does the modern rabbi utilize these' aspects ot communica-

tlon . The dr•sh• is a technique whose power has not been 

lost, nor has the wor th of a parable of ••taphor. While at 

first &lance, these techniques may appear to have utility 

exclusively in the homiletic arena, it is posaib le to incor -

por ate such techniques in to one- on-one counselin1 aitua-

tlons ••well. In Talmudic ti•••· words of prayer were 
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offered to provide conso l ation tor the distreased. Today, 

prayer serves a consolin1 purpose for many individual•. 

Very often the same prayer or its derivative which an an-

cient rabbi offered before a mourner or siok p•rson serves 

to comfort an individual in the present day . 

RABBINIC COUNSELORS ANCIENT AND MODERN1 

/ 
DIFFERENCES 

The simi larities between modern and ancient rabbinic 

intervention are ba•ad on universal aspects of the role of 

rabbi and con1re1ant, the timelessness of certain value• 

within Judal•• and the nature of human Lnteraction. Yet, at 

the •ame time, there i• room fo r wide diver1ence. The very 

nature ot •ociety and chan&• that it has under1one hat 

served to co~pletely alter many basic concapttons of ancient 

rabbinic society. These factors combine to make the modern 

approach to rabbinic coun•elin& quite different from its 

ancient counterpart. 

THE WOHLD VIE#I 

In addition, the very understandin1 of cause and effect 

ln the natur•l world and how •ltuations develop is tar 

removed from th ancient conception. Th••• factors serve to 

dra•tl cal ly altar the way that the modern may speak to his 

or her oonstituenoy and the techniques that may be utilized 

--- for aodern counsell-na. -
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The relationship of the modern liberal rabbi to God and 

Ggd'• law has undergone a tremendous chana• since the daya 

of the Talmud. Whereas there remains a certain illusory 

conception on the part of t~e laity towards the rabbi'• 

relationship to God and capacity to invoke God's interven-
I 

tion on humanity 's behalf, when pre~sed, the modern mi&ht 

acknowledae that the connection is quite tenuous. In addi-

ti on, the significance of law in the life of the libe ral 

rabbi ha• been chaneed. There has been a tremendous in-

crease on the emphasis upon the , role of humanity in deter-

minina which aspects of the law have relevance and applica-

tion to today'• world. Thu•, the rabbi'~ capacity to com-

mand behavior or obedience in God'• name as the s pokesperson 

tor God'• law haa fallen to obsolescence. A rabbi may 

cajole, persuade and even command, but the con&r•cant l s 

quite tree to assume his or her own course of action with 

l!ttle fear for Divine retribution. Autonomy in determinina 

one's behavior vi•-•-vi• Judaic practice is a basic value of 

liberal Judaism whioh few could conceive ot differently. 

Because God'.• law has be•n subject ~o standards of autonomy, 

the role ot the rabbi as interpreter and enforcer of that 

Jaw has been practically eliminated. 

In the oounselin1 situation this has transformed the 

rabbi'~ role i nto the capacity•• it has been outlined by 

Kat2 and Browntne. The rabbi ha• become a counselor who 

represent• particular values and beliefs whtoh ••Y or ••Y 
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n·ot appeal to the counse I ee. The deci s ton to approach the 

rabbi 1• willful and a multitude of other options •Mist tor 

the conflicted individual to find solace. In this way, the 

rabbi mu•t walk a much finer line. The ancient rabbi could 

risk oftense in achievina his eoals with the constituent. 

The modern must maintain a voluntary relationship in such a 

way that the distressed individual continues to choose to 

come. S hould the rabbi's messaee become offensive or overly 

demanding the oongreg&nt ls free to terminate the dlaloeue. 

llOPERN PSYCHOLOGICAL THEQRY 

Pinally, the under•tandtnc of and emphasis on ~e role 

of emotions in the life of human• has come to take a pre-

••iTient capacity over other factors. Modern psyoholo&Y ha• 

done a creat deal to alter conception• of human funotlonina. 

Theories of human behavior have had a profound impact on the 

nature of rabbinic intervention ln the lives of conareaants. 

