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QUESTION - How have we looked at our own pain and the pain of our loved ones? 

 

 

In this weeks parasha, Ekev, we are told early on (8:2-3) that God tested the Israelites 

with suffering and hardship in the wilderness, with the implication being that Israel was 

to suffer because God loved them and  God felt that only through suffering could they 

learn. 

 

Rabbi Gunther Plaut, the editor of our Torah commentary, feels that God suffers at the 

same time but God must do what divine necessity requires of God. This is how the Torah 

explained human suffering - the doctrine was called Yisurin Shel Ahavah- chastisements 

of love. 

 

However, the Rabbis in the Talmud were not comfortable with this idea, and while they 

could not openly criticize or reject this theology, they could find other ways to help 

people see suffering and pain in a different context. 

 

There is a Talmudic anecdote which recounts the story of Rabbi Yochanan who goes to 

visit Rabbi Eliezer, who is very ill and in great pain.Yochanan asks Eliezer how is he  

feeling, and Eliezer tells him---I am  in great pain. 

 

Rabbi Yochanan-This is Yisurin Shel Ahavah-a chastisement of love. It is as if Yochanan 

is telling Rabbi Eliezer-God loves you and this is why you are suffering. And Rabbi 

Eliezer responds by saying in effect, I don’t want the suffering, or the pain, or this type of 

“love”.  Rabbi Yochanan, who is embarrassed, shocked, or saddened by this response (it 

could be a combination of all three) leaves. 

 

Later, in this particular Talmudic tractate (section) we read that Rabbi Yochanan again 

goes to visit Rabbi Eliezer, still in pain and perhaps worse than before. Rabbi Yochanan-

“How are you feeling?” Rabbi Eliezer-“I am in great pain and I am suffering.” Then, the 

text relates something very unusual. It says that after Rabbi Yochanan hears that his old 

friend is still in great pain, rather than give him a lecture or offer a cliché, Rabbi 

Yochanan stretches out his hand to Rabbi Eliezer and Eliezer takes it. And the text says-

“and Rabbi Eliezer was healed.” 

 

The Rabbis do not offer any additional commentary on this story nor do they need to. The 

message is clear-at times when there is pain and suffering people don’t need lectures or 

theologies- they need an additional type of healing that can only come from another 

human being. We may never understand why we do suffer so many different types of 

pain, but we should never underestimate our ability to be a human healer for others, nor 

should we forget that when we  the patient are offered human healing from friends and 

family, that healing may have more power than any pill or surgery. 


