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The medieval Jewish mystic, Rabbi Isaac Luria (known as the ARI) is said to have recited these words 
before praying each day:  “ Hareini mekabel/et alai, et mitzvat haBoreh, v’ahavta le’reeicha camocha.    I 
am ready to perform the mitzvah to love my neighbor as myself.”   In reciting this commandment, the 
ARI set an intention for prayer.  In this case, he was seeking  deveikut ( connecting with God- the 
ultimate source of love and meaning.)   The Torah is specific in demanding that we love our neighbor;  it 
is a duty which we set out to fulfill every day. 

This directive is not always easy to follow.  Our world is complicated;  people commit heinous acts of 
cruelty, and we see illness and destruction every day.  It can be hard to wake up in each morning, and 
greet others cheerfully and with any optimism, much less with love. 

As a chaplain, I understand the challenge quite well.  A significant number of the patients I see are in 
pain and suffering.  Many are alone and lonely; others are frightened and defeated.  The same can be 
true for the family and friends who hold vigil at their bedsides.  I frequently engage patients in 
conversations, taking the time to listen and respond to their stories.  I’ll take their hands and recite a 
mishebeirach.  It is easy to see when someone is being comforted:  they might become more animated 
or alert, they share intimate details of their condition or their lives; they squeeze my hands as I hold 
theirs and tears run down their face as they hear a prayer.  And this scenario repeats several times a 
day, 5 days a week. 

People often ask me how I hold steady, and how I manage to maintain control of my own emotions in 
the face of my daily experiences.  I can admit that it’s not always easy.  Yet I’ve found that when I bring 
someone comfort and healing, I receive it in return.   As I fulfill that commandment to ‘love my 
neighbor, I am loved.  And that’s how I get up the next day, and do it all over again. 

The playwright, author and activist Eve Ensler teaches us: ‘Give what you want the most’ (one of the ten 
principles of the City of Joy http://drc.vday.org/10-guiding-principles/).   Rather than resulting in deficits, 
giving others strength, comfort and love will leave our souls fulfilled. 

May we be blessed every day to fulfill the Divine command to love our neighbors as we do ourselves.  

 

 

http://drc.vday.org/10-guiding-principles/
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Last week’s Torah portion, B’ha’a’lot’kha, resonates deeply with our important work with clients living 
with illness. We recognize that our clients cannot always expect a cure, but they can always hope for 
healing - to feel whole. In the Jewish prayer for healing, the Mi She’bayrach, Jewish tradition teaches us 
that there is a difference between healing and curing. The prayer includes the words for a 
complete/whole healing - refuah shleyma. The word shleyma, shares the same root in Hebrew as the 
words shalom or shleimut, to feel “whole.” Staff and volunteers play an essential part fostering 
healing/wholeness in our clients.  
 
In that hope to feel whole, there is a deep connection to the Torah portion where we learn that Miriam 
the Prophet, Moses sister, becomes ill with tza’ra’at, a skin disease.  
 
Who was Miriam? According to Rashi, Miriam achieved the status of prophet when she prophesized that 
one day her parents would have a baby who would save the Israelites. So when we first meet her as a 
young girl watching over her baby brother, Moses, as he floats down the Nile River in a basket, we 
understand her great concern for his welfare!  
 
Miriam next appears in the Bible crossing over the Sea of Reeds, as the Israelites flee hundreds of years 
of slavery. And, unexpectedly, she has a tambourine in hand. “Then Miriam the prophet, (Aaron’s sister,) 
took a timbrel in her hand, and all the women went out after her in dance and with timbrels.” (Exodus 
15:20) During their daring escape from Egypt, Miriam had the foresight and courage to bring musical 
instruments. Her bold act shows she had hope - which gave others hope. Hope that one day, things 
would be better. Hope that one day, the community would make music and rejoice. Hope that the 
community would heal from the illness of slavery.  
 
Music rises to center stage in this story. When Miriam becomes ill, Moses cries out to God to heal his 
sister. He offers a short prayer sung in many of our synagogues. “God, please! Heal her, please! El Na 
R’fa Na La” (Numbers 12:13). In addition to a brother’s prayer for healing, we learn something else very 
important in this Torah portion. We learn that the Israelites waited for Miriam until she healed. They 
waited seven days. They did not abandon her. How fitting that the word for “wait,” in Hebrew, has the 
same root as the word for “hope.” (K-V-H). This teaches us that as we wait, we must never give up hope!  
 