It would b e a creat contradiction for an individual schooled 

and sensitive t~ the intricac1.,. of h.uman behavior to uti­
-"""'-t 

lize certain technique• of the ancient rabbis. Now, both 

parties in the ooun•elinc situation are cocnlzant of the 

process of human chan1• and development and have accepted 

thia conception aa the operational nor•. Both the rabbi and 

the constituent pJace a tremendous empha•i• on emot ion•. A• 

I 
Katz ha• mentioned, the rabbi must cater his or her approach 

---to the emotional need• ot the client--adju•tinc to suit 
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It the ancient rabbi had such a 

conception or approach, no evidence remain• tor us today. 

In addition to this, psycholocioal theory has alven 

ri•e to an under•tandinc of t"h• nature of the relationahip 

between the coun•elee and the counselor. The rabbinic 

counselor has learned the value ot ••lt-awaren••• in the 

counselina situation. S/he has learned that variou• tech-

nique• and approach•• may be utilized dependinc upon the 

needs of ~h• •ituation. Where•• no evidence exist• to show 

that the ancient rabbi modified his behavior based upon 

notions of interaction betwe&n individuals, and knowledce of 

the dynamic• of the interaction, it is c~ear that for the 

modern rabbi thi• has become an issue of primary concern. 

Jn tact, a deatre to develop a uniquely Jewish understandin1 

of this relationship wa• a motivatln& factor for this paper . 

Whereas the ba•lc techniques otten show subtle varia ­

tion in application -.nd so~• even may continue to be used 

today, manY, basic conceptions ot ~udai•• which formed the 

core of th• model• tor ancient and modern rabbis have been 

drastically altered. The ancient rabbi'• primary ta•k wa• 

to interpret and enforce the adherence to God's lav, •eoond­

arily, he •ou1ht to provi de •piritual and phy•ical health to 

hi• constituency. The comfort that he offered was . usually 

not within the realm of what would be con•ldered appropriate 
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The modern rabbi seeks to accomplish the 

virtual opposite. By admin isterins to the spiritual and 

emotional well-beins of his or her community, the rabbi 

hopes to encourage a renewed adherence to the traditional 

Jewish values and c us toms. In spite of this, certa in uni -

versa! aspects have remained and these serve to define the 

link between the ancient rabbi and the modern rabbinic coun­

se lor. 

I 
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CHAPTER V1 CONCLUSION 

The role of the rabbi as counselor is based on a lonf 

history of rabbinic involvement with the individual l i ves of 

the community. In t he past, the rabbi functioned in a 

particular capacity which fulfil l ed a necessary purpose for 

both the preserva~ion of Judaism and the well-beina of the 

community . The guidance and consolation offered by the 

rabbi was based on his connection tc1 Halakh•h and relation-

shl p to-&:rd. Today, the rabbi a l so seeks to ensure the 

perpetuation and health ot his ~r her community. However, 

there are many variables which have drastically changed the 

1 rabbi's ability to perform that task and tho manner in which 

he or she may 10 about fulfilling that purpose. At the same 

time, many aspects of the ancient rabbinic approach continue 

t o infl uence and provide a conceptua l framework for the 

modern counselor. 

THE CONTENT OF RABB{NIC COUNSELING 

In spite of the t .act_ th•t the rabbi may be conscious of 
i 

and utilize . techniques which have been learned froa the 

secular disciplines the rabbinic counselor functi on• in a 

' role whloh is quite different from the secular counselor. 

As one whose perspective is based in a Judaic fra•• of 

reference and who la capable of incorporatins unique el•-

~•nts f ro• a particular cultural milieu, the •odeM'I rabbi 

---
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provides a afn1ular perspective which ta ahared aoat closely 

with the ancient rabbi. 

The ancient rabbi was immersed in hi• J ~wis h culture 

and tdantlty, his entire worla waa defined by the unique 

perspective which hla Jewishness afforded him. In addition, 

those people with whom the rabbi communicated 1enerally 

shared hi• culture and belief structure. Thus, at times of 

crisi• there was a particular well-known frameworka there 

were established behaviors and techniques as well as concep-

tiona of world order which coujd afford the distressed 

person ••curity. 

