Rabbi Pinches Friedman
Parshas Vayechi 5784
Translation by Dr. Baruch Fox

“And Yisrael prostrated himself at the head of the bed”
The Shechinah Stands at the Head of a Sick Person’s Bed

This week’s parsha is parshas Vayechi. | would like
to focus on the following passuk concerning Yaakov
Avinu (Bereishis 47, 31): "numnwxaby bR mnwr—and
Yisrael prostrated himself at the head of the
bed.” Rashi explains that Yaakov turned himself
in the direction of the Shechinah; from here the
sages taught that the Shechinah is present at
the head of a sick person.

The source for this comment can be found in the
Gemara (Shabbas 12b): =nxiw m%mm nx 1y nesww (am”
By K awe KD ,A9INT NR A D193 09 Al NN 1T way by ey i
moynb msww saan 1aab 2w Auynn KYR RDD a1 Y K91 nun oA
et wmy By e R v e pnwkam From where do
we learn that the Shechinah provides for a sick
person? For, it says (Tehillim 41, 4): “Hashem
will support him on the sick bed.” It was also
taught in a Baraisa: One who enters to visit a
sick person should not sit on a bed or on a chair.
Rather, he should wrap himself and sit before
him, because the Shechinah is above the head of
the sick person, as it is stated (ibid.): “Hashem
will support him on the sick bed.”

How did Chazal deduce from this passuk in
Tehillim that the Shechinah is present above the sick
person’s head? From this passuk, we could just as
easily conclude that the Shechinah is present near
the sick person’s feet or any other part of his body.
Additionally, what is the significance of the fact that
the Shechinah is present near his head in order to
support him while he is ill?

We can suggest asimple, straightforward explanation
based on a passuk related to Yishmael (Bereishis 21,
17): "ow N1t awKa et B R opbr yne o—for G-d has
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heeded the cry of the youth as he is, there. Rashi
comments in the name of the Midrash: From here
we see that the prayer of the sick person is more
effective than the prayers of others on his behalf,
and it is answered first. Rashi’'s comment coincides
with the statement of David HaMelech (Tehillim 34,
19): "y Rz N1y mawiy namp'—Hashem is close to
the brokenhearted; and those crushed in spirit,
He will save. David HaMelech also said (ibid. 51, 17):
"mran Ky oUpoR foTaaws 25 mava ma oophs nar'—the sacrifices
G-d desires are a broken spirit; a broken and
contrite heart, O G-d, You will not despise. Thus,
it is apparent that the tefilah of a sick person coming
from his broken and contrite heart is accepted ahead
of other people’s tefilos.

Thus, we can conclude that is for this reason
that the Shechinah is present at the head of a sick
person; so that she can be close to his mouth to
hear the tefilos that come from his broken heart.
Notwithstanding, we must still endeavor to explain
how Chazal deduced from the passuk w2y by mryor
=11 that the Shechinah stands at the head of the sick
person. After all, this passuk does not specify the
location of the Shechinah.

A Remarkable Revelation
from Our Teacher the Arizal

| was inspired with a fascinating way to explain our
sages’ enigmatic words. We will refer to an illuminating
teaching from our teacher the Arizal in Sha’ar HaPesukim
concerning the passuk (ibid. 41, 4): 1=swnbs ey by wryorn
mwoima noan—Hashem will support him on the bed of
misery (illness), even when You have upset all his
restfulness by his illness. The commentaries struggle
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to explain the connection between the first part of the
passuk—Hashem will support him on the bed of
illness—and the conclusion of the passuk—even when
You have upset all his restfulness by his illness. If
HKB”H is supporting and providing for the sick person,
then why does He upset all his restfulness by hisillness?

To explain the matter, the Arizal teaches us an
important concept. The life-force of every creature
stems from the letter “yud” of the blessed name
Havaya. Now, we are taught in the Zohar hakadosh
(Pinchas 232a): "maon ""—the letter “yud” is
associated with chochmah. The divine kabbalist
Rabbi Shimon Lavi, ztz’l, expresses this fact in the
eighth stanza of the song Bar Yochai: mmasm =1 sxm 23"
"mp—Bar Yochai! The “yud” of earliest wisdom
(the initial spark of chochmah) . ..

