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About Bikkur Cholim
Bikkur Cholim (The Jewish Society for Visiting the Sick) is a group of dedicated volun-
teers who go on a regular basis to visit various hospitals, clinics and nursing homes in 
the Johannesburg area. We offer comfort to patients, a token gift, and any other sup-
port, whether it is a lift back from the hospital, a meal the night that they get home or 
accessing medical equipment.

Bikkur Cholim is important because:

    • people need to feel connected to the community when 
       they are ill
    • bringing the community to the bedside lifts the spirits of 
       those who may feel forgotten
    • social contact and support positively influences those in 
       need
    • visiting and caring helps build community and character
    • we are performing a most rewarding Mitzvah by visiting the sick

Introduction
Illness is a time of vulnerability. A patient finds 
themselves physically weakened and emotion-
ally strained. Now, more than at any other time, 
they need the support of others.

The mitzvah of visiting the sick, bikkur cholim, is 
very highly regarded. The Mishnah states that 
this is one of the actions of which one “eats of 
its fruits [rewards] in this world, and retains the 
principle of the reward for the World to Come.”

But while it may seem straightforward, the 
details can actually raise interesting questions. 
Can I fulfill my obligation to visit someone sick 
by making a video call to them? How about if 
I am unable to visit – can I do the mitzvah by 
sending a card or organising meals for the fam-
ily? If I wasn’t on great terms with the patient 
beforehand, but now I want to make things up 
to them, should I visit or would that be coun-
terproductive? It’s worth learning some of the 
halachot to find out.

The commandment of visiting the sick is an as-
pect of the great mitzvah of ve’ahavta lerei’acha 
kamocha – love your fellow as yourself. Raising 
a patient’s spirits can have a massive effect on 
their physical state as well. Do not rely only on 
doctors. Turn to Hashem; pray; repent; give 
charity. 

The mitzvah goes beyond merely paying a visit 
to someone who is sick. The focus is on actively 
assisting them and doing everything possible 
to help with their recovery. There are two main 
aspects to this mitzvah:

I.Taking care of the physical and emotional 
needs of someone who is ill 

II.Praying for their recovery

With this is mind, visiting the sick is an oppor-
tunity to provide emotional support, compan-
ionship, physical assistance and a dose of good 
cheer.



Due to the current COVID-19 situation, people are 
unfortunately unable to visit the sick in person.  
 
We have the opportunity to pray for them, howev-
er, which fulfills the mitzvah of bikkur cholim. If you 
have the option of making a live visit, you cannot 
discharge your obligation by calling or even video 
calling.  
 
Visiting in person allows you to help the patient in 
more practical ways – and it also has inherent value; 
a phone call can’t compare to the encouragement 
and friendship of a personal visit. But if you can’t 
make a live visit, take advantage of the other options!

COVID-19

Do’s and Dont’s
Jewish law offers detailed guidelines 
aimed at making the visit as comfort-
able and beneficial as possible. 

It stipulates, for example, that we 
should visit neither too early in the 
day nor too late; that we should 
keep upsetting news from the pa-
tient so as not to tax them further; 
that a person who was not previ-
ously on good terms with the pa-
tient should ask permission before 
visiting; and so on. These laws go to 
show that a situation like this calls 
for great sensitivity. 

It can be hard to know what’s the 
right thing to do during any particu-
lar visit, as each patient has different 
wants and needs. Some may enjoy 
conversation while others only want 
peace and quiet. One person may 
appreciate a home-cooked meal 
while another is uncomfortable ac-
cepting. 

There are general guidelines to fol-
low, but use your judgement when 
applying them to the situation you 
are faced with.

