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Our parsha this morning begins with an unusual series of pesukim. 
 
The Lord appeared to him in the plains of 

Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to 

his tent in the heat of the day.  

  א:בראשית פרק יח
וירא אליו יקוק באלני ממרא והוא ישב פתח האהל כחם 

 :היום

 
Normally, when God appears or reveals himself to one of the Avos, that appearance is followed 
by some form of communication. We fully expect the word of God to occupy the continuation of 
this narrative. Yet we all know that what follows is not a revelation, but the succeeding story of 
Avraham’s opening his home to welcome strangers. 
 
Picking up on this anomaly, Rashi – based on two Talmudic passages – writes the following: 
 

 א:י בראשית פרק יח"רש
אמר רבי חמא בר חנינא .  לבקר את החולה- וירא אליו 

  :ה ושאל בשלומו"ובא הקב, יום שלישי למילתו היה
   

He appeared to him – to visit the sick. Said R. 
Hama bar Hanina: It was the third day following 
his circumcision and the Holy One Blessed Be 
He came to inquire about Avraham’s well-being.  
 
If Hashem makes visiting the sick such a priority, surely we should do the same.  
 
In reviewing the halachos of bikkur cholim, I’d like share with you two questions that emerge. 
One of the key sources for these halachos is Toras Ha-Adam, Nachmanides’ important work of 
halacha and philosophy as the pertain to illness, end-of-life issues, death and bereavement. There 
he writes: 
 

  ן עמוד יז "תורת האדם לרמב
שמעינן מהכא דביקור חולים כדי שיכבדו וירבצו לפניו ויעשו לו צרכים הצריכים לחליו וימצא נחת רוח עם חביריו 

 :ועוד כדי שיכוין דעתו לרחמים ויבקש עליו הלכך המבקר את החולה ולא ביקש עליו רחמים לא קיים מצוה זו
 
There are two essential principles that govern the mitzvah of bikkur cholim. First, the visitor do 
is obligated to do all he can to care for the physical and medical needs of the person who is ill. 
Second, the visitor is obliged to pray on behalf of the חולה. Anyone who fails to utter a prayer has 
not fulfilled the mitzvah of bikkur cholim. 
 
My first question pertains to this latter principle. Certainly we understand the primacy of prayer 
in Jewish life and it is certainly intuitive that tefillah would be appropriate to the circumstance of 
illness. But how are we to understand the notion that prayer is so essential that one who does not 
pray for or with the choleh has not fulfilled his obligation? 
 
My second question emerges from the details of this halacha. 
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When one prays on his behalf: If he prays in front 
of him [the sick person], he may pray in any 
language he chooses. If he prays not in the presence 
of the sick person, he must pray in Hebrew. 

  שולחן ערוך יורה דעה סימן שלה סעיף ה
יכול לבקש , אם מבקש לפניו, כשמבקש עליו רחמים

לא יבקש , ואם מבקש שלא בפניו. צהבכל לשון שיר
 . אלא בלשון הקדש

 
Why the distinction? Why does it matter whether or not one is praying in the presence of the 
choleh?  
 
What I would like to suggest is that our translation and understanding of bikkur cholim is too 
limited. If one examines the instances in which the root ר-ק-ב  appears as a verb in the Torah, one 
will find something quite remarkable. 
 
Any tithe of cattle or of the flock, any that 
passes under the staff, the tenth one shall be 
holy to the Lord. He shall not distinguish 
between good and bad and he should not 
substitute for it. 

 לג-לב:ויקרא פרק כז
וכל מעשר בקר וצאן כל אשר יעבר תחת השבט 

 בין טוב לרע ולא יבקרלא . 'העשירי יהיה קדש לה
ימירנו ואם המר ימירנו והיה הוא ותמורתו יהיה קדש 

 :לא יגאל
 

ר-ק-ב  really means to distinguish or differentiate. It really means to discern.  
This is probably also the etymology of the Hebrew word for morning, בוקר. The shining of the 
sun allows one to discern the difference between night and day; the light splits the darkness – 
revealing that morning has come. 
 
With this understanding, we can begin to answer our original questions: 
Why is prayer so integral to the mitzvah that if one fails to pray he has not fulfilled his obligation 
of bikkur cholim? 
 
Because the goal of בקור חולים is not simply to visit for the sake of keeping the choleh company. 
Surely that’s important. But more than anything, the goal is to seek out – to discern, to know, to 
recognize what this person may need.  
 