Now, chochmah is the source of life, as it is written
(Koheles 7, 12): rmbpa mnn momr—“chochmah”
preserves the life of its owners. Conversely, the
absence of “chochmah” leads to death, as it is written
(lyov 4, 21): rmmsms &% mnmr—they die without
“chochmah” (wisdom). Thus, we can conclude that
the letter “yud” of the tetragrammaton is the source
of life. We express this fact in tefilas Shacharis as
follows (Birchat Yotzer Ohr): mnasna g 't pwyn 131 0"
"mwy—how abundant are Your works, Hashem!
You made them all with chochmah; the earth is
full of Your possessions. In other words, the life-
force of every living creature stems from the heavenly
chochmah represented by the letter “yud.”

Based on this understanding, the Arizal explains
that when a person is ill, it indicates that he has
damaged his source of life—namely, the chochmah of
the letter = from the name Havaya. The gematria of
“yud” is ten— 2"wy. As aresult of the damage, 2wy is
transformed into its anagram w"y, and the letter v is
transformed into its anagram »11. As a consequence,
the person is confined to his sick bed, his »wy. The
tikun for this unfortunate situation is to provide the
sick person with fresh nourishment from the chochmah
of the letter “yud,” whose gematria is ="wy. This will
restore the anagram w"y to the desired anagram =wy
and the anagram »= to its anagram ="
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In this light, let us now interpret the passuk: "
mrt oy by wpen. It informs us that HKB”H provides
for and fortifies the sick person whose ="wy 7" has
been transformed to the ill-fated anagram »mmw™y. He
will revitalize him with fresh nourishment from the
chochmah of ="wy . This process will heal him, in
keeping with the words of the passuk: “Chochmah
preserves the life of its owners.”

This is the source for that which is written in Mishnas
Chasadim (Maseches Gemilus Chasadim 1, 7) with
regards to “bikur cholim”: wyw a1 apmw 1IN Apann 1o 1500y
WY RTTY M WY DY TR TIAna ,1Ina 1mowh e At vy by
"D T YRy NITw vy e vr—therefore, someone
who visits a sick person should have in mind that
HKB”H will fortify him on his »wmy—his sick bed—
andwilltransform all of hislying illby transforming
the “din” associated with the anagram 1wy to
the “rachamim” associated with the auspicious
(properly arranged) anagram =" 2"wy.

The Torah that Emanates from the Supreme
Chochmah Is the Source of Life

As a loyal servant in the presence of his master,
I would like to latch onto the coattails of the Arizal
and explain the matter in a way that is meaningful to
each and every one of us. Let us refer to the opening
passuk of the Torah (Bereishis 1, 1): nxzpox 82 nwNaz”
"paxi nx1oawn. We find the following exposition in the
Midrash (B.R. 1, 1):

The Torah says, “lI was the craftsman’s tool
employed by HKB”H.” Customarily, when a human
king builds a palace, he does not build it or design
it himself; he employs a craftsman. The craftsman
does not build it without referring to blueprints
and architectural designs. Similarly, HKB”H
utilized the Torah as His guide and created the
universe. The Torah said, "=pHx X123 mwsaa” — “with
‘Reishis’ G-d created.” There is no “Reishis” other
than the Torah, as it says (Mishlei 8, 22): “Hashem
made me at the beginning of His way.”

In other words, G-d created the heavens and the
earth with the Torah, which is called “Reishis.” This
concurs with the following teaching in the Zohar
hakadosh (Terumah 161a): sYStnwaT P8 Y5 1R PROY
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RT21 RNPIIND 713 TONOR RAYY NI 993 KW K92 15T 1913 RPN
sxnvy  Praiseworthy are all those who engage
in the study of Torah. Because when HKB”H
created the world, he referred to the Torah
and created the world—i.e., we are emulating the
Almighty when we study Torah. This clearly indicates
that the Torah is source of life of all of creation.

