












ACCLAIM FOR
The Healing Power of Psalms



“I loved this beautiful, healing book. It has the perfect words and tone for people faced with grief, fear, illness, pain and suffering.”




—Belleruth Naparstek, LISW,
creator of Health Journeys





“[The Healing Power of Psalms] is one of the finest books on prayer I know. It will help anyone connect with the Divine. If you are seeking greater strength, wisdom, or fulfillment in your life, this book will help you find it.”


—Larry Dossey,MD, author of Healing Words  
and Reinventing Medicine





“Balm for an aching heart: Chiel and Dreher have further enriched the ancient wisdom of the Psalms with their current and compassionate commentary. It is especially consoling for those who are facing serious illness or loss. Pick up this book every time your heart needs comfort.”




—Megory Anderson, 
author of Sacred Dying





“[The Healing Power of Psalms] makes the spiritual wisdom of the ages accessible to people who need a resource when they may be sick, or for the wise before they get sick. [The Healing  Power of Psalms] does not just inform—it educates us about life, health, and spirit.”




—Bernie Siegel, MD, author of Love, Medicine,  
and Miracles and Prescriptions for Living





“People often overlook how words can heal, but The Healing  Power of Psalms reminds us that comfort and hope are just a page away. The psalms that Chiel and Dreher chose for this joyful book focus on healing, coping, acceptance, and recovery—leading us all to green pastures. I recommend this book for anyone who needs divine assistance with the human condition.”


—Mary Polce-Lynch, PhD,
author of Nothing Left Unsaid





“[C]onvinced that the human being is an inseparable combination of body and soul, and that therefore the health of the body depends in part on the health of the soul, [Rabbi Chiel] opens the treasure house of the Psalms and makes its insights available.”


—Rabbi Jack Riemer,
coeditor of So That Your Values Live On 
 and chairman of the National Rabbinic Network





“The Book of Psalms is a cherished collection of prayers loved by Jews and Christians alike. The wisdom, inspiration, and guidance provided through its themes of mercy and compassion can have a dramatic healing effect. Rabbi Samuel Chiel and coauthor Henry Dreher have selected Psalms that can evoke hope in the reader. Each Psalm is followed by an illuminating interpretation by Rabbi Chiel that helps the reader to focus on the messages of renewal, recovery, and acceptance.”


—Spiritual Life
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The righteous are called living, even after death.  
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AUTHORS’ NOTE



Although The Healing Power of Psalms is a collaborative effort by Samuel Chiel and Henry Dreher, for the sake of clarity and simplicity we decided to use the pronoun I throughout, for Samuel Chiel, particularly because many of the stories in the book are derived from Rabbi Chiel’s experiences with members of his congregation and others.


The Healing Power of Psalms includes commentaries on 15 Psalms, a few of which are presented in their entirety. Most, however, have been excerpted to include verses that relate to issues of healing, recovery, and faith in God in the midst of crisis.We did not include verses that we believed would be inappropriate for people or their loved ones who are dealing with severe illness.


You’ll also notice that the phrasing of certain lines differs when we’re discussing the Psalms. That’s because we used the traditional or familiar wording when we felt it better explained the essence of our discussion.


For those wishing to read the full text of these and other Psalms, we relied upon translations from Tanakh: The Holy  Scriptures (Jewish Publication Society, 1985), though, of course, you may seek out any one of the vast variety of fine translations.






















PREFACE



My coauthor and I wrote The Healing Power of Psalms  to offer psychological aid and spiritual comfort to people with any kind of illness, and their families. Since writing the book with Henry Dreher, one of the most gratifying experiences I have had is the remarkable response it has elicited from so many readers. I have received numerous letters, e-mails, phone calls, and have had many personal conversations with people who have found the book helpful and inspiring at a time when they were facing the most daunting health crises of their lives.


These readers have been Jews, Christians, and even secular people who have suffered from serious disease or bereavement, or whose loved ones have faced these trials. They wanted to express their gratitude to me for writing this book, as it had given them strength and solace at the nadir of their suffering, and because it had made accessible to them the gift of the Psalms, with their healing wisdom.


