Visiting the Sick

On the surface, the mitzvah to visit the sick, bikur cholim, seems to be a self-evident moral
obligation to help someone in need — a sick person might need help, or visitors to cheer
him up — and that there is not much more to say about it.

However, a more detailed look at the mitzvah of bzgur choline will demonstrate that this is
one of the noblest activities that man can engage in, whereby he emulates God Himself,
as well as fulfilling the mitzvah of loving one’s fellow Jew. Visiting the sick entails much
more than just taking care of a patient’s physical needs. Essential components to this
mitzvah are to sensitize oneself to help ease the emotional distress of the patient and
pray for his well-being.

Every mitzvah in the Torah is specifically designed to educate us regarding higher levels
of awareness and sensitivity, and to give us new horizons in our spiritual growth. Visiting
the sick is no different. Let us try to understand some of the myriad levels of significance
of this mitzvah as well as sensitize ourselves to some of its nuances.

This class will address the following questions:
e What is the spiritual root of the mitzvah to visit the sick?
e How important is the mitzvah of visiting the sick?
e How exactly does one fulfill this mitzvah?
e What are the objectives of one who sets out to visit a sick person?
¢ What is the reward the Torah promises for visiting the sick?
e Can this mitzvah serve as a paradigm of the Torah’s vision for our
interpersonal behavior in general? If so, in what ways?

Class Outline:

Section I.  'The Mitzvah to Visit the Sick
Part A. Loving One’s Fellow
Part B. Doing What’s Right
Part C. Emulating God’s Ways
Part D. Other Mitzvot That May Apply

Section II. The Importance of Visiting the Sick
Part A. Kindness and Consideration are a Prerequisite for Torah
Part B. Visiting the Sick Helps to Heal the Patient
Part C. The Body is a Vehicle for the Spiritual Voyage

Section III. How to Fulfill the Mitzvah of Visiting the Sick
Part A. Taking Care of the Patient’s Physical Needs
Part B. Improving the Patient’s Mood and Peace of Mind
Part C. Praying for the Recovery and Health of the Patient
Part D. Removing a Sixtieth of the Patient’s Sickness

Section IV. Other Torah Sensitivities Regarding Visiting the Sick
Part A. The Visit is for the Patient’s Benefit
Part B. What Time of Day to Visit
Part C. One May Visit Many Times a Day



Part D. To Sit on the Same Level or Lower than the Patient
Part E. Guiding the Patient Toward Spiritual Growth

Section V. The Reward for Visiting the Sick



Section I. The Mitzvah to Visit the Sick
Part A. Loving One’s Fellow

Taking time to understand the patient and his condition, and then acting lovingly and
compassionately is Judaism’s overarching goal in visiting the sick, as illustrated
dramatically in the following story told by Rabbi Abraham Twerski, M.D.

Early in my career I served as a psychiatrist in a large state hospital where there were hundreds of
mentally ill patients, some of whom had been there for many years. Medical students would visit the
hospital periodically and 1 wonld tour the facility with them, pointing out “musenm pieces,” i.e., cases
that are described in psychiatric literature but rarely encountered outside of an institution.

On touring a chronic care building 1 pointed out a man who was the most “senior” patient in the
hospital. He had been admitted fifty-two years earlier at the age of seventeen, later diagnosed with
schizophrenia. His records showed that he had not spoken a single word in fifty-two years.

The patient had a routine whereby following breakfast he would go to a corner of the community room
and assume an absurd contorted position with his hands directed upward, and he would maintain this
position for hours until he was called to lunch. Following lunch he would return to this position until
supper, and thereafter until bedtime. Neither talf therapy nor medications nor electroshock treatment had
served to alter this bebavior, which he had maintained all these years. No amount of urging counld get him
to sit down except at mealtime and he often developed edema of his feet as a result of his immobility and
his posture.

On one of the medical students’ visits, one young man asked if he could talk to the patient. “Certainly,”
I said, wondering what impact he thought he conld make on this patient when decades of psychiatric
efforts had failed.

The student approached the patient and said, “You must be tired. Go sit down.” The man gave him a
blank stare and did not move. The student then assumed the contorted position of the patient, equaling
his posture with great precision, and then said, “I'll stand here like this. Y ou can go sit down.” Without
a word, the patient sat down on a bench for the first time in fifty-two years!

While it is impossible to know what was going on in this man’s mind, it is likely that bis delusion may
have been that by assuming this particular position, he was holding up the universe, and he clearly conld
not submit to all entreaties to leave that position, lest the world collapse. (You may ask, as we all did,
why did he leave to eat and sleep? But there was no rationale to this bebhavior.)

For all those years no one had understood this person until an ingenious medical student solved the
mystery. But why? Granted this was irrational behavior but what we suddenly understood was that this
unusual behavior had great meaning to the patient, but no one had tried to understand it. The strange
behavior was just dismissed as “crazgy” and no more consideration was given it or him. But by showing
this patient compassion and understanding, the medical student gained a mitzvah, he showed kindness
and allowed the patient to feel some relief. Further, a connection was formed between the irrational niind
and the rational. Who knows how far such an understanding might have gone if it had happened many
years before. (Rabbi Abrabam ]. Twerski, M.D., Do Unto Others, Andrew McMeel Publishing,
pp45-47.)



We will now examine the details of Judaism’s approach to visiting the sick.

1. Vayikra (Leviticus) 19:18; Rashi, ibid.

You should love your fellow as [you love] 701K 703 7907 PN
yourself.

Rashi: e
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principle in the Torah.”

Although God instructs us to “love your fellow as yourself,” no explicit details are given
in the Written Torah. Based on the Oral Torah, the Rambam (Maimonides) explains:

2. Rambam, Hilchot Aveil (The Laws of Mourning) 14:1 — Visiting the sick is one
of the ways to fulfill the mitzvah to love one’s fellow as oneself.
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you, you should do for your fellow.