This explains beautifully the exposition in the Gemara
(Shabbas 88a): % by mome R, s 0w qpa 13 2y %11 25007 R
TN EYYaPR BRIW BR BT MR NMWRE PR BY RITTIN2 W man mhn
SRt Ny oonR R Ny axy paeennony What isthe meaning
of that which is written (Bereishis 1, 31): “And there
was evening and there was morning, the sixth day”?
Why do | need the extra letter “hei”? It teaches us
that HKB”H stipulated with the works of creation,
saying to them: “If Yisrael accept the Torah, you will
endure; but if they do not, | will return you to a
state of total void and chaos.” This teaches us that if
Yisrael do not engage in Torah-study daily, it is impossible
to revitalize and renew the world’s life-force, which was
created with the Torah. Consequently, everything would
return to a state of void and chaos.

Hence, our sages instituted the formula we recite
prior to Krias Shema in tefilas Arvis (Ahavas Olam): »»”
"mivoy B mama anay ey N wen an—for they are our life
and the length of our days, and we will occupy
ourselves with them day and night. Once again,
this emphasizes the fact that the Torah is the source of
our lives, as it is written (Mishlei 3, 16): a2 oo 178"
»maor vy oknwa—length of days is at its right; at its
left is wealth and honor. In a similar vein, we recite
the following formula after an aliyah to the Torah: =wx”
"a31n3 Yura o1y »m R nnay m—W ho gave us the Torah
of truth and instilled in us eternal life.

We will now introduce a teaching from the Zohar
hakadosh (Yisro 85a) related to chochmah: xn»x”
"npo1 Ryyye masme—the Torah emanated from the
supreme chochmah. This means that HKBH
contracted His infinite wisdom into the midah of
“chochmah,” so that He could bestow the chochmah of
the Torah to Yisrael. This is implicit in the translation
of the Targum Yerushalmi: =2 xmoirta 2opYR X3 nowRas”
mm—with “chochmah” Hashem created. In other
words, HKB”H created the world with Torah, which
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emanated for His supreme chochmah. Therefore,
when HKB”H gave Yisrael the Torah at Har Sinai, they
heard the Aseres HaDibros (the Ten Commandments),
the foundation of the Torah, associated with the letter
“yud,” whose gematria is ten.

This sheds some light for us on the insight of the
Arizal that the life-source of every Jew stems from
chochmabh, in keeping with the passuk: “Chochmah
preserves (vitalizes) the life of its owners.” This
implies that the chochmah of the Torah is the source
of life for all of creation. Now, since we have asserted
that the “yud” of Havaya represents chochmabh, it
is evident that man’s source of life is related to the
letter “yud,” whose gematria is ten.

Now, we have learned in the Gemara (Yoma 72b):
Do 15 MWy 5T, WR DY TWNR TN AN 20T MR\ 1Y 18 YW 199 AR’
o oo Ty ey ot XY men Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
said: What is the significance of that which is
written (Devarim 4, 44): “And this is the Torah
which Moshe put (‘sahm’) before Bnei Yisrael”?
If one is deserving, the Torah acts as a potion
(the Hebrew word “sahm” spelled with a samech)
of life; but if one is not deserving, it acts like
potion of death—like a poison. In keeping with the
insight of the Arizal, the Gemara is teaching us that
if a person succeeds in performing the mitzvos of the
Torah properly, it becomes a “sahm chaim” for him,
an “elixir of life.” It provides him with a meaningful,
long life stemming from the letter “yud,” the chochmah
from whence the Torah emanates. Conversely, if a
person fails to perform and abide by the mitzvos of
the Torah, it becomes a “sahm meetah,” a “lethal
poison.” Instead of providing life, which is 2wy 7", it
becomes the opposite for him, the ill-fated anagram
»wmy, a bed of illness and misery.