The modern rabb lnio counselor stren1Nl•n• hi• or her 

ability to provide solace by reco1nizin1 th• •i1nificanoe of 

the cultural ~1lieu in which he or she function•. Judaism 

has established rituals and behavior• for use in difficult 

•ltuations yet to a lar1• extent modern Jewry has foraotten 

them. It must become the r~bbi•' 1oal to acknowledce and 

emphasize the differ e nces which make the Jewish orientation 

to the world distt nct~ve. Once the Jewish res ponse to 

crisis has b~come a par-t. of • the repertoire of not only the 

rabbi but the community a• well an enhanced ability to cope 

with life situations within a comaon and fa•iliar cultural 

fra~ework will surface. As Brownin1 has su11eated, the 

rabbi must makM his or her particular world vi•~ known to 

the m•mbera of the concrecatlon so that they will be aware 

----
of the perspective of the rabb i in various situations . 



102 

Examples of such communities where the above system has 

been put in t o effect are numerouM, and well known tor their 

effectiveness. An example of a response within a particular 

Jewish framework is the period Of •hiv• where all ••mbera ot 

the con1re1ation feel an obliaation to console the bereaved. 

Congreaations where t he responsibility tor consolation in 

the event ot a death tall not only upon th• rabbi but upon 

the entire oonar•aation serve to provide the distressed 

member with a hi&her level of support. Communities · that 

have developed a particular Judaio perspective also exhibit 

an enhanced ability to cope with the realities of hu•an 

existence. Concr•1ation Beth El in Sudbury ~assachusetts is 

auoh an example . The unique perspective of the rabbi and 

his way of dealin1 with hi• Judaism have attracted a partio-

ular community which is known for its cohesion and par\iou-

lar approach to Judaic issues. Additional example• exist 

but 10 beyond the scope ot th!• pap~r. 

On an individual level, the rabbi will continue to 

enc•&• in counaelin1 fro• th• perspective t~at has become 
... -

familiar to those •••b•r• ot the oo'n1re1atiori. Neutrality 

Js not a characteristic of the rabbinic counselor. On the 

other hand , as Katz has stated. it is not always necessa~y 

to directly confront the counsel•• with the detail• ot the 

rabbi'• perspeoiiv• on a situation immediately a certain 

dear•• of prudence is advised. 
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THE RABBI JN THE CONNUN/TY 

The rabbi i• faced with the ditticult task ot inte1rat-

ing reli&ion and society in a way that will fi~d favor in 

the eyes of the congregation. The delicate task is made 

even more delicate by the fact that membership in Jewi • h 
I 

communities 1• voluntary- ~ in contrast to the ancient rabbi. 

Just as the rabbis of the Talmud spent a great deal of t ime 

studyinf their religion and i ts laws and value•, so too must 

the modern-i-&Dblnio counselor. For in order to be informed 

about the principles of Judaism, tW.y must be at his or her 

fingertips. Throu1h the vehicle of the symbols of Judais• 

which defined his world the rabbi of the ~nlaud provi~ed 

comfort and 1uidance. So too must the modern rabbi ut i lize 

the metaphors of Judaism. Parable•, the use of Biblicai and 
. 

TaJmudio text, as well as modern Judaic literature can serve . \ 
the rabbi in oreatin1 the environment which fosters s upport 

within the J e wish framework. This would be achieved by 

incorporatin1 Judaic ima1•• into sermons, divr•i Tor•h, and 

evan the more mundane interactions with con1re1ants. The _____.. -------., 
rabbi must come to embody the current state of Judai••· He 

or she should not be limited to the teachin1• of •odernity, 

nor should he or •h• be limited to the teaQhin&• of the 

past, the challen1• is to combine the continuu• of history 

into a u~iquely Jewish identity. 



{ 

.. 

