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I. What is the essence of Hesed? 

 
A. Acts of Lovingkindness 

o Hachnasat orchim  welcoming guests 

o Hachnasat kallah  attending to the bride 

o Levayat hamet  attending funerals 

o Bikur cholim   visiting the sick 

o Nichum avelim  comforting the mourner 

 

B. In contrast to tzedakah, it is giving of oneself 

Bikur cholim requires the establishment of a healing relationship 

 
II. Overview of Bikur Cholim 

 
From Wikipedia: 

 

Bikur cholim (Hebrew: ביקור חולים ; "visiting the sick"; also transliterated Bikur holim) refers to 

the mitzvah (Jewish religious commandment) to visit and extend aid to the sick.
[1]

 It is 

considered an aspect of gemilut chasadim (benevolence, selflessness, loving-kindness).
[2]

 It is 

traditional to recite prayers for healing, such as the Mi Shebeirach prayer in the synagogue, and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mitzvah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-0
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benevolence
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Selflessness
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Loving-kindness
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-1
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Psalms (especially Psalm 119) on behalf of the sick.
[3]

 Bikur cholim societies exist in Jewish 

communities around the world. The earliest Bikur cholim society on record dates back to the 

Middle Ages.
[4]

 

 

The roots of Bikur cholim can be traced back to the Torah, when God visits Abraham after his 

circumcision (Genesis 18:1). 

Bikur cholim is mentioned in the Babylonian Talmud several times, in Tractate Nedarim 39a, 

39b, and 40a. Nedarim 39a and 39b state that "[One must visit] even a hundred times a day" and 

that "He who visits a person who is ill takes away a sixtieth of his pain." Nedarim 40a says that 

"anyone who visits the sick causes him to live and anyone who does not visit the sick causes him 

to die"; it also states that those who visit the sick are spared from the punishments of Gehenna 

(hell) and that God sustains the sick, citing the Book of Psalms Chapter 31.
[5]

 According to the 

Talmud, visits should not be very early or late in the day, and one should not stay too long. 

Relatives and friends are urged to visit as soon as possible. It is advised that a sick person not be 

informed of the death of a relative or friend lest it cause more pain.
[3][6]

 

Visiting the sick during Shabbat, often after morning services, is a common practice; the House 

of Shammai opposed this but the House of Hillel viewed this as a mitzvah and the view of Hillel 

became part of halakha. Additionally, is also permissible to travel on Shabbat if a close relative 

falls ill.
[3]

 

 

 
III. The Biblical and Talmudic Basis for Bikur Cholim: 

 

Gen 18:1 re Abraham 
1. And the Lord appeared to him in the plains of Mamre; and he sat in the tent door in the heat of 

the day; 

2. And he lifted up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood by him; and when he saw them, 

he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed himself to the ground, 

3. And said, My Lord, if now I have found favor in your sight, pass not away, I beseech you, from 

your servant; 

 

Sotah 14a: (imitating God) 
R. Hama son of R. Hanina further said: What means the text: Ye shall walk after the Lord your God?4 Is it, 
then, possible for a human being to walk after the Shechinah; for has it not been said: For the Lord thy 
God is a devouring fire?5 But [the meaning is] to walk after the attributes of the Holy One, blessed be He. 
As He clothes the naked, for it is written: And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife coats of skin, 
and clothed them,6 so do thou also clothe the naked. The Holy One, blessed be He, visited the sick, for it is 
written: And the Lord appeared unto him by the oaks of Mamre,7 so do thou also visit the sick. The Holy 
One, blessed be He, comforted mourners, for it is written: And it came to pass after the death of Abraham, 
that God blessed Isaac his son,8 so do thou also comfort mourners. The Holy one, blessed be He, buried 
the dead, for it is written: And He buried him in the valley,9 so do thou also bury the dead. 