Although there is a general Torah mitzvah to love one’s fellow as oneself, and this can be
tulfilled in many different forms, the Sages specified that certain forms of kindness take
precedence over others, and therefore the Rambam specifically lists “visiting the sick,
comforting mourners,” etc.

For example, for the first three days after giving birth, a mother is usually bedridden and
therefore has the halachic status of sick person (choleh). Based on the above Rambam, the
obligation to visit the mother in hospital takes priority over baking a cake for the briz (or
kiddush). Baking a cake is also a form of loving one’s fellow, but has lower precedence
than visiting the sick (assuming they entail the same effort) (Heard from Rabbi Yitzchak
Berkovits, Jerusalem.). However, if she wanfs a cake to be baked, then this would take
precedence, since the mitzvah of loving one’s fellow is to fulfill the needs and wants of
one’s fellow (Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, Jerusalem).

Part B. Doing What’s Right

Any time one does an act of kindness motivated by the fact that “it’s the right thing to
do,” one fulfills the mitzvah to do that which is “fair and good”:

1. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 6:18 — The mitzvah to do that which is “fair and
good.”

‘ You must do what is fair and good in the ‘ ... 72207 Rk 'TOPY 2ieg W Dy




eyes of God, so that it will be good for you

The Ramban (Nachmanides) explains the above verse:

2. Ramban, Devarim 6:18 — Since the Torah could never practically specify the
correct conduct for every life situation, God gives us a general guideline: do what
is fair and good in His eyes. Visiting the sick falls into this category.

The intention behind the mitzvah to do
what is “fair and good” is the following:
the previous verse states, “You must keep
His decrees and testimonies that He
commanded you” (Devarim 6:17). Now
this verse is saying: “Even regarding
matters in which I have #of explicitly
commanded you, make sure to do that
which is good and right in God’s eyes,
because He loves that which is good and
right.”

This is an important principle. It would be
impossible for the Torah to specify the
proper [interpersonal] conduct for every life
situation regarding neighbors, friends,
businesses, communities, and countties.

The Torah does, however, specify the
proper conduct for many situations, even if
not for a// situations. For example: “Do not
go about speaking negatively of others”
(Vayikra 19:16), “Do not take revenge or
bear a grudge” (ibid. 19:18), “Do not stand
idly by while your brother’s blood is spilt”
[i.e. do not be apathetic to the danger or
financial losses facing others]| (ibid. 19:106),
“Do not curse a deaf person” (ibid. 19:14),
“Stand up for an old person” (ibid. 19:32),
etc.

Our verse now states a general principle to
do what is good and right in a// life
situations.
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A person’s natural sense of wanting to be “a good person” is a very valuable asset in the
eyes of the Torah. For God asks that we do what is “fair and good” in all situations, even
if He didn’t tell us exactly how. Therefore, visiting the sick and having in mind that it’s
the right thing to do is a fulfillment of this mitzvah to do what is “fair and good” (heard

from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Jerusalem).




Part C. Emulating God’s Ways

One of the ways we fulfill the mitzvah to emulate God is by visiting the sick — as God

Himself visited Avraham after his circumcision.

1. Devarim 13:5 — The Infinite God calls on finite man to walk in His ways and

draw close to Him. How is this possible?

After the Lord your God, shall you follow,
and Him shall you fear. Keep His
commandments, listen to His voice, serve
Him, and cleave to Him.
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There is a Torah mitzvah to “follow after God” (Devarim 13:5) and “walk in His ways”
(Devarim 28:9) (Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah #611; Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot, mitzvah
#8). What does this mean and how is it possible to do this?

In order to answer the above questions we need to refer to the following incident in the

Torah:

2. Bereishit (Genesis) 18:1 — God appears to Avraham after his circumcision.

God appeared to him [Avraham] in the plains
of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance
to the tent in the heat of the day.
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3. Rashi, ibid. — God had come to visit Avraham since he was weak and sick

following his circumcision.

And God appeared to hin — to visit the sick
person. [The Amora] Rabbi Chama Bar
Chanina said: It was the third day since his
circumcision, and the Holy One, Blessed be
He, came and inquired about Avraham’s
welfare.
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4. Talmud Bavli (Babylonian Talmud), Sotah 14a — When a person emulates the
ways in which God cares for His creatures (as described in the Torah narratives),
then that person “walks in His ways” and cleaves to Him.

Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said, “What is the
meaning of the verse, ‘After the Lord your
God, shall you follow” (Devarim 13:5)? Is it
possible for a person to walk and follow the
Shechinah (the Divine Presence)?

“Rather, this teaches us to emulate God’s
attributes: Just as ... He visits the sick, as it is
written: ‘God appeared to him [Avraham who
was recovering from his circumcision] in the
plains of Mamre’ (Bereishit 18:1), so must you
visit the sick.”
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Therefore, visiting the sick is one of the ways to fulfill the mitzvah of emulating God by
“walking in His ways.”

In a passage in which Yitro (Jethro) offers wise counsel to Moshe (Moses) on how he
should conduct his leadership (Shemot/Exodus 18:20), the action of “walking” in the
correct path also refers to visiting the sick and is explained by the Maharsha.

5. Talmud Bavli, Bava Metzia 30b — “Walking” in the correct path refers to
visiting the sick.
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the deeds that they should do]” (Shemot
18:20) — this refers to [performing acts of]
loving-kindness in general. [This phrase:] “in
which they should walf” refers to visiting the
sick.

6. Maharsha, Chidushei Agadot, ibid. — Visiting the sick can be fulfilled simply by
walking to be present at the patient’s bedside.

Why do the words, “in which they should 792 QW N°2027 — "0 NP T 72 1"
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Because simply by walking to the sick
person — with no other activity — one can
fulfill this mitzvah.

