
Praying For The Sick 

It is a common practice today for Siddurim to provide a prayer insert in the  of
 during  that can be recited on behalf of an ill person.  However there

is a clear divide between the approach taken by Ashkenazic Siddurim and those who follow
the Sephardic tradition:

Translation: May it be your will G-d, my G-d and the G-d of my forefathers, that You provide a complete
recovery from heaven, a cure for the soul and a cure for the body to the unhealthy individual (fill in name)
together with each and every unhealthy individual among the Jewish People.

Translation: May it be your will G-d, my G-d and the G-d of my forefathers, that You provide me a
complete recovery,  a cure for the soul and a cure for the body so that I may be in good health in both my
body and soul in order to fulfill the commandments within Your holy Torah.

Let us note the significant differences.  In the Sephardic tradition, the person who is
unhealthy prays for his own recovery.  The Ashkenazic custom fails to provide wording
that would easily accommodate an unhealthy person’s own prayer.  

In the Ashkenazic practice, you pray not only for the recovery of a specific unhealthy
person but you also include all Jews who need to recover their health while in the
Sephardic tradition, no mention is made of any other person or group.  

Can we identify the sources for each prayer?  Here is the source that is the basis for a
person praying for himself: 

Translation:  And she went, and sat down opposite him a good way off, as it were a bowshot; for she said,
Let me not see the death of the child. And she sat opposite him, and lifted up her voice, and wept.

Translation:  And G-d heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of G-d called to Hagar from heaven, and
said to her, What ails you, Hagar? fear not; for G-d has heard the voice of the lad where he is.

Rashi comments:

Translation: From this verse we can conclude that a person’s own prayer for a recovery from an illness is
superior to the prayers of others on his behalf and is more likely to be accepted by G-d.
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The  provides what prompted Rashi to draw his conclusion:

Translation: We need to understand that Hagar also cried out to G-d as it is written: and she lifted up her
voice, and wept.  Why did G-d not respond to Hagar’s prayer.  You might try to challenge this explanation
based on the following Gemara (Brachos 5b) R. Johanan once fell ill and R. Hanina went in to visit him.
He said to him: Are your sufferings welcome to you? He replied: Neither they nor their reward. He said to
him: Give me your hand. He gave him his hand and he raised him . Why could not R. Johanan raise
himself?  (If he could cure R. Hiyya b. Abba, why could not he cure himself?)  They replied: The prisoner
cannot free himself from jail (And the patient cannot cure himself). How should we explain that Gemara?
Being captive in jail and being ill are not comparable.  Under most circumstances, a person who finds
himself captive in jail needs someone to rescue him but if the means to escape suddenly materializes, he
should help himself to that means of escape. (Sefer Ha’Mizrachi-Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrachi Grand Rabbi of
the Ottoman Empire 1455-1526).

Rashi’s ruling based on his interpretation of the above  would seem to give total
support to the Sephardic tradition.  So how would Ashkenazim respond? The same Rabbi
Mizrachi who is quoted by the  is also quoted as limiting Rashi’s position:

Translation: Rabbi Mizrachi commenting on the words of Rashi (Bereishis 21, 17) agrees that the prayers
of the sick person is more effective when he can concentrate upon his prayer but in a situation when a
person’s illness interferes with his ability to pray properly, the prayers of others are more effective.

Rabbi Mizrachi is introducing a simple fact about many illnesses.  They render the person
incapable of properly praying for himself.  In those cases, others have to pray for him.
Perhaps Ashkenazic Siddurim are providing inserts to pray for the health of those who
cannot pray for themselves due to their illnesses.  Since many serious illnesses will render
the person incapable of praying for himself, the default position should be that others pray
for him.

If a person is in fact so seriously ill that he cannot pray for himself, is there any way
available by which someone can act as his agent and his prayers cannot rise with as much
potency as his own prayers?  The following  may provide a way:
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Translation: Issue: A person who is ill would like someone to visit the Western Wall to pray for him,
should he send his friend or send his wife? Answer: the following question is recorded in Maseches
Menachos 93b: why did the Torah provide one verse to exclude the need to put one’s hand on an animal
sacrifice when the offering is being made by an agent and another verse to exclude the need to put one’s hand
on an animal sacrifice when the offering is being made by the principal’s wife.  The Gemara answers that if
the Torah only provided a verse to exclude the need to put one’s hand on an animal sacrifice when the
offering is being made by an agent which is permitted because the agent stands in the place of the principal,
but he is not like an extension of the principal’s body, we would have thought that if the agent is his wife,
since she is considered an extension of her husband’s body, she is required to put her hands on the animal
sacrifice.  From these words we can conclude that the authority of a wife exceeds that of a mere agent.
Therefore that would be case concerning Tefila as well because she is considered an extension of his body
(think Eve who was created from the ribs of Adam), and Rashi wrote (Bereishis 21, 17) superior is the
prayer of an ill person than the prayers of others for him.  It is accepted more readily; therefore the prayers of
a wife who is considered an extension of her husband, are more readily accepted than the prayers of others
and particularly if she is a Torah learned individual, then it is considered the prayer of a learned person. 

1. Rav Yitzchak Zylberstein was born in Poland in 1934 and emigrated to the Holy Land while a child. He studied in
Yeshivat Slobadka in Bnei Brak, and was a disciple of R. Yechezkel Abramsky and R. Shmuel Wozner. He married R. Yosef
Shalom Elyashiv's daughter and is quite close to his father - in - law, as well as his brother - in - law, R Hayyim Kanyavsky, and
often cites their rulings. 
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Translation: You can raise a question with Rashi’s position from a Gemara in Maseches Brachos 5b
which provides that a person who is captive cannot free himself from jail.  My brother-in-law, the Gaon,
Rabbi Chaim Kanevsky said:  Recovery from an illness by prayer is more effective when undertaken by the
sick person himself rather than by others but a recovery through the means of “a righteous person decrees
and G-d fulfills” cannot be undertaken except by others and that is what the Gemara had in mind when it
provided that “a captive is incapable of freeing himself.”  Rabbi Mizrachi commenting on the words of
Rashi (Bereishis 21, 17) agrees that the prayers of the sick person is more effective when he can concentrate
upon his prayer but in a situation when a person’s illness interferes with his ability to pray properly, the
prayers of others are more effective.  Accordingly, concerning our question, when a wife who is considered an
extension of her husband’s body, prays for her husband, her ability to concentrate on her prayer is not
disturbed by illness, therefore her prayer would be superior to that of a friend. 
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