And this is precisely what our staff and volunteers do each and every day. They wait with people who 
are living with the challenges of illness. They offer their presence to help foster a feeling of wholeness 
and hope - they bring music into their lives. Just as the community waited for Miriam, when we wait 
with our clients they know they are not alone, they are part of a caring community. 
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The wisdom of our Jewish Tradition includes teachings for parenting.  One of the most famous Talmudic 
statements is a list of those things which a parent is obligated to provide for a child:  "A father is 
obligated to do the following for his son: to circumcise him, to redeem him if he is a first born, to teach 
him Torah, to find him a wife, and to teach him a trade. Others say: teach him how to swim as well." 
(Kiddushin 29a) 

We have to teach our children how to swim. That makes sense.  It is a basic survival skill.  I remember 
being taught to swim as a kid, and those lessons have served me well.  I became a lap swimmer in 
college, and still today, in my middle age it is my preferred exercise.  But it has become more than 
exercise. It is a mindfulness practice.  As I count the laps, the chatter in my brain quiets and my mind 
clears. By the time I’m finished, my body is calm, my thoughts are stilled, and I am ready to take on the 
day.  

This uncluttered mind state is a common effect of exercise, for which there is a physiological 
explanation.  So this is nothing new.  And we know how mindfulness practices help us refocus our 
thoughts, cultivate stillness and create awareness to the present moment.  Reduced stress levels and 
clear thinking are among the benefits of mindfulness practices.   

The Rabbis of the Hasidic Period (18th C) emphasize spiritual teachings, which include mindfulness 
practices. The Piasetzner Rebbe, Reb Kalonymos Kalman taught a technique for sensing the divine, 
called hashkatah,  or “quieting.” It involves a gradual clearing of the brain until it lies still and 
unperturbed.  Only then, can one focus solely on the thought of God.  This practice of hashkatah can 
lead one to an increased visceral sensitivity of the world, along with an enhanced awareness of reality. 

Hashkatah  describes precisely what happens when I swim.  While my thoughts may not be solely 
directed towards God, I can, in this quieted state approach the next task, person or event more calmly 
and with greater focus.   

That dictum to “teach your children how to swim” takes on a deeper meaning.  Yes, we have to teach 
our children basic survival skills in order that they can ‘stay afloat’ in the world.  We might also help 
them cultivate a hashkatah practice, with which they can de-stress their bodies and minds, cultivate 
stillness and greater awareness of their thoughts and needs.  

And what’s good for our children, particularly in this case, is good for us.  Take this as an invitation to 
cultivate a hashkatah practice that will serve you.  Perhaps you’ll find that stillness,  a state of deeper 
awareness and the resulting quieting become necessary and healthy habits in your life.  Care to join me 
for a swim?    
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It is Friday and I am conducting my monthly Kabalat Shabbat service with a small group of Jewish 
residents at an outlying nursing home.  We recite blessings over candles, wine and food, enjoy a snack, 
sing some songs, usually learn about a holiday and spend some time together.   My regulars include 
several Russian speakers, and a few residents suffering from various impairments which makes 
conversation difficult.    

Typical of nursing homes, transition is constant and on this visit, Deborah, a new resident, has joined the 
group.  The staff has shared with me that Deborah has had two strokes.  She is young, in her sixties, and 
has no family to visit her.   Bound to her wheelchair with a blank expression on her face, she is minimally 
responsive to what we are doing. Until I begin singing.  She looks up, meets my gaze, and begins to sing 
with me.  She doesn’t use words, just sounds, but clearly Deborah recognizes the tunes and eagerly 
follows along. I choose a few more melodies from the Shabbat service, and she knows them all.  With 
each prayer, her voice grows stronger, and her blank expression disappears behind her smile.  If only for 
a brief moment, Deborah has found her way back. 

The use of nigunim, wordless melodies, can be traced back to the Ba’al Shem Tov, the founder of 
Chasidism, who stressed the importance of singing as an expression of spirituality.  He saw the nigun as 
a means by which to directly communicate with God as well as a way for even the simplest of Jews to be 
able to pray.  The nigun has boundless potential to move the soul, beyond words.   

I’ve learned that there is some science at work here.  It has been proven that singing has positive effects 
on the mind and the body. As a physical activity, singing releases endorphins into the bloodstream, 
making you feel positive.  For those who sing in formal choral or group settings, the warm up breathing 
exercising can bring relaxation, and singing with others produces self-confidence, empowerment and 
connection to a communal spirit.  

Studies show that for those with mental impairments, songs and melodies are embedded in their deep 
memory, which is why people with dementia often respond to music and songs. I firmly believe that this 
is what was happening for Deborah. While her words now fail her, music still unlocks a door through 
which she emerges both aware of and immersed in the world around her. 

I would venture a guess that singing has a place in most of our lives. This must be why worship involves 
so much singing.  While the words of prayer have meaning, it is more often the act of singing with the 
congregation that impacts our bodies, moves our souls and opens our hearts to God.   

The Rabbis of the Talmud ask:  “Which is the service of joy and happiness?  The answer:  It is song.  
Deborah would most likely concur. 
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