Healing: Disability Becomes Understanding
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or nearly 30 years I have lived, sometimes with detachment,

sometimes with an amorphous sense of unease, and sometimes

with a great deal of rage, but always with a debilitating chronic illness.

It is not immediately life-threatening—although there have been

moments when it has been—but it is life-encompassing; and one of the
most painful lessons [ have learned from this illness is not the possibility of dying
from it, but the dailiness of living with it.

That is not to say that I have not thought about what it means to look con-
tinually into the abyss of the unknown, and to feel myself losing my balance at
the edge. Nevertheless, chronic illness has allowed me to contemplate many
other things, not the least of which are the ways in which my Jewish life has been
affected by my illness, and the ways in which my illness has affected my under-
standing of what it means to be Jewish. Certainly, I have always known that to be
a Jew was to know about the suffering of a people, but in what ways can Judaism
teach about the experience of a single life? What can it mean to me to live
Fewishly with my illness?

One of the first things I think of is the remarkable witzvah of bikkur cholim,
visiting the sick. Although rabbinic discussions focus not on the sick person but
on the performance of the mitzvah by those who are not sick, T am moved, both
as a recipient and an agent, by the centrality of this mitzvab in Jewish tradition.
It is a profound act of chesed, lovingkindness, that is beyond measure.

Judaism is a religion whose spiritual center rests in concrete acts: Torah is
always telling us what to do, and certain deeds are singled out by our ancient
sages as having special importance, According to Talmud, one of the most impor-
tant ways that we can imitate Adonai is to perform acts of lovingkindness toward
creation, and at the top of this lovingkindness list is the act of visiting the sick. It
is a way of embracing everyone within the community, a way of acknowledging
the suffering of others. When I am in the hospital, feeling alone, a visit from a

Cﬂ% I be Spf?"ztﬁﬂlzy friend not only breaks that personal isolation, but brings the Jewish embrace of
my entire community. It is an embrace that recognizes my suffering, and that
beg!ed even zf /4 declares | am not forgotten.

It is also true, however, that what traditional Jewish texts have to say about the
causes and consequences of illness is often painful, even alienating, to hear; and
I have found myself struggling angrily with it. I hate the harsh and even punitive
outlook toward illness expressed in Torah—Miriam, for example, who is stricken

pbySZCd[ly-? with a skin disease because she speaks badly of Moses’s wife—and [ am hurt as

never get any better
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well by stories that are predi-
cated on the belief that Adonai
can choose to heal. T know that
we are supposed to feel the
presence of the miraculous
when the Prophet Elisha
brings a child back to life
through the breath of Adonai
that is within him, but T can
only think, “Why does Adonai
save some and not others?”
What sense can I make of
those Torah portions that seem
only to exacerbate my misery?
The portion Thazria, for exam-
ple, lists all the outward signs of
leprosy in exacting clinical
detail and declares that after the
diagnosis of leprosy is made, the
leper’s “clothes shall be rent,
and the hair of his head shall go
loose, and he shall cover his
upper lip, and shall ery,
Unclean, unclean. All the days
wherein the plague is in him, he

shall be unclean; he is unclean;
he shall dwell alone; without the
camp shall be his dwelling.”

The isolation of the leper is com-
plete and absolute and it frightened
me, for he is forced to leave the camp,
to live apart from the community.
How must he feel, going through the
rituals of mourning for himself, hav-
ing been forced to declare himself
before the entire community to be
unclean? Judaism is supposed to be
grounded in our collective responsi-
bility toward Adonai and for one
another, is it not? How, then, at such a
time, can we cast out someone who is
suffering? What happens to the chesed
that we are supposed to feel? What
has happened to Adonai’s chesed? Are
we so horrified and so frightened by
what has happened to the leper that
we must banish him from our sight?
Does the leper’s suffering arouse in us
feelings that we cannot tolerate? Was
it possible that this banishment could
ever happen to me? Was I, somehow,
like that leper?

There are texts, too, that while not
dealing specifically with illness seem
to stand as a reproach to me.
Everywhere I read that we are created
btselmo, in Adonai’s image. What

about me? If I was created in Adonai’s

image, does that mean that Adonai also
walks with crutches, has difficulty
breathing, and suffers from digestive
trouble? Ha-neshama lach v’ha-guf
pa'alach, “The soul is Yours, and the
body is Your handiwork.” Why, then,
did Adonai do such a lousy job with my
body? And, finally, if I dared to look
over the edge of the abyss and specu-
late about the afterlife, T found that
the rabbis say that the body is of value
because it comes from Adonai, and
therefore resurrection affirms that our
physical existence is valuable in God’s
eyes. What could be valuable about
this body of mine?

I have made a little list of the vari-
ous Jewish meanings of illness that I
sometimes recite to myself when I'm
feeling trapped by my body and
despairing:

L. My illness is a punishment from
Adonai. If illness is a punishment, what
did T do that was so terrible; and could
1 be forgiven?

2. My illness is & way of making me
spiritually aware. What good will spir-
itual awareness do me if the pain con-

“Rebekab: Giver of the Wellsprings of Life™ Tinen fiber sculpture @1993 by Laurie Gross : Photo by Wayne McCall

sumes me? And since I have
not gotten any better, does
that mean I haven’t learned
whatever lesson Adonai wanted
to teach me? What happens if
pain  becomes a way of
destroying faith, not strength-
ening it?

3. Adonai loves the tears.
When Adonai says to King
Hezekiah in Isaiah, “1 have
heard your prayer, I have seen
your tears,” my only response
is: what about my tears?
Besides, if Adonai is full of
compassion, how could Adonai
love my tears?

4. Understanding is beyond
the grasp of the buman intellect.
I would like to give under-
standing a shot; after all, T
have a Ph.D. But if T concede
that the plans of Adonai for the
creation are beyond my com-
prehension, what hope can 1
have of making sense of what
has happened to me?

5. Adonai controls the world,
but not completely. 1t Adonai created the
world, how could it be possible that
the Divine Power does not control
everything in the creation? Why
should I turn to Adonai, if Adonai can
do nothing about my pain? Or does
Adonai just heal some of us and not
others? And why? I would like to

. believe that Adonai is just and Adonai is

omnipotent; but, as more than one
theologian has pointed out, one of
these assumptions must be false in the
face of human suffering.

heology and texts aside,

there is still the question

of finding solace in the

pleasurable rhythms of a
life lived Jewishly. In truth, these
rhythms are pleasant, but periodically
the spiritual complication of physical
illness overwhelm me. Here are some
random memories:

° I love going to synagogue—espe-
cially my synagogue, where we have
worked hard at creating a Jewish com-
munity. And yet, even there, T some-
times find myself distressed. I know that
it really doesn’t matter if 1 sit when
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