For more, read Do’s and Dont’s



Praying for Someone Who is Sick

Benefits and Reward for Fulfilling 
the Mitzvah of Visiting the Sick

When a Person is Near Death

The Bracha of Hagomel

Part and parcel of the mitzvah of bikkur 
cholim is praying for the sick person’s 
recovery. It may only take the inspiration 
and heartfelt prayer of a friend to tip the 
scales in favour of a speedy recovery. 
Although you don’t have to be there in 
order to pray, our sages teach that Hashem 
Himself visits the sick, so prayers said at 
their bedside are particularly powerful. 
Your prayers can also bring comfort to the 
patient. There are some standard prayers 
for the sick which you can say. Feel free to 
speak to Hashem in your own words too, 
and to add a chapter or two of Psalms. 
Don’t forget to wish the patient a speedy 
recovery (“refuah sheleimah”) before 
leaving.  

For more, read:
Praying for Someone Who is Sick [Includes text 
of prayer]

The reward for visiting the sick is 
exceptional: one finds wealth and honour 
and is protected from temptation and from 
suffering. 
Particularly great reward is reserved for 
those who take care of a sick person at 
night. Since people work during the day, 
they are exempt, according to the letter 
of the law, from looking after the sick at 
night, due to exhaustion. (One of the signs 
of greatness is that a person is willing to do 
difficult and unpleasant jobs – for example, 
nursing the sick.)

Visiting and caring for a terminally ill 
patient is a sensitive, extremely difficult 
task. Despite the difficulty of dealing 

A person who was dangerously ill, suffered 
internal injuries, or was bedridden and then 
recovered says a blessing of thanksgiving 
known as birkat hagomel. This blessing is 
recited publicly, in the synagogue, as a way 
of telling others of Hashem’s kindness. It 
can be a powerful experience of reflection, 
takeaway and closure after a harrowing 
experience.

For more, read:
The Bracha of Hagomel 

Torah Sources and Examples
The Torah provides many fascinating 
instructions and anecdotes related to the 
mitzvah of bikkur cholim, an indication of 
its great importance. In fact, the Talmud 
tells us that Hashem Himself visits the sick. 
 
For more, read  
Torah Sources and Examples

with your own emotions, you want to 
be a comfort to the patient in their final 
moments. There is a delicate balance to 
strike between remaining positive and 
helping to keep the patient from despair, 
and not giving them false hopes. Jewish 
law provides prayers and guidance that 
can reassure during these overwhelming 
moments.  

For more, read: 
When a Person is Near Death



Do’s and Don’ts
• The actual meaning of the word bikkur is 

‘checking’ or ‘critiquing’. The main objective 
of the mitzvah of bikkur cholim is to check 
which needs of the sick person have not 
been met and to look for ways to help. 

• Look for ways to uplift the patient and 
bring them comfort. It can be as simple 
as bringing reading material or food, 
adjusting the bed or straightening the room, 
arranging rides to the doctor, and generally 
cheering the patient up. You can have a 
huge impact on someone’s recovery by 
improving their psychological state. 

• If the patient is interested, you may be able 
to advise them about a doctor to consult or 
help them obtain medication.

• Be sensitive. Now is the time to show 
compassion and cheer the patient up – 
don’t tell them to have faith or that their 
situation is for the best. Don’t judge what 
they say either – the Talmud teaches, “A 
person is not held accountable for what 
they say while they are suffering.” You are 
there to provide empathy and a listening 
ear.  

• Check with close relatives whether the 
patient is interested in visitors. Make sure 
it’s a good time and don’t tire the patient 
out or overstay your welcome. 

• That said, don’t be afraid to visit! You can 
accomplish so much just by being there to 
chat, to listen, to bring outside news and a 
smile. Even if you find the patient sleeping, 
you’ve still done the mitzvah, because they 
will be informed of the visit when they wake 
up and draw encouragement. 

• If you are able to help a sick person with 
financial difficulties and bring them peace of 
mind, it’s one of the best things you can do 
for them. This is actually part of the mitzvah 
of returning a lost item – you’re helping 

return the person’s health to them!  

• If visiting someone will cause them 
embarrassment (for example, if they are 
incontinent) or undue strain (such as if 
they are too weak to talk), find other ways 
to help: organise meals for the family or 
arrange appointment and lifts, send a card 
or a gift, or make a call. 

