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Rav Kook on the Parshas Mishpatim: Permission for the Doctor to Heal

Amongst the various laws in Mishpatim — nearly all of societal or interpersonal
nature — the Torah outlines the laws of compensation for physical damages.
When one person strikes another, he must compensate the damage with a
financial payment covering five components. He must pay for permanent loss
of income due to the injury, embarrassment and pain incurred, loss of work
while the victim was healing, and all medical expenses.

This last component, that he "provide for his complete healing" [Ex. 21:19], is
of particular interest. The root-word "to heal" appears 67 times in the Torah;
yet it refers almost exclusively to God as the Healer. Only here, as an aside to
the principle topic of damages, is it clear that we are expected to take active
measures to heal ourselves, and not just leave the healing process up to na-
ture.

This detail did not escape the keen eyes of the Sages. "From here we see that
the Torah gave permission to the doctor to heal." [Berachot 60]

Yet, we need to understand: why does the Torah need to explicitly give such
permission to doctors? If anything, we should expect such activity to be highly
commended, for saving lives and easing pain!

Our Limited Medical Knowledge

The human being, Rav Kook writes, is an organic creature. The many func-
tions of the human body and soul are intertwined and interdependent. What
person can claim that he thoroughly understands all of these functions and
their interrelationships, and how they interact with the outside world? There
always exists the possibility that when treating a medical problem in one area
of the body, one may harm another area. Sometimes the side-effects are rela-
tively mild and acceptable. And sometimes catastrophic effects may be the
unexpected result of treatment for a not particularly serious problem (the tragic
example of thalidomide used to treat 'morning sickness' comes to mind).

One could thus conclude that there may be all sorts of hidden side- effects,
unknown to the doctor, far worse than the malady we are seeking to cure.
Therefore, it would be best to leave the body to its own natural powers of recu-
peration.

We Rely on the Evidence at Hand

The Torah, however, rejected this opinion. For such an outlook could easily be
expanded to encompass all aspects of life. Any effort on our part to improve
our lives, to progress technologically, to advance scientifically, could be re-
jected on the same grounds that we have no firm knowledge of all the implica-
tions of such change. But the Sages taught, "The judge makes his decision
based on that which his eyes see." [Baba Batra 131a] If the judge or doctor or
engineer is a competent professional, we rely on his expertise and grasp of all
available knowledge to make the best decision possible. We do not allow con-
cerns of unknown effects to hinder efforts towards improving our lot.

"The progress of human knowledge, and all of the results of man's inventions
—itis all the work of God. These advances make their appearance in the
world according to mankind's needs, in their time and generation.”

[adapted from Olat Re'iyah vol. I, p. 390]
http://www.geocities.com/m_yericho/ravkook/MISPAT61.htm
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19. if he gets up and walks about outside on his support, the assail-
ant shall be cleared; he shall give only [payment] for his [enforced]
idleness, and he shall provide for his cure.

Divrey Hayamim Il Chronicles Il 16:12

12. And Asa suffered from a foot ailment in the thirty-ninth year of his
reign until his ailment spread upward, and also in his illness, he did
not seek the Lord, but the physicians.

Talmud, Brachos 60a
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Rav Acha says “one who goes to have blood drawn should pray ‘...’
for it is not the way of man to heal <Rashi: he should not have en-
volved himself in medicines, rather asked [G-d] for mercy>" Abaya
contends “people should not say that as we learned from Rabbi Yis-
mael [who quotes the verse] ‘Verape Yerape’ [and learns] from here
that Permission is granted for a doctor to heal
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Permits healing only for external ailment compared to the matter at hand

For a Letter from the Lubavitcher Rebbe discussing the above see:
http://www.chabadmed.com/library/article.asp?AID=112888



The Role of the Doctor6

Regarding the verse7 “and healing shall he heal,” our Sages state8: “From
here we see that permission was given to doctors to heal.”

There are other views that state that since G-d is the one who made the
person ill, the only proper response is to return to G-d and ask for His
mercy, rather than attempting to correct the physical ailments — a tactic
that would seem to be fighting against G-d’s will. It is in order to clearly ne-
gate this view that the Torah rules: Doctors have G-d’s permission to heal.

