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"And Hashem appeared to him in the plains of Mamre"

The Meforshim on this Passuk comment that although the Torah describes to us the appearance of Hashem to
Avraham, there is no mention of any exchange between them at this time'. It seems as though Hashem just
simply came to visit without any other purpose, such as to command a Mitzva etc. Rashi explains that this is
indeed the case, as the express purpose of this G-dly visit was to fulfill “Bikur Cholim” — the Mitzva of visiting the
sick. Avraham at this time was at the apex of agony, following his arduous operation of the Bris Milah, thus
Hashem paid Avraham a visit. Based on this, the Gemara in Sotah (1" q7) states, that there is a specific Mitzva
in the Torah commanding us to emulate the actions of Hashem, and therefore, just as Hashem visited Avraham
when he was sick, we too must visit the sick.

The Rishonim dispute if this Mitzva is Min Hatorah or Midrabanan. The Bahag and others? say that the Mitzva of
Bikur Cholim is Min Hatorah. This is based on a Gemara in Bava Kama® that seemingly learns Bikur Cholim
from a Passuk. However, the Rambam in his Sefer Hamitzvos®, where he lists all 613 Mitzvos, explains that
Bikur Cholim is not included in the 613, since it falls under the more general Mitzva of 3> w17 nanxi — “love
your fellow as yourself’, which includes all acts of kindness®. Therefore he concludes that Bikur Cholim as a
specific Mitzva is only Midrabanan. Others say that although there is no Passuk that Bikur Cholim is learned
from, it retains the status of a '1'on nwn% n>7n — a direct tradition given to Moshe on Har Sinai®.

The Gemara in Nedarim (2"v 0"7) describes Bikur Cholim as a Mitzva that is without limits. The intent of this
statement is that one should visit as often as is necessary, and not merely stop in once. Furthermore, even a
distinguished person of great stature must tend to the needs of those who are ill”. It is told that throughout the
years that R’ Akiva Eiger 7"xt1 served as Rav in various communities, he received a daily list of whom was sick in
his town. He would then be certain to visit each and every one of them every day. In his later years, when his
health would no longer allow him to perform these tasks, he arranged to have others take care of this job on his
behalf. (x"py1 niIT7in)

The purpose for the Mitzva of Bikur Cholim is threefold®. The first and foremost reason is that by seeing the sick
person, one will Daven for his speedy return to health. Davening at the bedside of a sick person is especially
effective, since the Shechina — “Divine Presence” hovers above him. (This is due to the fact that one who is sick
tends to contemplate his actions and repentg.) The second reason given is to tend to his needs, whether medical
or basic household chores which he was unable to care for himself. The third reason is to provide social
companionship during this depressing time°.

As we have said, one of the primary intentions behind this Mitzva is to Daven for the patient. In fact, the Rama"’
paskens, that one who visits the sick and does not pray for their welfare has not fulfilled the Mitzva of Bikur
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Cholim. Furthermore, as mentioned, davening at the bedside of a sick person is especially effective since the
Shechina is present in that place. Therefore, although in general, since the Malachim who deliver our Tefilos to
Hashem only understand Lashon Hakodesh, an individual should not daven in any language other than Lashon
Hakodesh, here one may daven in any language he prefers'®. Also for this reason, one does not need to state
the name of the sick person in his prayer13. Some Poskim even say that it is preferable not to mention his name
when davening in his vicinity, for Kabbalistic reasons'®. However, certainly when one is davening for the patient
away from his bedside, one must mention the name of the person he is praying for. In addition, many Acharonim
stipulate that when mentioning the name of the patient one should not add any titles such as nn or 10, since
before Hashem it is inappropriate to state the honorable titles of a person15. On the other hand, the Steipler
Gaon instructed to add these titles when davening for the health of R’ Chatzkel Abramsky 7"xt and R’ Shmuel
Rozovsky 7"yr."® Regarding practical Shailos a Rov should be asked.

Another Halacha that is required as respect for the presence of the Shechina, is that one may not sit in a chair
that is elevated higher than the head of the patient (1" naw). The Zohar'’ goes even further to forbid sitting
opposite the patient’s head at all. Rather, one should sit opposite the patient’'s middle, as sitting at his feet is
also discouraged, since the nmn x'm is present at his feet. However, if the patient requests one to sit by him,
one may do so, even if it is higher than the bed'®.