• A man should not go alone to visit an 
unrelated woman, nor vice versa, to avoid 
the issue of yichud – improper seclusion 
between a man and woman. (Generally, this 
will not be a problem in hospitals, where 
many people are present and enter the 
patients’ rooms without warning.) 

• Jewish custom is to give charity to the 
poor on behalf of a sick person, as a merit 
towards their recovery. Our sages say, 
‘Charity saves from death –  

• When possible, it is ideal to fast in the merit 
of the sick person.  

• Another thing you can do for a sick friend or 
family member is ask a righteous person to 
pray for him or her.

• If the patient is on the ground, the visitor 
must not sit on a chair, for the Divine 
Presence rests above the patient’s head. 
But if the sick person is lying on a bed, it’s 
permissible to sit on a chair. 

• We are encouraged to visit the sick, comfort 
the mourners and assist in burying the 
dead of the nations of the world as well 
as the Jewish Nation. This mutual support 
increases peace in the world. 



Note 1: When you decide to do a 
voluntary mitzvah, it is halachically 
comparable to making an oath to do 
that mitzvah. So if you want to give 
tzedakah or fast on behalf of a sick 
person, make sure to accompany the 
decision with the words bli neder – 
‘without an oath’. This way,  you are 
under no obligation if it doesn’t work 
out for whatever reason. 

Note 2: Intentions matter when it 
comes to fulfilling mitzvot. Unless 
an action is clearly recognisable as a 
mitzvah – that is, one would have no 
reason to do that act except in order to 
fulfill a mitzvah, like blowing a shofar 
on Rosh Hashana – you must have in 
mind that you intend this act to be the 
fulfillment of a mitzvah. Doing acts by 

rote or for mundane reasons robs them 
of their positive power. Be sure to have 
in mind that you intend to fulfill the 
mitzvah of bikkur cholim when you go 
to visit the sick. 

• If one meets a friend and discovers 
that he or she has lost a limb or 
become permanently disabled, one 
makes a blessing which is said in 
times of loss, acknowledging that 
even if we do not understand, we 
trust that Hashem acts only with our 
good in mind: 

ַיּן ָהֱאֶמת. רּוְך ַדּ  ָבּ
  Baruch Dayan Ha-emet
Blessed is the True Judge.

Praying for Someone Who is Sick
Heartfelt prayers have a tremendous impact. Saying a chapter of Tehillim, a single Psalm, or joining 
a Tehillim Group on WhatsApp, where people split up the entire book of Tehillim, can mean a speedy 
recovery for a sick friend or family member. Feel free to add a personal prayer in your own words.
There is a standard prayer which is generally recited for a sick person either during the eighth 
blessing of the shemoneh esrei prayer, which deals with healing, or after the recital of Psalms in a sick 
person’s merit. Of course, this is a base to which you can add anything you wish in your own words. 

• The text of the prayer is as follows:

ָפֶניָך, ֲאדֹ-ָני ֱאלֹ-ַהי  ְיִהי ָרצֹון ִמְלּ
ְשַׁלח ְמֵהָרה  ֵואלֹ-ֵהי ֲאבֹוַתי, ֶשִׁתּ

ַׁמִים, ְרפּוַאת  ְרפּוָאה ְשֵׁלָמה ִמן ַהָשּ
ֶפׁש ּוְרפּוַאת ַהּגּוף, ַהֶנּ

ת  ן/ַבּ לֹוִני/ת ֵבּ ַלחֹוֶלה/ַלחֹוָלה ְפּ
תֹוְך ְשָׁאר חֹוֵלי ִיְשָׂרֵאל. לֹוִנית, ְבּ ְפּ

Y’hi Ratzon Mil’fanecha, Ado-nay 
Elo-hay Veilo-hei Avotay, Shetish’lach 
M’heirah R’fu-ah Sh’leimah Min 
Hashamayim, R’fu-at Hanefesh Ur’fu-at 
Haguf, 