In summary, it should be obvious that the truly
effective tikun for a sick person—who is experiencing
an illness due to the ominous transformation of ="
Ty to »wmy—is to study Torah to connect with the
supreme chochmah. This will restore the ill-fortuned
permutation to the desirable permutation amwy="». This
is the message conveyed by the Gemara (Eiruvin 54a):
LTTIN2 PI0YY YRS W LLTIN2 PI0YY 11112 W LTIna ProYr TURna et
RET7 1wa Yo N 1Ina P1OY° 1812 Yoz wn..mna PIOY° PRMRYa wn
One who feels pain in his head should study Torah
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...one who feels pain in his throat should study
Torah . . . one who feels gastrointestinal pain
should study Torah ... one who feels pain in his
bones should study Torah ... one who feels pain
in his entire body should study Torah, as it says
(Mishlei 4, 22): “And a cure for his entire flesh.”

HKB”H Created Man’s Anatomy
to Conform to the Name Havaya

Following this enlightening path, we will proceed to
explain why the Shechinah stands specifically at a sick
person’s head. We will refer to a teaching in the Zohar
hakadosh (Bo 42a) related to the passuk (Yeshayah
43, 7): ™ nxnzrmasyrmaws kapanvo'—all that is called by
My name, and for My glory, | created it. There is
no human being that does not have the blessed name
Havaya imprinted on him. For instance, the head of
a human being is round like the letter “yud”; the five
fingers of the right hand correspond to the first “hei”;
the form of the upright body corresponds to the “vav”;
and the five fingers of the left hand correspond to the
second “hei.” Man was created in this way, so that he
would always remember that HKB”H created him.

We can now comprehend why the Shechinah islocated
specifically above the head of the sick person. It is
because the impairment of the sick person is related to
the letter “yud” of the name Havaya that corresponds
to a human being’s head. Therefore, when a person is
ill and suffering on his »wy, on account of the harm
done to the letter Tr—whose numerical equivalent is
Twy—these two sets of letters are transformed to the
negative anagram »mwmy. Hence, the Shechinah stands
at the head of his bed corresponding to the letter “yud”
to revitalize him with the positive, healthy influence of
chochmah associated with the anagram ="wy 2.

This explains magnificently the profound words
and advice of Chazal: One who enters to visit a
sick person should not sit on a bed or on a chair.
Rather, he should wrap himself and sit before
him, because the Shechinah is above the head of
the sick person, as it is stated: " wayby wyor .

According to the teaching of the Arizal, the message
conveyed by the passuk is incredible. Chazal learned
from the passuk: m™mwaybvywtyer—that HKB”H supports
and fortifies a sick person to correct the harmful
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transformation of the letter a"wy =+ to the unhealthy
anagram ey, This proved that the Shechinah stands
at his head representing the source of his illness—
the deleterious transformation of the letter “yud”—
to restore him to good health, in keeping with the
conclusion of the passuk: "%z noart1=swnys"—which can
be interpreted to mean that You (HKB”H) transformed
(“hafachta”) and corrected the cause of his illness.

We can infer this very nicely from the words of the navi
(Yeshayah 1, 5): 1325 Y515mh wraYs 1o mvomn 1y 1om m by'—
for what have you been smitten? Yet you continue to
act perversely. Each head is smitten with sickness
and each heart with infirmity. The navi is imploring
the people to acknowledge the source and cause of all
their suffering and spiritual infirmity: “Each head is
smitten with sickness”—it is the head symbolizing the
letter “yud” that is the problem; it has become sickly and
unhealthy; the 7™ has been transformed to its anagram
2. Therefore, ™ asv%=r: The tikun is to occupy oneself
with the Torah that emanated from chochmabh, represented
by the letter “yud.” This will restore the anagram » to
the correct and desired anagram =v.

Let us embellish this thought. Why did we learn this
from the passuk related to Yaakov Avinu: “And Yisrael
prostrated himself atthe head of the bed”? We have
learned in the Mishnah (Avos 1, 2): mmyobwromataebeby”
"meton nooma byt emayn by it Yy—the world stands on
three pillars—on the Torah, on religious service
and on the performance of acts of kindness. The
Zohar hakadosh (Vayeitzei 146b) teaches that these
three pillars are none other than the three Avos: mnn”
"BIMaN KT 0UTOn M pree X7 ey apy R1+—Yaakov is the
pillar of Torah; Yitzchak is the pillar of religious
service; Avraham is the pillar of acts of kindness.
Therefore, Yaakov Avinu—the pillar of Torah—merited
having the Shechinah present at the head of his bed to
heal him. This explains why the Gemara (Ta’anis 5b)
contends that “Yaakov Avinu did not die”—because
he was deserving of “refuah”—physical and spiritual
healing; he was constantly revitalized.