• 

104 

THE R.1881 AND GQD 

While the ancient rabbi would never have identified hi• . 
belief in God a• aomethina J•parate fro• hi•••lf, or a• 

( .. 
•oaethina that could be •tudied in an ab•tract manner, 

'\ 
h• 

. ~able to verbalize and affira hi• belief. Jn 

cri•i• thi• aay have been particularly meanincful 

ti••• of 
\ 

to the 

dl•tr••••d per•on. Th• a••urance that the •uf ferin&• of the 

individual would warrant the world to come and t hat a d e-
...... 

cea••d fP-t"lf'ffit or relative would have a place in the world to 

come could prove to be quite con•elinc. The aodern coun••l-

or could eaulate •uch behavior, not in term• o f a deterain-

i •tio world view 11k• the ancient rabbi~ rather in the 

ability to verbalize a well con•truct•d coherent theoloay 

and und•r•tandinc of the world. While it would probably not . 
be advanta1eou• to affira \.particular a•peot• o; faith at a 

ti•• of ori•i•, it •i&ht be po••ible to fortify con1r•cant• 

by diacu••ink •uch i••u•• we ~ l ahead of tiae . All to often 
, 

a con1r•cant 1• •uddenly in a . •ituation of creat difficulty 

a~d conception• that have been held •inc• childhood about 

God and the ~•ture of the world are •hattered. If the 

per•on had devoted •o•• tiae to foraulatin1 a coherent 

theolo1y he or •h• ai1ht have been •trenethened a• they 

confronted the lo•• of a loved one. 

The ancient rabbinic faailiarity with God and God'• 

role in hi• life ••rv•• a• a aodel for aodernity. However, 

within the aodern application it i• ne~e••ary to perait and 
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acknowled&• plurality. The speolf to view of God and the 

function of the world' is not •• important •• that there i• 

•o•e well consi dered conception--a• l on1 as it reaa tns 

within broad definitions of what could be ter••d "Jewish." 

Thus, it would be appropriate to conduct adult educ,tion 

session•, ser•ons and other means of interaction as a way ot 

bolsterin1 th• conareaants knowl•d&• and en1a1in1 in " defen-

sive oounselina." 

THE CONTJNUATIQN OF AN ESTABLISHED PRACTICE 

It is important for the rabbinic counselor to see hl• 
I 

or herself a• a link in the oontlnuin1 role of the rabbi a• 

th• auid• and consqler for the oon1re1ation. This serves to 

base the individual in an identi ty and provide a tra•• of 

reference for the work tt)at is bein1 done. 1tf th• rabbi 

consider• hi• or herself cut off fro• an on1oin1 procesa 

then there is very little to concretize the relationship to 

Judai s m and its value•. Tho individual •ay fail to see hi• 

or heraelf a• responsible for maintaininc the oontinuity 
• 

t hat has exiated throu1hout rabbinic hiatory. 

By establtshin1 and stren1thenin1 the bond to history, 

the rabbinic counselor will be en1a1•d in the dialeotto that 

ha• troubled rabbis throuchout hlatory : the balance that 

•ust be achieved in the application of Ju•ttqe and •ercy • 

....__ Each 1•neration resolve• the issue differently, but it ha• 

become the on1otn1 Judaic proo•••· The Tal•udlo rabbi wa• 
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constantly faced with the realities of human exi•tence and 

the veriti•• of Divine law. In the application of Divin• 

law on earth the rabbi perpetually had to confront the 

limitation• and •hortcomin&s of hu•anity when confronted 

witn Dlvln• demand• . At this juncture ca•• the dlle••~s 

when to acknowleda• human shortcomtn1• and permit a certain 

dear•• ot leniency. The rabbi tended toward the more •trin-

1•nt •id• •tr•••ina the preeminence of law, yet devi•ina 

techniquo• which would allow for human realities. 

The •odern rabbi en1a1•• in an analoaou• dialectic. 

Constantly aware ot the deaand• of both th• l•&al aspects of 
J 
Jewi•h tradition and tho•• whlch have been identified as 

moral and ethical the rabbi is confronted with the lmperfec-

tlons of human behavior. The exaapl • of concr•cant• who . 
encaae ln adultery, corrupt~on and f inancial •anlpulation• 

a• well a• aore heinous crl••• appear in every syna101ue. 

Subtle indi•cretions exist as we •l which mi1ht be within the 

accepted\ norm• but clearly violate the Jewl•h imperatives 

tor upright behavior. The rabbi wu•t decide what hi• or her 

response will be ~o the situation of th••• con1r•1ants. Is 

it appropriate to condean the individual for his or h•r 

transar•••lon and to dis,i•• that per•on fro• the coaaunity? 