 

 

Num. 16:29 re Korach’s rebels (Nedarim 39b) 
29. If these men die the common death of all men, or if they are visited by the fate of all men; then 

the Lord has not sent me. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psalm_119
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-Scheib.2C_Visiting_the_Sick.-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yahweh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Circumcision
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Genesis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tract_%28literature%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nedarim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gehenna
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hell
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Psalms
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suffering
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-Scheib.2C_Visiting_the_Sick.-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-Scheib.2C_Visiting_the_Sick.-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shabbat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_services
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Shammai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Shammai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Hillel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hillel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halakha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bikur_cholim#cite_note-Scheib.2C_Visiting_the_Sick.-2
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Nedarim 39b: (Conditions) 

Our Mishnah presents a difficulty to Samuel: Why particularly teach that he may stand but not sit? Hence 
it must refer to a case where the invalid is forbidden to benefit from his visitor.1 

Resh Lakish said: Where is visiting the sick indicated in the Torah? In the verse, If these men die the 
common death of all men, or if they be visited after the visitation of all men etc.2 How is it implied? — 
Raba answered: [The verse means this:] If these men die the common death of all men, who lie sick a-bed 
and men come in and visit them, what will people say? The Lord hath not sent me3 for this [task]. Raba 
expounded: But if the Lord make a new thing:4 if the Gehenna5 is already created, ‘tis well: if not, let the 
Lord create it. But that is not so, for it was taught: Seven things were created before the world, viz., The 
Torah, repentance, the Garden of Eden, Gehenna, the Throne of Glory, the Temple, and the name of the 
Messiah. The Torah, for it is written, The Lord possessed me [sc. the Torah] in the beginning of his way, 
before his works of old.6 Repentance, for it is written, Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever 
thou hadst formed the earth and the world . . …. 

It was taught: There is no measure for visiting the sick. What is meant by, ‘there is no measure for visiting 
the sick?’ R. Joseph thought to explain it: its reward is unlimited. Said Abaye to him: Is there a definite 
measure of reward for any precept? But we learnt: Be as heedful of a light precept as of a serious one, for 
thou knowest not the grant of reward for precepts? But Abaye explained it: Even a great person must visit 
a humble one. Raba said: [One must visit] even a hundred times a day. R. Abba son of R. Hanina said: He 
who visits an invalid takes away a sixtieth of his pain.20 Said they to him: If so, let sixty people visit him 
and restore him to health? — He replied: The sixtieth is as the tenth spoken of in the school of Rabbi, and 
[providing further that] he [the visitor] is of his affinity.21 For it was taught: Rabbi said: A daughter who 
enjoys maintenance from her brothers’ estate receives a tenth of the estate.22 Said they to Rabbi: If so, if a 
man leaves ten daughters and one son, the latter receives nothing! He replied: The first [to marry] 
receives a tenth of the estate; the second, a tenth of the residue; the third, a tenth of what remains. [Now, 
if they all married at the same time], they redivide equally.23 

 

IV. The Result of Bikur Cholim 

 

A. Not for the purpose of a cure, but to relieve suffering 

 

B. Relief of suffering, not pain:  medicine relieves pain, caregiving responds to 

suffering, the response to pain. The suffering of the sick is estrangement, or 

separation (this is the worst sorrow in Judaism, to be cut off from community and 

ultimately from God. 

 

C. Estranged through: hospitalization, loss of work, change of role in family, change of 

self; Bikur cholim bridges the estrangement by entering the world of the sick 

 

D. Nedarim 39a: anyone who visits the sick takes away 1/60 of the suffering (if the 

visitor is ben gilo – similar age or temperament) (also Midrash Rabbah Leviticus 

34:1) 

 

E. Biblical Source for empathy: Deut 10:18 
18. He executes the judgment of the orphan and widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food 

and garment. 

19. Love you therefore the stranger; for you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 
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F. Maimonides: bikur cholim derived from Lev 19:18  
18. You shall not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but you shall 

love your neighbor as yourself; I am the Lord. 