That’s why, before anything else – as Ramban writes – one’s first obligation is to see to it that 
the needs of the choleh are taken care of. Do they have their medications; are they comfortable; 
etc.  
But equally important is to recognize the person’s emotional state. 

• Are they in pain or thinking about pain? 

• Are they thinking about their own mortality?  

• Are they thinking about their recovery – about what life will look like tomorrow or the 
day after? 

If any of these thoughts has crossed his/her mind, one has to believe that he/she has in all 
likelihood undergone moments of despair and/or hopelessness.  
 
It’s to these feelings that the Ramban is so sensitive. One has to offer a prayer because one has to 
offer hope – whatever that means in a given circumstance. Maybe it’s hope for a cure; maybe it’s 
hope for a little more time; maybe it’s hope for a few moments of less pain or less comfort. 



3 

 

Prayer is code for hope. To leave that hospital room without instilling in the patient a sense that 
there is room to hope, is to have failed to accomplish one of the primary functions of bikkur 
cholim.  
 
Let us now return to our second question: How do we understand the distinction between praying 
in the presence of the choleh versus praying somewhere else? Why is it permissible to pray in 
any language in the presence of the choleh? 
 

  תלמוד בבלי מסכת שבת דף יב עמוד ב 
זימנין אמר המקום יפקדך לשלום וזימנין . כי הוה אזלינן בתריה דרבי אלעזר לשיולי בתפיחה: אמר רבה בר בר חנה

ואמר ! לעולם אל ישאל אדם צרכיו בלשון ארמי: והאמר רב יהודה? היכי עביד הכי. רחמנא ידכרינך לשלם) ליה(אמר 
 -! שאין מלאכי השרת מכירין בלשון ארמי,  אין מלאכי השרת נזקקין לו-אל צרכיו בלשון ארמי כל השו: רבי יוחנן
יסעדנו על ' ה+ תהלים מא+ שנאמר -מנין ששכינה סועד את החולה : דאמר רב ענן אמר רב. דשכינה עמו, שאני חולה
  . ערש דוי

 
Normally, we only offer up petitions in Hebrew. We rely, so to speak, on the angels to help 
transport our prayers up to heaven. As the angels only speak Hebrew, we are obligated to pray in 
this language. But when it comes to the choleh, these normal rules are suspended. No angels are 
needed because God himself is present in the hospital room. 
 
There’s a phenomenon I’ve seen many times: Sometimes it’s when a person is near the end – or 
sometimes it’s when a person is coming off anesthesia – or is a little disoriented for any number 
of reasons. The patient starts calling for his mother – usually in the language of their childhood.  
 
I haven’t researched this, but we all understand it intuitively. At these moments of such profound 
vulnerability – we each subconsciously feel a sense of loneliness and long for the embrace of our 
archetypal mother.  
 
If that is part of what the choleh is going through – consciously or otherwise – then the greatest 
gift we can give him is to assure him that he is in fact not alone. By telling us that we can pray in 
any language, Chazal convey this beautiful message: No one is alone because God himself is 
present.  
 

   שלה סימן דעה יורה השולחן ערוך
 פ"ע דביום צריכים שהם מה לראות הלילה כל החולים אצל שלנים לינה חברה הנקראים ערים בכמה החברות יפו ומה
 שכרם גדול כן על באונס בשינה ונשקעים היום מעבודת ליםעמ ביתו דאנשי בלילה כ"משא ביתו אנשי לו משמשים רוב
 .לינה חברי של מאד מאד

 
We all know about חברי קדישה, but the ערוך השלחן writes that there used to be חברי לינה – members 
of the community who would volunteer their time to spend the night in the hospital to see to it – 
no only that the patient’s needs were taken care of – but that he/she was never alone. 
 
I titled this שיעור Why Bikkur Cholim Matters Now because I believe that fundamentally despair 
and loneliness are two feelings from which no one is immune – young or old, infirm or healthy.  
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Perhaps it’s no coincidence that the mitzvah of בקור חולים dovetails with הכנסת אורחים – the story 
of Avraham welcoming three wayfarers into his home. Hope and support have a contagious 
quality. When one is made to feel hopeful, when a person knows he or she is not alone – it 
becomes almost natural to turn around and lift up others. מצוה גוררת מצוה – one good turn 
promotes another.  
 
Bonds between individuals, friends and families are strengthened in the process. For every act of 
chessed weaves yet another thread of empathy, compassion and kindness into the very fabric of 
our community.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
 
  
  
  
 
 

 
 
 

  
 