Although this mitzvah is comprised of a number of details (as we shall see in Section III),
one’s mere presence in the room or at the bedside of the sick person is a fulfillment of it.
For what did God do when he came to visit Avraham who was weak and recovering? He
simply “appeared to him” (Devarim 18:1, source 2 above), and therefore the minimum
requirement for this mitzvah is to be there in person (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak
Berkovits, Jerusalem; Gur Aryeh, Bereishit 18:1, s.v. Jfikach).

Part D. Other Mitzvot That May Apply

1. Rabbi Yitzchak Silver, The Code of Jewish Conduct, p. 256 — When the visit
involves saving a life, then one fulfills other mitzvot as well.

In a case where the visit is crucial and life saving, we also fulfill the mitzvah of saving a
life (Vayikra 25:36, “vechai achicha imach”); returning a lost object, which, according to the
Sages, includes saving someone’s life (Devarim 22:1, “vebasheivosa”); and not standing by
while someone’s blood is being shed (Vayikra 19:19, “/o sa’amod al dam rei’echa”) (cited in
Mishpetei Shalom 14:1).

There is another important concept in Judaism that is relevant to visiting the sick: all of
the Jewish People are like one body (Tomer Devorah, Ch. 1; Talmud Yerushalmi,
Nedarim 9:4). For example, if the left arm is injured, the right arm feels the pain. We
don’t just say, “I’ll ignore my other arm.” Rather, just as all the limbs of the body must
work together for their overall health, so too all the members of the Jewish People must
work together for their overall physical and spiritual health. If other people are unable to




achieve their purpose in life through ill health, then my purpose in life is also
compromised. (See the Morasha class on: Arezvut for a fuller discussion of this concept.)

This idea is expressed most beautifully by Rabbi Aryeh Levine who once went with his
wife to the doctor to have her foot treated. When asked what the problem was he said,
“Doctor, out foot hurts us” (A Tzaddik in Our Time, R’ Simcha Raz).

Furthermore, the next source stresses that visiting the sick — and indeed all the mitzvot
of interpersonal relationships — should be done as an expression of true love for others,

and not just to “fulfill the mitzvah.”

2. Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, written correspondence; Rabbi Moshe Shapira, Re’eh
Emunah p. 291 — Caring for one’s fellow must be a natural expression of love
stemming from one’s personality and not a mechanical fulfillment of the mitzvot.

The correct approach to visiting the sick is
to give the patient the impression that you
naturally love and care for him, and want to
connect to him. One should not give him
the impression that one is doing it simply
because it is a mitzvah in the Torah.

In other words, the Torah instructs us to
perform an act of kindness in a way that it
appears that it was never commanded.
Instead it should appear as if it is totally
natural (Rabbi Renven Lenchter).

[Therefore,] consider someone who brings
food to a sick person in the same manner
in which he puts on zefillin, where he is
motivated solely because God has
instructed him to do so. Even though
ultimately he is doing an act of kindness
when he brings the food, there is still
something missing from the mitzvah. He is
doing it as if it were a chok, a super-rational
instruction from God, rather than doing it
as a mishpat, which is a rational mitzvah
that makes sense to us. God did not
command us to perform the mitzvot in
such a (routine) manner(Rabbi Moshe
Shapira).
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Key Themes of Section I:

¢ In Judaism, there is nothing mundane about day to day to life. Every
action can be charged with spiritual content and take on eternal meaning.
This concept is expressed most potently in visiting the sick. Merely by




standing at the bedside of a sick person to keep him company one is
raised up to the level of walking in the ways of God. Just as God Himself
appeared to Avraham as he recovered from the physical ordeal of
circumcision, so too we can emulate God when we visit a sick person.

Of course, an expression of compassion and care for the sick raises one
from the level of animal to human — an animal doesn’t visit the sick. But it
is astounding to note that in the eyes of the Torah it also raises one from
the level of human to become God-like!

At the same time, the very same expression of caring for the sick has
another dimension of significance, for it is also reckoned as a fulfillment of
the mitzvah to love one’s fellow as one’s self, as well as to do that which is
good in the eyes of God. And if the visit is life-saving, then one also
participates in the mitzvah of saving a life, returning a lost object (i.e.
returning his life) and not standing idly by while someone’s blood is being

shed.

¢ God does not want us to perform the mitzvot in a routine manner. This is
especially true when visiting the sick, when we should feel and show
sincere compassion and concern for our fellow Jew.

Section II. The Importance of Visiting the Sick

Part A. Kindness and Consideration are a Prerequisite for Torah

Visiting the sick is an expression of kindness and consideration for the well-being of
another person. So highly regarded are these character traits as part of one’s everyday
conduct that they are seen as prerequisites for Torah study:

1. Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) 3:17; commentary of Rabbeinu Simcha,
Machzor Vitri, Ch. 426; Rabbi Pinchas Kehati, Mishnayort Mevu’orot— A person
needs to be civilized enough to care about others (derech eretz) in order that he

be able to attain Torah wisdom.

Rabbi Elazar ben Azariya says: “If there is
no Torah study there cannot be proper
conduct. If there is not proper conduct
there cannot be Torah study.”

Machzor Vitri:

If there is no proper conduct there can be no Torah
study — if a person is not already civilized
and cultured enough to act properly
towards others, then the Torah that he
studies will not improve him. Furthermore,
he will eventually forget what he studies.

Kehati:
If a person lacks derech eretz — one who does
not have good character traits and does not

TO7 TR TN PR AKX IR Y 12 YRR 020
TN PR PR TIT PR OR PR

150 IR UM MR

M2 PR ORW .70 PR PIR 77 PR OX
,0172 19 NI 1NN PR LIMWI A0 2TRY
J7°2 NRvpnn TR

NP oM '
MW M7 Y2 1KY ) — PIR 717 PR OXY




represent the epitome of interpersonal T PR — 370 PR L,N1I2T aY 89 AR
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Torah study has no value, and his very

conduct degrades the majesty of the Torah.