Some of the letters came from members of my congregation, but especially gratifying were letters that came from readers I had never met. I’ve saved every one of these written communications, and I treasure them, for their responses are exactly what I had hoped our readers would experience when I first conceived of this book.


A middle-aged woman, Martha*, wrote this in her letter:




When I was diagnosed with breast cancer three and a half years ago, I was looking for a small version of the Psalms to read, and I found your wonderful book For Thou Art With  Me [our former title]. I can’t tell you what comfort I found not only in the Psalms themselves, but also in your commentary. Many people asked how I could be so peaceful while undergoing surgeries and chemotherapy treatments, and I told them about your book. When I knew people who were in need of solace, I gave them a copy of your book.And just six weeks ago, as my father lay dying, I read him the 23rd Psalm and portions of your commentary, which seemed to bring him peace as well.





Here is an excerpt from another letter, which came from a woman in her late thirties, Barbara:




Ten years ago, I was diagnosed with a chronic illness, and experienced so many of the emotions you describe in your book. Most devastating of all, I had lost my faith, and somehow knew that without it, I would not be able to find my way out of the darkness . . . I have been looking for something I could turn to from time to time, to help me get through the rough times.Your new book offers me that much needed spiritual assistance and support, and is helping to mend my broken heart.





The Healing Power of Psalms, we’ve been told, can be the perfect book to have at your bedside, whether at home or in a medical center. Jeremy, a cancer patient, wrote me a letter that included these comments:




Two-and-a-half years ago, I underwent surgery for prostate cancer at the Massachusetts General Hospital. Thank G-d, I am recuperating well and the cancer, I am told, is entirely out of my body. From the initial testing up to and including the day of surgery, I found your book of enormous help . . . I found Psalm 30—especially the lines “weeping lingers for the night, but joy comes at dawn”—extremely helpful.





The Healing Power of Psalms (initially titled For Thou Art  With Me: The Healing Power of Psalms) has been out of print for several years, but requests for copies have continued apace. Some who seek the book are struggling with illness themselves, but many are searching for verse or prose that offers authentic inspiration to friends or relatives in the midst of one of life’s great traumas. Physicians and psychiatrists who previously bought copies for friends and patients have regularly asked when the book would be reprinted. Book dealers have reported to me that customers who’ve asked for the book have left stores feeling serious disappointment when told that the book is no longer available.


Previous readers can now give the book as gifts to friends and relatives who are in crisis, and new readers will be able to gain the healing wisdom that others have found in this book. One feature often cited as the book’s strength is that it offers beloved ancient verse—selections from the Book of Psalms—along with our commentaries, which help deliver the Psalms’ healing messages to patients suffering in today’s world of medicine and psychiatry.


I hope that The Healing Power of Psalms enables you to move through the ordeals of illness toward recovery and renewal. If recovery is not possible, I hope these Psalms and commentaries offer the insight and strength you need to achieve acceptance. If you give this as a gift, I hope that your relatives or friends can receive the healing wisdom from these fifteen Psalms. Illness and loss is inevitable in the human odyssey. The Psalms, arguably the most powerful ancient verse from the Judeo-Christian traditions, were meant to help us through these hard times without losing heart. I hope this book enables you to sustain your hope and compassion—your heart—through whatever hardships come your way.






* We have changed the names of all letter-writers mentioned here in order to protect their anonymity.
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Why a Book of Psalms for Healing?


As a rabbi with more than 40 years of experience, I have advised countless members of my congregations who have suffered with painful and life-threatening illnesses. I have seen them through the cyclic phases of coping: shock, denial, anger, depression, revitalization, renewal, recovery, decline, and death. I have comforted families as they, too, struggled to manage their feelings while trying to help their loved ones through their travails. Often, the most difficult passage for these families is the acute sense of loss that accompanies the death of a loved one. I have offered emotional support for patients and families in all of these circumstances. And I have endeavored to help them find sources of hope and meaning through religious faith.


I have frequently been asked by patients and their families: “What books can I read to help me through this?”


“Where can I turn when I am alone with my fear and sorrow?” I have always felt that they wanted something to hold on to, something clear and explicit that spoke to their deeply held yearnings for solace as they endured tragic circumstances. They wanted a book, in essence, that could help them find their way to God.