May it be Your will, Lord, 
my G-D and G-D of my 
forefathers, that You send 
a speedy recovery from 
Heaven – spiritual healing 
and physical healing – to 
[insert patient’s Hebrew 
name], son/daughter of 
[insert patient’s mother’s 
Hebrew name], among all the 
sick of Israel. 

for a male:
Lacholeh [insert patient’s Hebrew 
name] Bein

for a female:
Lacholah [insert patient’s Hebrew 
name] Bat

[insert patient’s mother’s Hebrew 
name], B’toch Sh’ar Cholei Yis’ra-eil.



• As seen from this prayer, it is ideal to use the patient’s Hebrew name and their mother’s Hebrew 
name when praying for them (X the son/daughter of Y). If you don’t know these details and can’t 
find them out or if the patient is not Jewish or does not have a Jewish name, you can use the fa-
ther’s name instead of the mother’s and given names in any language.  

• We’re also advised to include our request that the patient be healed within a request that ALL sick 
people be healed [    ,  B’toch Sh’ar Cholei Yis’ra-eil].  
Prayers for the public are very powerful.  

• Although it is generally preferable to pray in Hebrew, if you are able to, it is said that when you are 
in the presence of the sick person, you can use any language, because the Divine Presence itself 
comes to visit the sick so prayers in their presence are far more powerful. Of course, prayers in 
any language, in any place and at any time have a tremendous effect.  

• On Shabbat, we do not pray for physical needs. The standard formula for a prayer for a sick per-
son on Shabbat is:

תֹוְך ְשָׁאר חֹוֵלי ִיְשָׂרֵאל ְבּ

ְזעֹק ּוְרפּוָאה  ת ִהיא ִמִלּ ַשָׁבּ
ין.  ְקרֹוָבה ָלבֹוא. ְוַרֲחָמיו ְמֻרִבּ

ָשׁלֹום. ְוִשְׁבתּו ְבּ

Shabat Hi Miliz’ok Ur’fu-ah 
K’rovah Lavo. V’rachamav 
M’rubin. V’shiv’tu B’shalom.

On Shabbat we do not cry out. 
Healing will come soon. Hashem’s 
mercies are abundant. May your 
Shabbat be peaceful.

• That said, if a person is gravely ill, one can pray for them freely even on Shabbat. 

It is customary to say a mi shebeirach for a sick person. This is a prayer following the Torah reading, 
where you pledge an amount to charity in the sick person’s merit. 

• It’s advisable to ask righteous people to pray for a sick friend or family member. Make sure to give 
them the patient’s Hebrew name and their mother’s Hebrew name, if you know them.  

• Generally, we pray for the sick person’s recovery. Unfortunately, there are times when it is better 
to pray that the sick person pass quickly and peacefully and be relieved of their suffering. Do not 
make this decision on your own – contact a competent rabbi.  

• It is customary, if a person is very ill, to give them an additional Hebrew name. Often, the new 
name will have positive connotations, such as Chaya or Chaim, which both mean ‘life’, or Refael, 
which means ‘Hashem heals’. This is also done after the Torah reading in the synagogue. Discuss 
this with a rabbi, as a person’s Hebrew name is considered to have a strong effect on their destiny.



Historically, the gabbai – an official of the 
synagogue who served as a sort of community 
secretary and warden – would visit a person 
three days after they fell ill and inquire whether 
their affairs and will were up to date and their 
debts all collected or paid. In this way, every sick 
person received a reminder that no one lives 
forever, while not being needlessly frightened, 
since everyone received the same visit 
regardless of their condition. While this custom 
no longer continues, it is worth ensuring 
a patient’s affairs are in order even if their 
condition is good.

The final confession before death is called vidui. 
In it one verbalizes their past transgressions 
and expresses regret for them. We are assured 
that anyone who says vidui sincerely is forgiven. 
(Note that transgressions against other people 
cannot be forgiven by Hashem before they are 
forgiven by the person who was wronged.) 