Not only is caring about others (derech eret3) a prerequisite to acquiring wisdom, but it is
also a character trait that the Jewish People take pride in. For Judaism calls on us to be “a
light unto the nations” (Yeshayahu/Isaiah 42:6), a shining example to the wotld in terms
of kindness and compassion.

Part B. Visiting the Sick Helps to Heal the Patient

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 39b-40a — Visiting the sick has the power to restore a
person’s health and potentially save his life.
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they [Rabbi Akiva and his students| swept
and mopped the room, the patient lived. He
then said to Rabbi Akiva, ‘My master, you
have given me lifel’

[Following this incident] Rabbi Akiva went
out and taught: “‘Whoever does not visit the
sick, it is as if he has spilled blood!””

What if the patient already has visitors who are taking care of his needs? Is there still a
mitzvah to visit him?

2. Maharal, Chidushei Agadot, Nedarim 40a — Every visitor has a unique power to
bring the sick person new life, even if other people are visiting him.
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breathe new life into him. It is for this
reason that one who does not visit the sick
is comparable to one who has spilled blood.

The following story shows how even a small gesture can revive a person — such is the
power of the mitzvah to visit the sick.

In the back of the synagogue where Rabbi Avrabanm Pam regularly prayed, there was an old man who

could be found day after day in bis customary seat. One day he was missing and Rabbi Pam’s inquiries
elicited the news that the man was sick in the hospital. Althongh Rabbi Pam wished to visit the man, be
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could not, because the rabbi was a Koben. (Kobanim are in some circumstances forbidden to enter a
hospital.) Instead, Rabbi Pan: wrote the man a letter saying that his presence in synagogue was missed,
that he prayed for bis recovery every day, and that he would love to visit but was unable to because he was
a Koben.

The old man was ecstatic with bis mail. The great Rabbi Pam, the head of the famons Y eshivah Torah
Veda'as, had written to him. He prayed for him. He wonld even have visited him if only he conld. The
man showed the letter to anyone who entered bis room. His elated spirits soon boosted his physical
strength as well, and a full recovery ensued. When Rabbi Pam heard of the impact his letter had made,
be cried: “What did it take to write that letter? Nothing. A pen and a piece of paper. 1 jotted a few lines

and sent it over.”

With that quick gesture, he restored a person to life. .. (Rabbi Fishel Shachter, Chofetz Chaim: Loving
Kindness, ArtScroll Publications, p. 314)

Part C. The Body is a Vehicle for the Spiritual Voyage

Unlike other religions, Judaism views the body as a critical component in achieving one’s
purpose in life. As described in the next source, the path of Judaism is therefore to
engage the body and maintain its health, since it is the vehicle for the soul’s spiritual
voyage.

1. Rabbi Akiva Tatz M.D., Letters to a Buddhist Jew, Targum Press — Unlike
other religions, Judaism views the body as a critical component in achieving one’s
purpose in life.

The highest exponents of the world’s spiritual systems are monks and nuns, celibates and
ascetics who have renounced the body in order to transcend it. But Judaism requires
engaging the body; requires marriage, requires the experience of bodily pleasure, regards
permanent celibacy as a negative ideal. Our path is not to separate body and soul but to
engage the body and elevate it to the level of soul. For us, the body is not the point of
departure for the spiritual voyage; it is the vehicle.

The body must not be left behind while mind and spirit transcend. It must be made to
serve mind and spirit. And that is the meaning of the mitzvot, the commandments. The
mitzvot are physical actions (there are very few mitzvot that are performed in
consciousness alone) that express spirit. Every part of the body is commanded to act;
each limb and organ performs an action that expresses Torah. Mitzvot are to Torah what
body is to soul.

Key Themes of Section II:

e A few strokes of Rabbi Pam’s pen on paper sent as a letter to a sick person.
A few sweeps of Rabbi Akiva’s broom to clean the floor of the patient’s
room. These actions seem trivial to us, but to a sick person who feels
lonely, isolated, and possibly doesn’t have the strength to clean his own
room, these actions have the power to restore his spirit and his life. Even if
someone else could perform the same function, perhaps your presence
would be a unique contribution and the key to his return to health.

¢ Finally, the importance of visiting the sick is underscored by the fact that
Judaism regards the body as the vehicle for the soul’s spiritual voyage, and
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therefore maintaining its health is important.

Section III. How to Fulfill the Mitzvah of Visiting the Sick

For the purposes of the mitzvah to visit the sick, a choleh (sick person) is defined as one
who is:

e Bed-ridden and weak, or

e In medical danger.

Therefore, one would have a mitzvah to visit someone who is bed ridden and weak with
influenza. A woman in the first three days after giving birth (or even longer, if she is still
in the hospital) is also in this category. A person with pneumonia is in medical danger
(since it has more than a 1% mortality rate), apart from being bed-ridden. However, a
person who is housebound after breaking a leg does not fall into the category of a choleb,
so there is no special mitzvah of visiting the sick in such a case — however one would still
fulfill the mitzvah of loving one’s fellow as oneself (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak
Berkovits, citing Gur Aryeh, Bereishit 18:1).

1. Rabbi Yitzchak Silver, Mishpetei HaShalom 14:8 — There are four main
components to the mitzvah of visiting the sick.

There are four essential components to the :0°P91 VIR WO 2N PP MIXn VA
mitzvah of visiting the sick:

1. Taking care of all the patient’s physical 207X 93 Wy (R
needs

2. Improving the patient’s mood and peace DPONNWAN 17721 QY M DM XY (2
of mind by having friends who help to carry RRia)
the burden of his illness

3. Praying for [the recovery and health of] AW DWW 120w Dpna] 1Ry 1w (3
the patient. (Prayers said in the patient’s 7YX MInnIa MAMYNT NYWY DRYNM]

presence are especially powerful for two
reasons: the Divine Presence is to be found
in the place of the sick; and when one is in
the presence of the sufferer, he is moved to
greater and more sincere depths of prayer.)