 
V. Historical Accounts 

 

A. Visiting societies are mentioned in the midrashim: 

 
Midrash Rabbah - Genesis XIII:16 

16. AND WATERED THE WHOLE [FACE OF THE GROUND]. R. Eleazar said in the name of 

R. Jose b.Zimra: Everything is blessed by rain]: Commerce is blessed and merchants1 profit.2 R. 

Johanan b. Levi said: The feeble too are relieved. R. Hiyya b. Abba said: The sick too are relieved, 

for their limbs become more supple. Abimi, a member of [a sick visiting] society, used to visit the 

sick. When rain fell R. Hiyya b. Ba would ask him: ‘How are they [the sick] faring?’ to which he 

would answer: ‘They feel relieved.’ Rabbi said: Even a precious stone feels [the rain].3  

 

     B. Talmud, Moed Katan 27b 
 

VI. Practical Halakha 

 

A. Kitzur Shulchan Arukh 

 
1  When a person is ill, it's a mitzvah on every one to visit him, since we find that the Holy One, 

Blessed be He, visited the sick, as explained our sages, may their memory be for a blessing, in the 

verse
1
 "And the Lord appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre", teaching us that He came to 

him to visit the sick.
2
 Relatives and friends who are used to coming to his house frequently, they 

go to visit him immediately that they heard he was sick. But strangers, who don't come to his 

house regularly, they don't go in immediately, so as not to bring bad luck, by getting him called an 

invalid, and they don't go in until after three days. But if he suddenly became ill, also the strangers 

come immediately. Even an important person should go to visit a lesser person, even several times 

a day. All who add (visits) are praiseworthy, as long as they don't disturb the invalid. One who 

hates (him) shouldn't visit the invalid he hates, and not comfort him when he's a mourner, so that 

people don't think he's happy about his misfortune, however, he's allowed to accompany him,
3
 and 

we aren't concerned that people may say that he's happy about his misfortune, because this is the 

end of all men. (See further in Ch. 207:2, that the invalid doesn't need to stand even before a ruler, 

but if he wants to stand one doesn't tell him to sit.) 

1) Genesis 18:1. 

2) That is, Avraham, who was still recovering from his circumcision. 

3) To accompany the funeral procession carrying his body to the cemetery. 

 

3  The essential feature of the mitzvah of visiting the sick is, to inquire about the needs of the 

invalid, what is needed to be done for him, to give him the pleasure of his friend's company, and 

also consider his condition, and to ask for mercy on him. If one visited and didn't ask (for mercy) 

one didn't fulfill the mitzvah. Therefore, one doesn't visit during the first three hours of the day, 

since then his illness is milder on him, one doesn't feel like requesting mercy for him, and not 

during the last three hours of the day, since then his illness is more severe and one would despair 

from asking mercy for him. 

 

B. Prayers and Psalms 

Psalm 119 (long 176 verses) 
145. I cry with my whole heart; answer me, O Lord; I will keep your statutes. 

146. I cry to you: save me, and I shall keep your testimonies. 

147. (K) I rise before dawn, and I cry out; my hope is in your word. 
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148. My eyes open before the watches of the night, that I may meditate on your saying. 

149. Hear my voice according to your loving kindness; O Lord, revive me according to your 

judgment. 

Psalm 121 (Esa Einai) 
1. A Song of Maalot. I will lift up my eyes to the mountains. From where does my help come? 

2. My help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth. 

3. He will not let your foot be moved; he who watches you will not slumber. 

4. Behold, he who watches Israel shall neither slumber nor sleep. 

5. The Lord is your keeper; the Lord is your shade upon your right hand. 

6. The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night. 

7. The Lord shall preserve you from all evil; he shall preserve your soul. 

8. The Lord shall preserve your going out and your coming in from this time forth, and for 

evermore. 

Psalm 130, Psalm 142  
1. A Maskil of David; A Prayer when he was in the cave. 

2. I cry to the Lord with my voice; with my voice I make my supplication to the Lord. 

3. I pour out my complaint before him; I declare my trouble before him. 

4. When my spirit is faint inside me, you know my path. In the path where I walk they have 

secretly laid a snare for me. 

5. I look on my right hand, and behold, but there is no man who knows me; no refuge remains to 

me; no man cares for my soul. 

6. I cry to you, O Lord; I say, You are my refuge and my portion in the land of the living. 

7. Attend to my cry; for I am brought very low; save me from my persecutors; for they are too 

strong for me. 

8. Bring my soul out of prison, that I may give thanks to your name; the righteous shall surround 

me; for you shall deal bountifully with me. 
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