Rarely have I felt satisfied with any of the religious or self-help books written to help people in these predicaments. I could recommend the Torah—the first five books of the Bible, which form the cornerstone of Jewish tradition— but I know that most of my congregants, save the most learned or observant, might not delve deeply into these texts in search of succor.


Several years ago, when I myself became ill, I recognized how the Psalms, if presented properly, could fill this need. I was struck with fear when my doctors told me that my heart disease was so serious that I would require triple bypass surgery. I will always remember the moment when the surgeon asked me to sign a permission form listing the many ghastly risks associated with open-heart surgery. Anyone who has signed such a form knows that it highlights only the worst-case scenarios, but the reality of what could happen is still terrifying. I signed the form but was filled with apprehension about what might occur once the anesthetic lulled me into unconsciousness.


But I was able to handle the fear, in part because I had the love of my family and friends. I also had Psalm 30, a beautiful ode to resilience and recovery. One single verse, in its beloved traditional rendering, became my mantra: “Weeping may linger for the night; but joy comes in the morning.” The verse reminded me that my suffering was transitory, that joy would be possible in the morning—if not the next morning, then another one soon afterward. These simple words sustained me through my anguish, before and after surgery.


Throughout my protracted and difficult healing process, Psalm 30 bolstered my faith that joy would come in the morning. My convalescence was slow, but it was steady, and in time, I was able to return to my congregation and continue my communal activities.


One might ask why it is important to turn to the Book of Psalms, or to any other liturgical text, in search of prayers for healing. Can we not create our own words of prayer, words that speak to our own particular needs and wishes? Of course we can. But a religious liturgy can vibrate with special meaning and historical resonance. In his book Man’s Quest for God, the great Jewish scholar Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “It is more inspiring to let the heart echo the music of the ages than to play upon the broken flutes of our own hearts.” And the Psalms are nothing if not the music of the ages.


I have long believed in the value of presenting the Psalms to suffering readers in a way that brings them home with immediacy, unfettered by long passages unrelated to healing. My late brother, Rabbi Arthur Chiel, together with Rabbi Edward Sandrow, once compiled a small booklet of Psalms and Jewish prayers relevant to healing that was published under the auspices of the Rabbinical Assembly. Over the past 20 years, I have been amazed by the continuing demand for this pocket-size compendium, as patients and families spread the word that we had a book developed specifically for people in their circumstances.


While this booklet is still available, For Thou Art with  Me will go far beyond the scope of this booklet to fill the need for a book of prayer for healing. It is the book that I have always wanted to hand to congregants, strangers, family members, friends—anyone of any faith who asks me, “What can I read to help me through this?” “Where can I turn when I am alone with my fear and sorrow?”






What We Find in the Psalms


With their lyrical expressions of faith, their powerful imagery, and their uninhibited evocation of passionate feeling, the Psalms speak to people in every imaginable crisis. These universal qualities have made the Book of Psalms a central part of daily worship for Jews and Christians across the ages, and people from other cultural and religious backgrounds have certainly come to treasure the Psalms as literature and as sources of spiritual sustenance.


Slightly fewer than half of the Psalms are directly attributed to King David of Israel. Other Psalms were purportedly written by other seminal figures in Jewish and biblical history—Moses, Solomon, Asaph (a leader of King David’s choir), and the sons of Korakh (singers in the temple), among others. While rabbinic scholars have built a tradition around David as the original Psalmist, some modern historians suggest that the Psalms were written by David and other poets beginning in the 10th century before the Common Era (B.C.E.) and spanning many centuries thereafter.


Whether or not the Psalms attributed to King David were actually composed by him, the Psalms as a whole are imbued with the spirit of David as he is depicted in biblical prose texts. David was a poet and musician, a master and perhaps creator of musical instruments.A man of deep spirituality, David was considered the sweet singer of Israel, and his lyrical gifts are believed by many to have informed his composition of the Psalms. Indeed, many Psalms were meant to be sung and accompanied by instruments. Psalm 150 sings its praise to God in a symphonic blending of sound, with each verse a direction for the use of a new musical instrument: horn, harp, timbrel, lute, pipe, and cymbals.