4. Removing a sixtieth of the person’s

) 201 DWW TR W (7
sickness

The next sources detail each of the above components.
Part A. Taking Care of the Patient’s Physical Needs

1. Rosh, Nedarim 40a — Rabbi Akiva and his students swept the floor of the sick
person.

[Due to the fact that they, i.e. Rabbi Akiva and T DR P27 01217 23 — 715D 1IN 17DW
his students] swept and mopped the room, the 727X 3 1pon
patient lived] — For one who visits a sick
person should see to it that all of his
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| physical needs are taken care of. ‘

2. Ramban, Torat HaAdam, Sha’ar HaMeichush — One should take care of the all
the physical needs of the patient.

We learn from here [i.e. the account of | %277 1722°W 72 2°7I MP2T RIID YN
Rabbi Akiva] that we visit the sick in order 9N 093°% 093787 17 WY 10197
to sweep and mop the floor and take care of
all of the needs pertaining to his illness.

The primary objective of this mitzvah is to help the patient with all his needs (Shulchan
Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:1, 2). “Sweeping and mopping” are not literal, but rather
examples cited by the Gemara. Other examples are:

e Calling a doctor
e Obtaining medicine
e Shopping or cleaning his house if needed
¢ Bringing him food
e Making phone calls on his behalf
(Based on Journey to Virtue, Rabbi Avrohom Ehrman 57:2.)

Part B. Improving the Patient’s Mood and Peace of Mind

1. Ramban, Torat HaAdam, Sha’ar HaMeichush — The patient’s mood is
improved when he sees that his health and recovery are important to others.

We learn from here [i.e. the account of NI RID L..07 2O NPT RO VALY
Rabbi Akiva] that we visit the sick in order 27am ay MM
to ... improve the patient’s mood and
provide peace of mind by having friendly
company.

The Ramban understands that by taking care of the physical needs of the patient, one
shows him that others consider his recovery to full health to be important to them. One
has to make sure that the patient knows that other people care about him and his
recovery (Hilchot Bein Adam I’Chavero, Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Vol. 11, 2:5).

2. Maharal, Netiv Gemilut Chasadim, Ch. 4 — He also sees how many people
consider him to be a friend.

One who visits the sick improves his mood 12 37IW 21977 M0 NN R 200 P 0D
and gives him peace of mind, since it is the DR AT P27 230w °72M 2OV M
manner of friends and companions to go to )

visit each other. [In other words: when people
come to visit him, he realizes that they
consider him to be their friend and
companion, and his spirits are lifted.]

If one visits a friend in the hospital, as one leaves, one should go around the room to
wish the other patients a complete recovery (refuah shleimah) and ask them how they are
coping. Apart from improving their spirits, the Rabbinic obligation to “visit the sick”
applies to every sick person one encounters (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, based
on Rambam, Hilchot Aveil 14:1). (This also refers to non-Jewish patients, since the
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kindly character traits that the Torah develops

in a person extend to all human beings —

Journey to Virtue, 57:27, citing Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:9).

Visiting an old age home is included in the mitzvah of visiting the sick. This is certainly
true if the patient is a true choleh (either weak and bed-ridden or in medical danger). Even
if he is not a choleh, he might be depressed, and improving his mood is included in the
mitzvah of loving one’s fellow as oneself (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits).

3. Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, Vol. IT p. 210; Rabbi Reuven Leuchter, written
correspondence — The visitor helps to bear the patient’s burden.

We have been taught by our Sages that the
mitzvot of visiting the sick and comforting
mourners are expressions of the obligation
to “help bear the burden of one’s fellow”
(Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe).

In summary: “Helping to bear another’s
burden” means entering into the world of
the patient's feelings and thoughts, by
vividly imagining oneself being in his
situation. By doing this, one is literally
together with him in his situation. (Rabb:
Renven Leuchter).

DI 222117 P2 NNXA 3 M2 NP
A7°an oy 9wa KW 1ava 17 2°9aR
(v M)

1Y TIND 710710 RIT 17020 WA XY TI¥P2
RI7T 77 070 997,090 2307 X 07 DY 1wn hw
(V3717 J2IRT ") wnan YAy T R¥A)

A doctor can fulfill part of the mitzvah of visiting the sick if he smiles to the patient,

explains what is happening to him, and shows

sympathy (so long as his motivation is not

only for money) (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, Jerusalem).

Part C. Praying for the Recovery and Health of the Patient

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim, 40a — One is required to pray for a sick person.

Rav Dimi said, “One who visits the sick, it
as if he brought him life. One who fails to
visit the sick, is as if he had caused him to
die ... [How sor] One who visits the sick
requests mercy for him that he will live ...
one who does not visit the sick does not
pray for mercy on his behalf.

DI I DR PN 92 SR M7 27 RNR 0D
12 070 A0 DR PR WRW 9 LW 19
POY wpan AN DR PRt 9o L. MW
TR 00 DR PN PRY 9 ... W 2onnn

..D°7 POV wpan

2. Ramban, Torat HaAdam, Sha’ar HaMeichush — By visiting the patient and

seeing his condition, one is moved to pray

more sincerely on his behalf.

We learn from here [i.e. the previous source,
and the account of Rabbi Akiva who went
to visit the sick] that we visit the sick in
order to ... put oneself in the position
where one is aroused to pray on the
patient’s behalf [with a more heartfelt
prayet] ... Therefore, if one visits a sick
person and does not pray on his behalf, one
has not fulfilled the mitzvah.

YT PIDW ST ... DO NPT RIN VA
a9 DR P2 7900 L. YOV wpa DR
JXNAT 0P XY 0000 1YY WP R
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Someone who visits a sick person and does not pray for him has not fulfilled the mitzvah
propetly (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:4).

3. Maharal, Netiv Gemilut Chasadim, Ch. 4 — Exerting oneself to travel to visit the
patient in itself is a form of request for his health, and strengthens one’s prayers.