Or should the rabbl continue to aaintain a relationship vlth 

tho hop•• that the person may eventually be turn,d to the 
. 

correct path? 

----
An ancient counterpart to such a situation 

was exaained in the body of thi• paper. ln Berakhot 5b 

• . 
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Cpaae 20> R. ~una tailed to pay hi• worker• the proper 

waaea. The rabbis came to remind him ot hi• duty and at-

tr1buted the aour1na ot hia wine atorea ~o the indiacret t on. 

Similarly the rabbi• come to viait R. Eliezer In apit• of 

the fact that he ha• been placed under a ban. <See paae 52> 

From these two texta It would appear that the rabbis value 

their reaponaibiltty to correct a wrona in another and their 

oblieatlona toward! - • colleaaue more than the sanction• 

which may be applied for a sin . Thus, it miaht be poaatble 
• 

for a aodern rabbl to conclude that it ta important to 

retat;n the contact with the individua l both out of a desire 
' 

to i nfluence this person towards a particular path, and 

because ot thi• person'• previous connection• to the ooa•u-

nity . The concern i• that on• factor in determtninc ~h• 

verity of a value is a precedei'rit ~hich exiata within the 

Jewish tradition as well as conclusions arrived at throuah 

personal •oral inquiry.• 1 

THE VALUE OF tfODERN COUNSELING TE<f.HN/QUE 

At the aame ti•• that one reco1nizea th• value of past 

approaches to r abbinic car~, it 1• necessary to aoknowledce 

the contr ibution• of modern counaelin1 technique. Thus th• 

approach•• of Katz , Browntnc and others become qu i te rel•-

vant. 1 The aodern reader of Talaudio dtaloauea ts struck by 

---
•

1 Thia phrase ta attributed to Don S. Brownin1 ln Th• 
Moral Cont•xt ot P••toraJ Car• . 
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the blunt?••• of the rabbinic parlance and its Jack of what 

we •l&ht call tact. The current not ions of interpersonal 

re lations dictate a different style of communioat!on, one 

which attempts to take the emotions of the other into ac­

count. Then, throuah appropri~t• means of int~rvention, the 

rabbi may be able to initiate a process of aradual chanee 

within the individual. However it i• ieperative that the 

rabbi attempt to empathetically understand the feelin&• of 

the other. 

In addition , s1&n1ficant knowledce can be aained fro• 

the modern undeystandinc of hu•an emotions and psyche . The 

~ore experience that a rabbi acquire• in this field the more 

it may benefit his or her interactions with the con1re1a-

ti on. An underatandin1 of croup d ynamics from the disci-

plin• of socia l work may also enhance his or her ability to / 

function as a group leader and facilitator. 

A LAST WQR/) 

Thi• paper represents the culmination of a ye~r of 

study of the Talmudic ori&ins of rabbinic care. Durtna th1• 

year the vast r1ohn••• ot the Talmudic wiadoa has become 

even more apparent to this author. . The rabbis achieved 

ereat in•icht into the confluence of human behavior and the 

deaande of God Their solutions were of a profound nature 

which illustra't'e--. ·the crav1ty with which they approached 

their taak. The modern counselor approach•• the obliaation 

) 
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with no le•• responsibility. For it i• the rabbi who 

brid&•• the 1ap between the hareh demand• of thi• world and 

it• cold fact• and the •ofter reality of human nature. 

There i• no 101io, no for•ula which deterain••· human behav -

for, ye t one can develop a sense of other• and how to af~ord 

them opportunities for pereonal 1rowth and security. This 

would describe the world of secular psycholo1y were it not 

for an additional variable which the modern rabbinic coun-

selor brin&• to ~i• or her work s the isaues of God, cultur-

al identity, moral• and ethics. Th• continuin& ohallenae 

J facin& the modern i• how to provide the cuidanoe n•c•••ary 

to continue the prooes• of human improv•••nt while •aintain-

in1 one's own perapective on what is true and 1ood aaldst 

the sea of eternal uncertainties . 

--- ). 
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