The poetic and musical qualities of the Psalms help explain some of their ability to stir the soul. But the words themselves tap the deepest dimensions of human spirituality. As biblical scholar Nahum Sarna has written in On  the Book of Psalms:




In the Psalms, the human soul extends itself beyond its confining, sheltering, impermanent house of clay. It strives for contact with the Ultimate Source of Life. It gropes for an experience of the divine Presence. The biblical Psalms are essentially a record of the human quest for God. . . . No wonder that they infuse and inform the basic patterns of both Jewish and Christian worship, give character and essence to their respective liturgies, and govern the life of prayer and spiritual activity of the individual and the congregation.





While the Psalms hold a central place in Judeo-Christian traditions, they have a special meaning for anyone who is sick or suffering. The person who turns to the Psalms in a time of grave illness, or when a loved one is terribly sick, may be lifted up simultaneously by their musical rhythms and their words. In the Psalms, we find words of praise and petition, invocation and despair, anger and acceptance, joy and thanksgiving. And when I suggest to people who are ill or grieving that they turn to the Psalms for support, we know that the words are not simply appropriate to them in their time and place. They are millennial sources of comfort—words that have brought solace and healing to generations.


Years ago, one of my congregants was a renowned pianist who was struck by a debilitating disease, Guillain-Barré syndrome. The illness left him partially paralyzed, unable to play his instrument. When I visited him in the hospital, he broke down in tears as he expressed his terror that he would never regain sufficient use of his hands to return to the piano. He would require months of hospitalization, and it was not clear whether he would ever regain normal use of his extremities, let alone the capacity to play his instrument. I sat and listened as he vented his fear and despair. Then I mentioned a verse from Psalm 89 that I believed might be helpful: “My hand shall be constantly with him, and My arm shall strengthen him.”


I suggested to the pianist that he adopt this verse as his own, reciting it when he awoke in the morning and before he went to sleep. I also urged him to say the verse to himself whenever he became overwhelmed by feelings of hopelessness. I went so far as to write the verse on a card in both Hebrew (which he could read) and English. As the poet Mark Van Doren once said, “You must not delight in [the Book of Psalms] occasionally. Don’t go to it when you feel some aesthetic impulse and say, ‘Oh, isn’t that a nice passage.’ This is something that must be your constant companion. The repetition isn’t merely a repetition, it is a reinforcement.”


The pianist listened respectfully as I made my suggestions, but he did not hide his skepticism, saying that my idea was well-intentioned but probably useless. Nevertheless, the next time I visited him, he admitted that he had begun to recite the verse to himself, and much to his surprise, he had found it comforting. The notion that somehow God’s arm might strengthen his own had touched him in a profound way.


Gradually, the pianist’s condition improved, and after many months of hospitalization, he returned home. On the day of his return, he called me and said, “Rabbi, this verse is now a part of me; it will never leave me. I wanted to recite it to you on my first day home and tell you that without my family, my doctors, and ‘my’ verse, I could never have made it.”We were both moved to tears as he repeated to me over the phone: “My hand shall be constantly with him, and My arm shall strengthen him.” I suggested that he now add a time-honored Jewish blessing for moments of great joy: “Blessed are You, Lord our God, who has kept us in life, sustained us, and enabled us to reach this day.” In time, the pianist was able to sit down and play his instrument, and eventually, his facility returned. He is once again delighting audiences with his exceptional musical gifts.


One might wonder why people with abiding faith in God would feel compelled to return again and again to the Psalms, but even the most devout can have their beliefs tested under extreme conditions.


Natan Sharansky, the Israeli minister of the interior and a hero to Jews in Israel and around the world, was imprisoned during the 1970s by Soviet authorities for being a Jewish activist. After nearly 9 years in an infamous labor camp, living under the harshest imaginable conditions, he was finally set free in 1986. When he was released, Sha-ransky declared that during his imprisonment he had turned to the Book of Psalms to ease his anguish. The Psalms had given him the hope and courage to endure during his most terrifying and dispiriting times in the gulag. Sharansky specifically cited Psalm 27, and we can only assume that in the throes of despair he contemplated the final verse: “Look to the Lord; be strong and of good courage! O look to the Lord!” Upon his arrival in Israel, friends and admirers carried him to Jerusalem’s Western Wall to pray and celebrate his emancipation. Onlookers observed that Sharansky was still holding tight to his beloved Book of Psalms.