When one visits the sick person he in essence | ,0%M7 Yo Wpan 7217 DX P20 WK 2"
asks for mercy on the patient’s behalf. For D100 WP RINW Yy WIPaAT PIY 72 D
the very act of visiting the sick person is [in
itself essentially an act of seeking out and]
yearning for the other’s life and well-being.
[Therefore, one’s prayers offered in that
context are an extension of that quest for

life.]

However, when one prays at home for the ;22" PR MPAA K92 1023 o°PRN Nwp3 9aR
sick individual, this is less effective because R DN NP2 DY TwYA Y XA RIW 7D
his prayers are not accompanied by an act of 92T ,19P2% 172 9K AT 1D 7T IR T
actually visiting the sick person; this cannot OV A wpa T
be compared to prayers offered in his

presence.

The opportunity to pray for someone is even equated to saving a life in danger:

4. Maharal, Netiv Gemilut Chasadim Ch. 4 — Not calling on God’s innate
compassion is like not saving someone who is in danger.

For since God is compassionate and His ,0°017 B2 R N"WAY NRA 0D T R0
attribute is to have mercy, when one fails to D°AMT Wp2n WKW 5N 29991 ,41777 1N
attempt to call upon that compassion he 25% IPRW 1 NI AT IP0XAD wpan PR
shows that he does not wish to have .771902 RIT WRD IR

compassion upon the other person. This is
comparable to one who does not do anything
to save the life of his fellow man whose life is
in danger.

When praying for mercy in the patient’s presence, one may pray in any language (since
the Shechinab is present above the head of a sick person). However, if not in his presence,
the prayer should preferably be said in Hebrew (Yoreh Deah 335:5, Taz 4). He should
pray that the patient be granted a recovery among all other sick Jews so that the
combined merit will help his prayers find acceptance (Yoreh Deah 335:6). Therefore, one
says to the patient, “May the Almighty have compassion on you among all sick Jews.”

Part D. Removing One-Sixtieth of the Patient’s Sickness

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 39b; Ran, ibid. — Visiting a sick person removes one-
sixtieth of his suffering (if the visitor shares the same astrological sign as the

patient).
Rabbi Chama Bar Chanina said: “One who 7207 DR P23 93 K1 92 RAK 927 0N
visits a sick person removes one sixtieth of VXA DWW TR Yol

his suffering.”

Abaye said to Rava, “If this is so, then if MNP PR NHYOY 3R X279 AR 177 K
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sixty people were to visit the patient then he
would fully recover!”

Rava responded, “Each visitor removes one
sixtieth of what is left.”

[When does a visitor remove one sixtieth of
the patient’s suffering]? When the visitor is
a ben gilo [i.e. he is born into the same wazal,
or zodiac constellation as the patient —
Ran].

273 7221 527 927 RNV 07 MR

I 5w 1912 ARt TN 0

2. Maharal, Chidushei Agadot, ibid., s.v. notel echad - Visitors help the patient
feel he is a part of normal reality, and this alleviates his suffering.

A sick person is effectively separated from
other people [and from the rest of reality].
Reality as a whole is functioning as it
should, whereas a sick person has diverged
from this state of normal functioning. When
healthy people visit the sick person and
connect with him, they restore him, if only
somewhat, to a state of health and
normalcy, thus “alleviating a sixtieth of the
malady.”

Specifically when the visitor is a ben gilo to
the patient [will one sixtieth of his suffering
be removed] since he has more of a
connection with the visitor.

L, RIT AWRD D127 990 1 9721 RIT O
,N1°72 QIR 07 WK 077 2981237 990 0D

1M 2721 K17 MR RY WK 0T 7aR
222007 oM AN 2PAAY 3T2Y .59900

191 IR PV 7712Y,0°R1237 POR 2900
Rolal s hiatal

71277 17 W0 2 19°3 72 RIT IWRD RPIT 70O
.y

3. Ben Yehoyada, Nedarim 39a, s.v. u’bnei adam — Since we are all
interconnected, the sickness is removed from the patient.

The way that this works is based on the
essential interconnectedness and unity of the
Jewish People. Therefore, a visitor to a sick
patient will per force help him.

SRAWOH WO MIART 797 7T 02T SW nym
A7 N9V NPT T T IR

4. Ibid., s.v. notel echad — Some of the suffering is actually transferred to the

visitor and thus relieves the patient.

[The idea is #ot that visitor actually contracts
some of the sickness, but rather] the idea of
ben gilo is that since he is better able to
identify with the sick person, he experiences
a modicum — one sixtieth — of the patient’s
discomfort and suffering. As a result of that,
one sixtieth of the patient’s suffering will be
relieved ... The suffering that is transferred
to others [i.e. visitors] has the ability to
protect and effect atonement [for the
patient.]

TIWX IO ,179 72 RITW DA TN IR

SV IRY LA DWW 1IVRA DOWWR TR W01
'R 27 72 P00 P wolk voanT T vy
... 20 7 1 DWwn

IANT? N 11212 W 2OIARY YOPW NI 0D
b))
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Key Themes of Section III

e The guiding principle of the details of visiting the sick is to tend to the
patient’s needs in a way that will aid his healing.

e On a physical level, one should make efforts to take care of all the physical
details: food, transport, medical care, shopping, laundry, etc. “What would
I like done for me if I were sick?” is the guiding principle behind visiting
the sick and loving one’s fellow as oneself in general.

¢ On an emotional level, one’s presence shows the sick person that his
health is important to others, and his friends help bear his burden. Science
confirms what the Torah has known all along — there is a strong
connection between emotional and physical well being, and thus the
Talmud’s comment is appropriate: “The white of a smile may be more
nourishing than the white of a glass of milk” (Ketubot 111b).

e On a spiritual level, the mitzvah also extends to praying to God for his
friend’s recovery.

Section IV. Other Torah Sensitivities Regarding Visiting the Sick
Part A. The Visit is for the Patient’s Benefit

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 41a — Do not cause the patient embarrassment due to
his condition.