There are, however, various opinions regarding how far this permission
extends:

The Ramban feels9 that doctors may not attempt to heal internal ailments.
In his opinion, the only medical intervention that is permitted is for external
wounds or afflictions, i.e. injuries that are similar to those being discussed
in the verse at hand. Rabbi Avraham lbn-Ezra, too, writes10 that doctors
may only tackle external wounds. “Any internal ailment or wound, however,
is in G-d’s hands to be healed, as the verse states11: “For He hurts and
also heals.” Similarly, Assa King of Yehudah was rebuked12, “For even in
his illness he did not seek G-d, but only doctors.” Obviously, his turning to
doctors was considered a sin.

The Ramban also cites as proof for his view the fact that King Chizkiyahu
“hid the book of cures, and the Sages agreed with his actions.”13 This
demonstrates that we should limit our involvement with doctors and cures,
in the words of our Sages, “And what room is there for doctors in the home
of one who serves G-d?”

On the other hand, the Rambam rules14 that doctors are permitted to in-
tervene even concerning internal ailments. In his view, the book of cures
that Chizkiyahu hid was one that described the forms of various constella-
tions and stars for the sake of astrological healing. This could easily have
led the people to get involved in idol worship, etc. Medicinal and natural
cures, on the other hand, are completely permitted. If a person is hungry
and eats bread to satisfy his hunger, is that acting against his faith in G-d
who made him hungry?! On the contrary! It will cause him to thank G-d
who provided him with food. The same is true for medicine: He will thank
G-d for providing him with the means to be healed. The problem with King
Assa’s having turned to the doctors was either that he ignored G-d alto-
gether and relied only on medical help, or that the doctors relied on astro-
logical cures.

The founder of Chabad Chassidut, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, offers
the following resolution of the conflicting opinions:



In the Temple era, the Jewish people lived on a much higher spiritual
plane. At that time, a Jew’s body received its sustenance directly as a re-
sult of his spiritual connection via his G-dly soul. Therefore, there was a
direct correlation between the 248 positive commandments of the Torah,
and the physical health and well-being of the 248 limbs of the body, as well
as between the 365 negative commandments and the physical well-being
of the 365 sinews in the human body. During that period, one could clearly
see the fulfillment of the verse’s promise15: “If you hearken to the voice of
the L_rd your G-d and do that which is correct in His eyes, then all of the
illnesses that | placed upon the Egyptians | will not place upon you, for |
am the L-rd, your Healer” and “you shall serve the L-rd, your G-d, and | will
remove illness from within you.16”

During that period, if someone was not fulfilling G-d’s commandments
properly, natural cures would not help, since his physical limbs were de-
pendent solely upon his spiritual ones. Assa is criticized for turning to doc-
tors rather than to G-d, i.e. rather than concentrating on correcting his
spiritual health. Similarly, Chizkiyahu hid the book of cures, since in his
times it was superfluous.

Once the Temple was destroyed, the exile began. Through our actions, not
only were we exiled from our land, but the Divine Presence was “exiled” as
well. We no longer receive the Divine energy that gives us life directly from
its true spiritual source, but rather through a “lower” level, one similar to
the source of sustenance of the animal and vegetable kingdoms. Today,
even if a Jew has not attained spiritual health, his physical body can be
sustained much as an animal’s is, and he can be fully healthy and strong
even if his spiritual limbs are desperately lacking. Nowadays, therefore,
natural medicine can help us17, and we are enjoined to utilize it.

7. Shemot, 21:19.

8. Berachot, 60a.

9. Commentary to Vayikra, 26:11. Cf. Taz on Yoreh Deah 366, and sources cited in Torah
Sheleima, Mishpatim 376.

10. His commentary, ibid.

11. lyov, 5:19.

12. Divrei Hayamim II, 16:12.

13. Pesachim, 56a.

14. His commentary to Mishna, Pesachim, ibid. cf. Tosafos Yom Tov ad loc.

15. Shemot, 15:26.

16. Shemot, 23:25.

17. Cf. Tanya, Igeret HaTeshuvah, ch. 6. http://www.chabadmed.com/library/
archive/LibraryArchive2.asp?AlD=7939



g5 NS
j WEER wnp

s |- -

CHABAD OF THE MEDICAL COMMUNITY
CHABAD AT EINSTEIN
718 887-0770

Please join us at
1195 Van Nest Avenue
Or on the web at

Chabadmed.com