Just recently, Oprah Winfrey described how she had turned to the Psalms, and particularly to Psalm 27, while in the midst of crisis. During her 6-week trial on charges of maligning the beef industry on her talk show,Winfrey was under attack by powerful plaintiffs.With her reputation and freedom of speech issues on the line, she took the stand on her own behalf. No doubt she found particular solace in these verses from Psalm 27: “Do not subject me to the will of my foes, for false witnesses and unjust accusers have appeared against me. Had I not the assurance that I would enjoy the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living . . . ”


President Bill Clinton’s mettle has certainly been tested by global crises and personal scandals. Since his election, he seems to have been in a perpetual wrangle with media critics, prosecutors, and political adversaries. In early 1993, under particularly harsh attack, President Clinton revealed that he had read the entire Book of Psalms and that five in particular had brought him relief. (Psalms 25, 27, 90, 103, and 139 were the president’s choices; each has strikingly political themes.) Perhaps he found perspective in Psalm 90: “The span of our life is seventy years, or, given the strength, eighty years; but the best of them are trouble and sorrow. They pass by speedily, and we fly away.” Life is short, and so is any president’s tenure, and the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune will soon cease. But what is the deeper message of Psalm 90? The very next verse provides the answer: “Teach us to count our days rightly, that we may obtain a wise heart.”


The universal theme of Psalm 90 carries profound meaning for people who are sick or grieving. How many trees have been sacrificed for self-help books that spin out the same theme with less eloquence and economy? While we must all learn to “count our days rightly, that we may obtain a wise heart,” there is something uniquely stirring about reciting these timeless words, knowing that we are connected to generations who have turned to these same verses. As poet and author Kathleen Norris has written in her introduction to a recent publication, The Psalms, “When one sits alone with a Psalm, one is sitting with and for the countless others who are praying them now, who have prayed them for thousands of years.”


No Psalm is as renowned and often recited—and few others are as comforting to the infirm and the grieving— as Psalm 23. It is beloved by Jews and Christians alike, regardless of sect or sensibility. And with good reason: It is pure poetry to rival Shakespeare or Shelley, and it evokes the timeless belief that God is with us during times of unimaginable torment; as we stare death in the face; at the moment of death; or, perhaps, beyond the borders of death: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me.”


This invocation of God’s eternal presence has made Psalm 23 the most beloved in the Book of Psalms. For people with heart disease, cancer, AIDS, or any life-threatening disease, “For Thou art with me” is a quintessential mantra. During moments of quiet reflection and recitation, it imparts the experience of connectedness with the Almighty—the sense that no matter how sick, frightened, or close to death, we are not alone. And for people who are losing or have lost a loved one, it serves as a reminder that we can survive and transcend even the most searing grief.


What we find in Psalm 23 is also what we find in dozens of other Psalms: a cauldron into which we can pour our pains and fears, and from which we receive a revitalized faith, born of the promise of an eternally protective God. In a powerfully direct way, Psalm 121 captures this luminous omnipresence:




The Lord is your guardian,
   the Lord is your protection
   at your right hand. 
By day the sun will not strike you, 
  nor the moon by night. 
The Lord will guard you from all harm; 
  He will guard your life. 
The Lord will guard your going and coming 
  now and forever.









How to Use the Psalms for Healing


Turning to the Psalms as a form of prayer when we are sick, scared, or grieving will almost surely give comfort. But does it offer more than that? In his marvelous books Healing Words and Prayer Is Good Medicine, Larry Dossey, M.D., of Santa Fe, New Mexico, documented evidence that prayer can actually heal. He described scores of controlled laboratory studies that prayer, or prayerlike states of empathy or love, can bring about healthful changes in living organisms, from bacteria to humans. “This does not mean that prayer always works, any more than drugs and surgery always work,” comments Dr. Dossey. “But . . . statistically speaking, prayer is effective.”
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