One should not visit someone suffering from RDID®D DWW ...V N K PIPan PR
an intestinal disorder ... because he will cause
the patient embarrassment.

2. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:8 — To both fulfill the mitzvah and avoid
embarrassing the patient, it may be necessary to stand in the hallway outside the
patient’s room.

One should not enter the patient’s room to | X921 ,7v7 2212 891 ,009n 912 8D PIpan PR
visit him if he has a intestinal disorder [and | WP X1 799 77pNT 0 22 191 .WRIT 90
will be embatrassed] or if he has pain in his L1192 MR PP PR XN2T 770
head, eye or whole body that makes it

difficult for him to talk [with his visitors].

Rather,
e The visitor should come to the ,1X°M7 022 P0I21 KON
hallway outside his room and

inquire after his welfare.

e The visitor should ask if the patient | ,°19% 2791 7257 1"2"% X 12 PWNT PORWN
would like the visitor to come ,12 KX
inside the room to sweep and mop
the floor [or take care of any other
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physical needs].
e The visitor should lend a listening LV Py
ear to his suffering and distress.

e The visitor should pray for his
recovery and health. NaalsmREr)ifakiisirialay

The general principle is that a person should only visit if doing so will be to the patient’s
benefit (Journey to Virtue, Rabbi Avrohom Ehrman, 57:4). Therefore, one should not
visit a patient with intestinal disorders or other conditions that cause him embarrassment.
Even so, one should still observe as much of the mitzvah as possible, and if one cannot
sit beside him, such as in a case where the patient is in the intensive care unit of the
hospital, he should follow the guidelines above (as in source 2).

If a patient is quarantined with a contagious illness, then one should still inquire after his
health from his family and close friends (The Code of Jewish Conduct, Rabbi Yitzchak
Silver, p. 258).

Part B. What Time of Day to Visit

The Sages (Nedarim 40a) taught that one should not pay a visit during the early part of
the day (when illnesses are generally at their mildest and the visitor will not be stirred to
pray earnestly), nor in the last part of the day (as the patient is often at his worst then,
and one might despair of his recovery and not pray for him properly). The Rambam
provides another reason:

1. Rambam, Hilchot Aveil 14:5 — One’s visit should not conflict with the patient’s
care schedule.

One should not visit the patient in the first | X?1,01°2 MNWRY MY WHWA R? IR0 PRI
three hours of the day, nor in the last three 371X PROYNA W 191 ,MNINR WIPW3
hours of the day, because they [the ivaish?
doctors] are taking care of his needs.

The Rambam (ibid.) writes that the reason for not visiting during the early part of the day
is that in the morning his needs are being attended to (as is the practice of modern
hospitals, where doctors make their rounds and supervise patient treatment in the
mornings).

However, if one is only able to visit at these times because of other commitments, it is
better to go then, rather than not to go at all (Ahavat Chesed 3:3).

Ideally, visits should be planned in accordance with the patient’s schedule and/or the
visiting hours allowed by the hospital. Some hospitals will allow one to visit outside of
visiting hours if the patient says he needs the visitor, and if the hospital is not particular
about enforcing visiting hours, then one may go outside of these times (heard from
Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits).

Of course, if one has no choice, one can fulfill this mitzvah by sending a message or a
letter, or even calling on the telephone (heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Berkovits, based on
Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:8; Ahavat Chesed 3:3; Igrot Moshe, Yoreh Deah 223).
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The following story is an example of how a well-timed visit can make all the difference.

It happened that one of the prominent rabbis of Jerusalen fell ill and was bedridden for many months.
He conld no longer go to shul nor make any public appearances. After a while, the great Sephardi
kabbalist, Chacham Mutzafi (1900-1974) began to visit the rabbi every Friday night on his way
home from shul. He wonld spend a few minutes with the rabbi, discussing the pressing issues of the day
and getting his advice about questions that arose during the week.

After a number of weeks during which he made these Friday night visits, some of his family members
asked Chacham Mutzafi, “Why do you go and visit the rabbi on Friday nights? The family has to
wait a_few minutes for you to come home. The rabbi is at home every day and every night of the week.
Why not visit hin in the middle of the week?”

Chacham Mutzafi replied, “1 am sure that on Friday night the rabbi has fond memories of his younger
years. In years gone by, every Friday night this rabbi wonld walk home accompanied by many
congregants. He would share words of wisdom with them, and discuss questions of halachah about
which he had been consulted.”

“Now being sick,” continued Chacham Mutzafi, “he has none of that honor. Friday night must be the
saddest time of the week for him. For what be had, be no longer has. 1t is for this reason that 1 spend
a few minutes to go and cheer him up specifically at this time.” (Rabbi Paysach Krohn, Around the
Maggid’s Table, p. 74.)

One of the hardest things about being sick is not being able to participate in one’s
normal life. How does the CEO feel when he cannot attend executive meetings due to
illness? Or how does the injured sportsman feel when he knows that his team is playing
without him? What about the college student sick in the dormitory, feeling isolated
knowing his friends are together without him? Visiting at times like these is especially
appreciated and reflects true compassion for the patient.

Part C. One May Visit Many Times a Day

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 39b — One may visit many times a day. One should
even visit someone who is of a lesser stature than oneself.

“The mitzvah of visiting the sick has no 77 PRORD VW 7 PR 20911 NP2
limit.” With regard to what does it have “no LW
limit”?

[There are two explanations.] Abaye said, 0P DER 9172 120X AR NN

“Even an individual of greater standing must
visit someone of lesser stature.”

Rava said, “One must visit the sick person a1°3 2°AYD RN 19°OKR IR X9
even a hundred times a day [i.e. as much as
necessary|.”
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One may visit the patient many times a day. Indeed, it is praiseworthy to do so, as long as
it does not bother the patient and it is for his benefit (Rambam, Hilchot Aveil 14:4).