He Placed His Head between His Knees
and Requested Divine Mercy

Since it is the nature of Torah to be interpreted and
elucidated in seventy different ways, I would like to
present to our royal audience a novel explanation based
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on the methodology of “remez.” Chazal deduced from the
passuk: " way by wyeri—that the Shechinah is present
above a sick person’s head. We asked how they deduced
this; the passuk does not specify the head or any other
part of the body; it only mentions his sick bed.

So, let us introduce what we learned in a Gemara
(Berachos 34b): »27%2x i 1mbh qonw RoTT 13 K2t 2292 noyn”
SO DM 1YY WTE 223 N1ar T 91K, IRDT 13 1AM 930 B 133 HY, AR T 13 jare
s o vy et eena pawra e An incident occurred
involving Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa. He went to
study Torah with Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, and
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai’s son became ill. He
(Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai) said to him, “Chanina,
my son, request divine mercy (“rachamim”) for him,
so that he might live!” He (Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa)
placed his head between his knees and requested
divine mercy for him, and he lived.

We find that Eliyahu HaNavi performed this very same
maneuver of placing his head between his knees when
he prayed for rain, as it is written (Melachim | 18, 42):
19973 122 1728 BT AR 710 Trnon wRa UR oy esrr—but Eliyahu
ascended to the top of the Carmel, bent down to
the ground, and put his face between his knees.
We find a similar incident in the Gemara (A.Z. 17a)
involving Elazar ben Durdia. He was a notorious sinner,
who wanted to perform teshuvah. He appealed to the
heavens and the earth, to the sun and the moon, to the
stars and constellations, and pleaded that they request
“rachamim” on his behalf; they all turned him down.
AW ALY TY 19533 TPAT 19573 173 TWRA T8 KON 1R 9270 1N N7
"Rar oYt By e Rt 12 AtyUR 230, Nt e na ntne—he said
(concluded), “The matter depends solely on me!”
He placed his head between his knees and burst
forth crying until his soul departed. A heavenly
voice issued forth and proclaimed, “Rabbi Elazar
ben Durdia is now ready for Olam HaBa.” We must
endeavor to explain the matter of placing one’s head
between one’s knees when praying.

It appears that we can explain the matter by referring
to a teaching in the Pri Eitz Chaim (Sha’ar HaPurim).
When the name Havaya is in its proper order and
configuration it connotes complete “rachamim.”
Therefore, this configuration of letters is associated with
the first letters of the passuk (Tehillim 96, 11): mme»
ywn i onwn—let the heavens be glad, and let the
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earth rejoice. For, when the letters are arranged in this
order, the “rachamim” delivered by this name gives both
those up in the heavens and those down on earth cause
to rejoice. When the letters are arranged in the reverse
order, however— »mn—it indicates that the “rachamim”—
divine mercy—have turned into “din”—divine justice.

Let us introduce another teaching from the
Gemara (Succah 14a): ,anys moprx Sw jnban mbwnl any”
o1 Sw onban AR ,DIpnY DIpnn (7133 AN1ANT AN 9T T Ny an
Jmaanant b nearox ntan n7apn bwoanyt noam Why is the
tefilah of tzaddikim compared to a pitchfork?
To teach you that just as a pitchfork overturns
the grain on the threshing floor from place to
place, so does the tefilah of tzaddikim overturn
the viewpoint of HKB”H from the attribute of
cruel, harsh judgment to the attribute of mercy.
Let us explain this based on our current discussion.
Through tefilah, tzaddikim transform the permutation
*»mn, which is pure “din,” into the properly aligned,
straightforward permutation of the sacred name,
which is pure “rachamim”—as alluded to by the first
letters of the passuk: yaxmoanomwn e,

Notwithstanding, , we have an accepted, fundamental
principle presented by the Ramban (Bereishis 12, 6) that a
symbolic gesture must first be performed below to elicit a
desired, corresponding action above. Here is a translation
of the excerpt from the commentary of the Ramban: Know
that all decisions of the guardian angels, when they
proceed from a potential decree to a symbolic act,
the decree will be effected in any case. It is for this
reason that the prophets often perform some act in
conjunction with the prophecies. This principle is also
presented by the Sforno (Bamidbar 20, 8); he cites as
examples throwing the staff down to the ground, raising
the staff and striking the rock.