There is much discussion in the Poskim regarding the propitious time for performing Bikur Cholim. The Poskim
say that ideally one should not visit at night19, during the first three hours of the day, nor during the last
three (1"0 nw v"1Iw). The reason for this is that during the morning hours, a sick person is generally feeling better
than he may actually be, resulting in an inaccurate appraisal of his health. Hence, the visitor will not feel the
necessity to daven to the fullest extent. The converse is true in the evening when the patient’'s condition
generally deteriorates, which may result in the visitor despairing from all hope of prayingzo. However, many
Poskim say that these suggestions are not customary nowadays, and one may visit whenever is convenient”'. It
is noteworthy to mention, that only in recent months have the secular scientists begun to notice this
phenomenon.

The Shulchan Aruch further mentions that during the first three days of the sickness only close relatives and
people who regularly visit should come by. This is based on the story of Rava, who would not publicize his
sickness in the beginning so as not to harm his Mazal®®. After three days, or according to some, on the third day
itself, one should go to visit®. Certainly if the patient has no one else to care for him, this Din would not apply.

The contemporary Poskim discuss the possibility of fulfilling Mitzvas Bikur Cholim over the phone. If we peruse
the reasons for this mitzva mentioned above, it is clear that at least the first two reasons (davening and taking
care of needs) do not apply. However, the Gemara in Nedarim (x"v 0"7) implies that one who is unable to visit
the sick person directly, may accomplish the Mitzva by inquiring of his welfare, even from his family. Therefore,
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R’ Moshe Feinstein 7"yt and other Poskim say, that although the genuine form of Bikur Cholim is not fulfilled by
speaking on the phone with the patient, if no other option is available, there is certainly a Mitzva to do so*.

The Chofetz Chaim in Sefer Ahavas Chesed® heaps much praise on the institution in many Kehillos of a
“Chevras Bikur Cholim” — a group of volunteers dedicated to providing the needs of the sick. Often in large
communities it would be extremely burdensome on the patient to have the entire community pay him a call.
Through these organizations, a small group can act as agents for the individuals of the community in this Mitzva
of Bikur Cholim, alleviating unnecessary onus for all parties.

In Sefer Sheiltos from R’ Achai’® (one of the foremost of the Geonim?’) it is mentioned that when visiting a sick
person one should not do so alone, rather bring someone else along. Many Acharonim explain that this is based
on the wording of the Passuk from which the source of Mitzvas Bikur Cholim is derived - "na 12'7* 7010 X", which
is expressed in the plural form?®. Others cite the source for this as being from the Passuk describing Yosef’s visit
to his ailing father Yaakov, which states that Yosef brought along with him his two children®. Often it is
practically advantageous to have more than one person visiting, to help carry conversation or take care of
chores. However, as always discretion should be used for each individual case.

One does not make a Bracha on the Mitzva of Bikur Cholim. Several reasons are cited for this:

e In order to accomplish this Mitzva, it requires the consent of another party, namely the patient. If the
patient does not wish to be visited one must abide by his wishes. Only Mitzvos that are accomplished
independently does one make a Bracha®.

e Since Bikur Cholim can be accomplished constantly no Bracha is made®'.

e On Mitzvos involving the misfortune of others (the sick person) one does not make a Bracha®.

e Bikur Cholim is done by non-Jews as well. Since it is not a special commandment exclusive to Yidden,
no Bracha is made®.

Chazal ascribe considerable value and reward to the Mitzva of Bikur Cholim. Most well known of course is the
statement of Chazal (actually a fusion of a Mishna with the saying of Rav Yochanan®) that we say every
morning following Birchas Hatorah. In this statement, Bikur Cholim is described as one of the Mitzvos that one
enjoys its benefits in this world while reaping the true reward in the world to come. Furthermore, Chazal say that
one who visits the sick can remove one sixtieth of the sickness®, as well as bringing goodness to the entire
world®. One who fulfills this Mitzva is saved from the fires of Gehinnom®’, and is rewarded with longevity®® and
Parnassah®. May we soon be Zocheh to experience the times when there will no longer be suffering and
sickness, n1'n2 nnna.

Good Shabbos.
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