Part D. To Sit on the Same Level or Lower than the Patient

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 40a — The Divine Presence rests above the head of the

patient.

Rabin said in the name of Rav, “From where
do we know that the Shechinah is to be found
above the head of the sick person? From the
verse that states, ‘God will support him on
the bed of illness’ (Tehillim/Psalms 41:4).”

Similarly, it has been taught: One who comes
to visit a sick person should not sit on a bed,

chair or bench; rather, he should wrap himself

and sit on the floot, for the Divine Presence
is to be found above the sick man, as it is
written, “God will support him on the bed of
illness.”
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2. Ran, ibid. — Out of respect for the Shechinah, one should not sit higher than the

patient.

There are those who interpret this teaching
as referring to a scenario in which the
patient himself is on the floor. In this case,
were the visitor to sit on a chair or the like
he would find himself above the patient’s
head.

3"V AW TRINAWD RPIT AT 7" KRR M
ST A TN AW R¥A1 2"RT VPR

It is a mitzvah to sit with the patient and keep
floor, the visitor should not sit on a chair that

him company. If the patient is lying on the
is higher than his head. If the patient is

lying on a bed, however, it is fine to sit on a chair or bench (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh

Deah 335:5).

Part E. Guiding the Patient Toward Spiritual Growth

1. Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 335:7

We tell the patient that he should make
sure his financial affairs are in order, i.e. to
make accounting of monies that he lent or
deposited with others, or that others lent
or deposited with him. However, one must
be careful not to make him afraid that he is
going to die.

N 7277 AR L, 1P10IY DY 0T I 17 0nIR
17°P917 IR N277 Q2R N ,D°IR DR TP
. DA 77 0197 T ORY 198N

A person afflicted with a serious illness should pay extra attention not to leave this world
with unfinished affairs. To take care of such matters could be a mitzvah; and adding to
one’s treasury of mitzvot — along with good deeds and prayer — is a merit for life

(Journey to Virtue, 57:29; Shabbat 32a).
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2. Chofetz Chaim, Ahavat Chesed 3:3 — Inspire the patient to introspect and

improve.

One who visits a sick person should tend to
both his physical and spiritual needs ...
Regarding his spiritual needs: the visitor
should gently inspire the patient to do
teshuvah [literally, “return,” changing one’s
character and behavior for the better], to
introspect and improve his ways. [However,
by doing so, one must be careful not to
make him afraid that he is going to die.]

2077 927%2 PO 17 IR AT DR pan
72WNY IR 1MYY — WO ...wH A1
WY wowsw

Key Themes of Section I'V.

e Every mitzvah in the Torah is specifically designed to educate us
regarding higher levels of awareness and sensitivity. Visiting the sick is no

different.

e The Torah’s guidelines help us consider the emotional state of the patient,
as he could be embarrassed by his condition and would rather not have
visitors. The guidelines also help determine what time of day to visit and
what we should talk about with the patient.

e The Torah requires us to assess the patient’s physical, emotional, and
spiritual situation with sensitivity before acting — to leave the box of our
own subjectivity and really think about the other person.

¢ One of the hardest things about being sick is not being able to participate
in one’s normal life. How does the CEO feel when he cannot attend
executive meetings due to illness? Or how does the injured sportsman
feels when he knows that his team is playing without him? What about the
college student sick in the dormitory, feeling isolated knowing his friends
are together without him? These are times when one’s visit is especially
appreciated, reflecting true compassion for the patient.

Section V. The Reward for Visiting the Sick

The Talmud teaches us that visiting the sick is one of the rare mitzvot for which a person
is rewarded in this world, as well as in the World to Come (Shabbat 127a). What are the

rewards in this world?

1. Talmud Bavli, Nedarim 40a — The four rewards for visiting the sick: protection
from one’s Evil Inclination and from suffering, and gaining honor and true

friends.

What is the reward of one who visits the
sick?

.170W A AP oY
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1. God will protect him from the Evil
Inclination.

2. God will protect him from suffering.
3. He will be honored by all.

4. He will have acquaintances that are true
friends.
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In the next sources, the Chofetz Chaim and Maharal explain the reasons for these

specific forms of reward.

2. Chofetz Chaim, Ahavat Chesed, 3:3 (footnote) — The visitor is rewarded

“measure for measure.”

The three rewards for visiting the sick as
based on the principle of “measure for
measure:”

One who visits a sick person should tend to
his physical and spiritual needs. He tends to
the physical needs by taking care of his
medical needs. He attends to the spiritual
needs by gently guiding the patient to
introspect and improve his ways...

1. Because he improved the patient’s
spiritual well-being, his spiritual well-being
will also be secure — he will be saved from
the Evil Inclination.

2. Because he looked after the other’s
physical needs, he will be rewarded in the
physical realm by being saved from
suffering.

3. And because he may have compromised
his status and honor by visiting someone of
a lesser status than himself, his reward is

that he will be honored by all.
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3. Maharal, Netiv Gemilut Chassadim, Ch. 4 — The visitor receives similar
benefits to those that he gives the sick person.

The visitor has acted in the spirit of true
companionship by visiting his friend, so he
deserves to merit true friends [who will treat
him in the same manner].
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Key Themes of Section V.

¢ God’s behavior toward people mirrors their own actions. In this way man
takes the lead in his relationship with God. As Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner
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explains, the verse “God is your shade” (Tehillim 121:5), can be
understood as “God is your shadow.” Just as a shadow mimics a person,

so God’s conduct toward someone varies according to the person himself
(Nefesh HaChaim 1:7).

e This principle of reflection in Divine Providence is known as “measure for
measure” (midah k’neged midah). If a person is kind and forgiving
towards others, God Himself is kind and forgiving towards this person.

e This principle finds clear expression in the mitzvah of visiting the sick. It
is as if God encourages us to follow in His ways, and thus God gives the
visitor the very same benefits that the visitor gives his sick friend —
spiritual rejuvenation, physical health, honor, and true friendship.
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