Placing One’s Head between One’s Knees
Alludes to the Permutation of Din

With this understanding, we can explain the rationale
of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa for placing his head between
his knees to pray on behalf of the sick individual. As
mentioned above, we learn from the Zohar hakadosh
from the passuk: ™nwa xapm B>—that HKB”H created
the human anatomy to reflect the name Havaya.
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Upon further analysis, it is evident that when a person
stands upright, his anatomy reflects the permutation
of Havaya in its proper, ideal order—the all-powerful
name of “rachamim.” The head representing the “yud”
is on top of the body; the body and two hands beneath
the head represent the other three letters of the sacred
name—the first “hei,” the “vav,” and the final “hei.”

When a person places his head, representing the
“yud,” between his knees, it is now situated below the
body and the two hands. This position is consistent with
the reverse permutation »mn. That is, the five fingers
of the right hand represent the first “hei,” the body
represents the “vav,” and the five fingers of the left hand
represent the second “hei”; they are then followed by
the “yud”—the head between the knees. Thus, we see
that placing the head between the knees alludes to the
reverse permutation K« XX—the permutation of “din.”

This is precisely what Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa in his
wisdom elected to do. He simulated an allusion to the force
of “din”—the reverse permutation K« XX-that prevailed
over the ill child. Then, with his head between his knees,
he requested “rachamim” for him. He prayed for the
permutation of “din” to be transformed into “rachamim.”
Then he performed a symbolic gesture—*“po’el dimyon”—
down below on earth to elicit the desired salvation from
above. He removed his head from between his knees
and resumed his normal, upright position—signifying
the name Havaya in its proper order—so that »mm—the
permutation of “din”—would be transformed into the
name YKVK—the name of “rachamim”—above in the
heavens. Thus, the force of “din” was mollified, and
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai’s son recovered and lived.

We can now interpret the tefilah formulated by David
HaMelech for a sick person very nicely: %y wmyo o
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"ora noan 1aswn Yot wAy.  Since the name Havaya had
been reconfigured to a name of “din,” David HaMelech
prayed for HKB”H to heal him and fortify him with
the configuration of YKVK. This is the implication of
the latter part of the passuk: "voma noan waswn Bs'—he is
beseeching HKB”H to transform (lahafoch) the name
Havaya from the permutation of “din” to the permutation
of “rachamim”—the four letters in their correct order.

Thus, we have successfully presented a novel
interpretation of Chazal’s assertion: The Shechinah is
above the head of the sick person. They deduced this
from the passuk: "rreayby o m—YKVK will support
him on his sick bed. This means that HKB"H will
restore the name Havaya from a permutation indicative
of “din” to a permutation indicative of “rachamim.” For
this reason, the Shechinah stands specifically above the
head of the sick person, the part of his body symbolizing
the letter “yud.” From that location, it radiates the
permutation of Havaya beginning with the letter “yud”
to the sick person’s entire body.

In conclusion, the true, effective “refuah” for all
diseases and illnesses is the study of Torah. As explained,
it emanates from the supreme chochmah associated
with the letter “yud.” By means of Torah-study all Jews
who are sick, who were confined to an »mwy, will rise,
since this ill-fated anagram with be transformed into the
auspicious anagram =wy=. In the merit of Torah-study,
we can rest assured that Chazal’'s promising words will
be fulfilled: One who feels pain in his entire body
should study Torah, as it says: “And a cure for
his entire flesh.” This will also merit us long-life and
abundant good in keeping with the assurance of Shlomo
HaMelech, a”h: "tas1awiy moxnws memes ome 1v"—length of
daysis at itsright; at its left is wealth and honor.
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