• It is vital that you encourage the patient to 
say vidui without crushing their spirit. Tell 
them that many people have said vidui and 
gone on to live long lives while others did 
not say vidui and died anyway – in other 
words, it’s not a bad omen. We pray that in 
the merit of saying vidui and repenting, they 
will live, but regardless of the outcome, all 
those who say vidui are assured a place in 
the World to Come.  

• If the patient can no longer verbalize vidui, 
they may think it. If he or she doesn’t know 
it and cannot read it, say it for them. Before 
beginning, send anyone who may cry out 
of the room, so that they do not break the 
patient’s spirit.

When a Person is Near Death 

• Birkat hagomel is a blessing of thanksgiving which one recites after coming safely through a 
life-threatening situation. A person who was dangerously ill, suffered internal injuries, or was 
bedridden, and then recovered, says it. 

• The text of the blessing is:

-ֵהנּו ֶמֶלְך ָהעֹוָלם,  ה ֲאדֹ-ָני ֶאלֹּ רּוְך ַאָתּ ָבּ
ל טֹוב. ָמַלִני ֹכּ ַהּגֹוֵמל ְלַחָיִּבים טֹובֹות ֶשְׁגּ

Baruch Atah Ado-nay Elo-heinu 
Melech Ha-olam, Hagomeil 
L’chayavim Tovot Sheg’malani Kol 
Tov.

Blessed are You, G-D our 
Lord, King of the universe, 
Who bestows kindness on 
the culpable, for He has 
bestowed on me all good. 

Those present respond:

ל  ל טֹוב הּוא ִיְגָמְלָך ֹכּ ָמְלָך ֹכּ ָאֵמן. ִמי ֶשְׁגּ
טֹוב ֶסָלה.

Amein. Mi Sheg’mal’cha Kol Tov Hu 
Yig’mal’cha Kol Tov Selah.

Amen. May He Who has 
bestowed on you all good 
always bestow on you all 
good.

The Bracha of Hagomel

• Speak to the patient with thoughtfulness and understanding. Don’t raise their hopes 
without reason but do maintain a positive tone and try keep them from despair. 



• The blessing should be recited in the 
presence of ten men of bar mitzvah age 
[thirteen] and above.  

• According to some opinions, the 
recovered patient himself can be 
counted among the 10.  

• It is preferable to have 2 Torah sages 
included in the group. However, if this 
is not possible, one should still say 
hagomel.  

• One should not delay the recitation of 
the blessing for more than 3 days.  

• Customarily, the recovered patient is 
called up to the Torah for an aliya, after 
which they recite the blessing. 

• There are different customs regarding 
when women recite the blessing, as 
they do not go up to the Torah. Consult 
the synagogue rabbi. 

• If it was a serious illness, you should 
have a se’udat hodaya – a meal of 
thanksgiving in which you thank 
Hashem for your recovery and for 
the kindnesses and miracles He has 
shown you. A se’udat hodaya is an 
opportunity to invite friends and family 
to celebrate your recovery and share 
your experiences with them.  

• It’s customary to hold a se’udat hodaya 
on a commemoratory date once a year 
to remember and thank Hashem for His 
kindness.

Torah Sources and Examples
• The mitzvah of bikkur cholim is an offshoot of several other mitzvot. Chief among them is the 

mitzvah of practicing loving kindness – gemilut chasadim. The mitzvah to practice loving kindness 
is derived from the verse,  ‘And you shall love your fellow as yourself; I am Hashem’ – 

• The Talmud states that an additional source for the mitzvah to visit the sick is our obligation to 
emulate Hashem. “What is the meaning of the verse, ‘After your Lord Hashem you shall walk’? Is it 
possible for a person to follow the Divine Presence? Hasn’t it already been stated that the Divine 
Presence is a devouring fire? Rather, the meaning [of the verse] is that one should emulate the 
attributes of Hashem… Hashem visits the sick, as it says [regarding Abraham as he recovered from 
his late-life circumcision]: ‘And Hashem appeared to him at the Plains of Mamre’. So too must we 
visit the sick.” 

• The Talmud lists another source for the mitzvah: a verse in Exodus which says, “And make known 
to them the way they are to go”. The Talmud says that ‘the way’ refers to loving-kindness while 
‘they are to go’ refers to visiting the sick. 

• The Talmud finds an additional allusion to the mitzvah of bikkur cholim in the Torah: “From where 
is there an allusion in the Torah to visiting the ill? It is stated: ‘If these men die the common death 
of all men, and be visited after the visitation of all men, then the Lord has not sent me’. [This verse 
is a statement made by Moses in reference to Korah and his co-conspirators.] From where in this 
verse may visiting the ill be inferred? Rava said that this is what Moses is saying: If these men, the 
congregation of Korah, die the common death of all men, who become ill, and are confined to 
their beds, and people come to visit them; if that happens to them, what do the people say? They 
say: The Lord has not sent me [i.e., Moses] for this task.”



• Many practices and laws regarding bikkur cholim are learnt from the story of Iyov – Job. Iyov, one 
of the wealthiest people of his time, experienced blessing in all areas of his life: he had many fine 
children and owned oxen, camel and sheep. When Hashem tested him, his children died, he lost 
the support of his wife and his financial empire unraveled, and he was stricken with a debilitating 
disease which left his body covered in painful boils from head to foot.  
 
Iyov’s 3 friends travelled from far to come at the time of his suffering and sat on the ground with 
him for 7 days in silence. We learn from here that when a person visits a mourner or one who is 
suffering, one must sit with them to empathize and sympathise. 
 
When they did begin to speak, Iyov declared that he was innocent of sin and could not understand 
why such tragedies had befallen him. His friends attacked him and a theological debate raged. 
The friends were wrong. They had come to empathize, sympathise and support him, but they 
lost sight of this in the heat of their theological differences. They attacked and afflicted him 
mercilessly, instead of comforting, supporting, empathising and showing their love and care. His 
friends became his enemies and their friendship was shattered. 
 
This story shows us what not to do when we visit the ill. People who are suffering may feel that 
their faith is shaky. Our job is to provide comfort and support and listen with empathy and 
understanding.  

• The Talmud tells us that some of the less pleasant realities of life actually did not exist until our 
forefathers specifically asked for them, for surprising reasons. 
 
Until Abraham’s time, aging was not physically recognisable. Abraham prayed that Hashem should 
make age apparent so that people would be able to distinguish between young and old and pay 
the appropriate respect to the elderly. 

• Isaac, likewise, prayed for suffering. He knew it was better that people be able to suffer in this 
world and in that way receive atonement for their sins than that they have to carry them all with 
them when they pass away. 
 
Jacob, finally, prayed for illness. Beforehand, people would pass away suddenly, without warning. 
Jacob asked Hashem to grant humans a grace period, when they might know that their time is 
near, so that they could put their affairs in order and repent. 

• “A person should always request mercy [i.e., pray] that he not fall sick, for once he has already 
fallen sick, he is told, ‘Bring merits in order to exempt yourself.’” This statement of the Talmud 
teaches that prevention is better than cure – once one is already sick, they require greater merits 
to recover than a healthy person needs in order not to fall sick in the first place. 

• Our sages say that the majority of sick people are destined to live. A verse in Job tells us, “If there 
should be for a person even one angel out of a thousand who intercedes on his behalf to speak of 
his righteousness, Hashem will be gracious to him and say, ‘Redeem him from descending to the 
grave, for I have found atonement.’” Our sages explain that even if a person has made many 
mistakes, if there is just one reason in a thousand to pardon him, Hashem will take it. He is 
not vindictive. He wants our good, and when difficult things happen to us, though we cannot 
always understand them, we know they are also for our good.  

www.bikkurcholim.co.za
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