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A Purim Sampler

Some Resources for Healing
PURIM. Like Hanukkah, is not a biblical holiday, but a Rabbinic one.  Similar to Hanukkah, 

the holiday of Purim reflects some historical realities and responses like wandering and exile, 

majority/minority relations, and the like.  But our responses to the threat of annihilation in this 

instance is to celebrate with masks and noisemakers.  By drowning out the name of the wicked 

Haman during the communal reading of the Purim story, by dressing in funny costumes and 

being silly, we play with the relationships of laughter and fear—of humor and rage.  Silliness 

becomes an unexpected, yet meaningful way to relate to pain and suffering.  Many of us who

are confronting illness and loss can relate to this “topsy-turvy” experience.

     In this sampler taken from The Outstretched Arm of the NCJH, 2000/5761, Debbie Perlman z”l writes about the masks of illness, and Rabbi Simkha Weintraub teaches us to look for humor in the most unexpected places.  Also, visit www.jhhrn.org , Spirituality Notes, March 2005, Sharing food: Purim and the key to a strong community, prepared by Rabbi Stephanie Dickstein, LMSW, Spiritual Care Coordinator, Shira Ruskay Center at the JBFCS. 
The Masks of Purim
© Debbie Perlman z”l

Purim is the time of topsy-turvy, inside-out.  It is the time of the contrary, when appearances are deceptive.  We put on a mask and become Esther, the heroine, or Vashti the vanquished, or Haman the unspeakable.

    So with my illness and disability, I have many masks to wear some I choose, some that are forced upon me, some that just happen.  Who am I? Who do I want to be? 

In this central core of me,

You mark my potentials;

You ignite the spark of eternity 

You have placed within me. 

I sometimes forget, Eternal God, 

The me that lies buried beneath 

The faces I must wear; 

The duties I take for my own.

I am the rebellious patient, the demanding one who, hospitalized, questions every medication I am handed and criticizes the bedside manner of interns.  I exact responses when the respiratory therapist changes the settings on my ventilator.  But this mask is also the mask of the self-advocate.  I am protecting myself. 

Uncover the center of me, O God;

Polish it and smooth it

Like old cherished silver

Handed down from mother to daughter.

     I am the self-sacrificer, wearing my mask of compliance.  Because I am frightened that if I make too much tumult, I will, like Vashti, be forgotten, sent to the silence of  unanswered buzzers and unreturned telephone calls.  I am agreeable while fuming, I smile my thanks, and my mask smiles, too, while beneath I cry.

I sometimes forget, Spark Maker,

That I glow with Your light,

That I burn with passions

I am sometimes frightened to reveal.

      I am the happy cripple.  And I am happy.  My physical, spiritual, and financial needs are met.  Within the confines of the world I have created for myself, I am free.  I have everything that money can buy.  What I really want—a return to the freedom of a whole and healthy body—is beyond any means.  But I have made an armistice with that.  And If I sometimes snarl at the oxygen hose that trips me up.  I still am here, loved and loving others.  This mask smiles like Mona Lisa and underneath I wear my look of serenity.  I am at peace.   

Send fuel to these sparks,

That I might light a way to righteousness;

Let a steady wind fan these flames 

That serve You in faithfulness.

Then will my mouth praise You 

From the center of my being; 

Then will I strip away artifice 

To praise the Living God.

continued
ENDORPHINS, SHMENDORPHINS!

Some Thoughts about Jews, Humor and Healing

2000 ©  Rabbi Simkha Y. Weintraub, LCSW

Rabbinic Director, National Center for Jewish Healing

Rabbi Ila’i said:

By three things may a person’s character be determined:

B’kosso/By his cup1
B’kosso/by his purse2
B’kosso/and by his anger.

And some say:  By his laughter also

(Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 65b)

(1) By the effect of drink on the mind, or by the amount consumed.

(2) By the sums of money spent on charitable causes or the manner of giving.

   This Rabbinic aphorism of some 2000 years ago rings true to our own take on human nature, because a person’s approach to drink, generosity, and anger management do say an awful lot about character.  Clever Rabbi Ila’i certainly wanted to highlight these three indicators, which are linked in the Hebrew by shared consonants and a handy alliterative ring!

   But a person’s laughter, it turns out, cannot be ignored in the character assessment.  It would have been possible to leave the three easy-to-remember components of Rabbi Ila’is statement alone, but the Talmud seemed to understand what we, too, sense: that the way a person laughs, or the way a person triggers laughter in others, speaks to their character, and, we might add, to their state of spirit.

   Years ago, scientists began documenting how a good laugh works against stress.  Apparently, after a slight elevation in heart rate and blood pressure during the laugh , itself, there’s an immediate recoil: muscles relax, blood pressure sinks to below pre-laughter levels, and the brain may well release endorphins, which foster a sense of  relaxation and well-being and can dull the perception of pain.  Some studies have demonstrated that a good laugh temporarily boosts levels of immunoglobulin A, a virus-fighter found in saliva.  And a hefty hardy-har-har also provides a muscle massage for the face, the diaphragm, and the abdomen.

   But do we need these studies to laugh? Some of us may, indeed—we’ve been so burdened by our situation or stifled by civility that we need incentives to crack up, even  just to chuckle.  But let’s not forget a few important facts:

   *Life is funny, even hysterically so.  There is humor in the Oncology Center, in the ICU, in a blood transfusion, even in the house of shiva.  It may not always be accessible on our radar screens, but it is there, because people are there, and God is there, and they both need and value a good laugh. 

“The One enthroned in heaven laughs.” –PSALM 2.4 

   Not to say that there aren’t solemn moments and downright serious places-God knows there are-but even in these, there can be laughter. There must be laughter, or we can get lost.

   *Humor is one spiritual tool that has enabled Jews individually and collectively, to endure their not infrequent experiences of suffering and dislocation.  Comedy, after all, is about getting a new perspective, stepping back from a situation and playing up its incongruent, ironic, and/or absurd aspects.  It may lend us a degree of control over our experience or it may free us up to let go of that which is beyond our control.  And often, the funniest thing is that Jew right there is the mirror. 

   This determination of self-criticism may make clear why it is that a number of the most excellent jokes….should have sprung into existence from the soil of Jewish national life…..I do not know whether one often finds a people that makes so merry unreservedly over its own shortcomings....

             -SIGMUND FREUD, WIT AND ITS RELATION TO THE UNCONSCIOUS, TRANSL. 1917, 111, Page 705

   Find a meeting of Jews who don’t kibbitz and they’ve simply been in this country too many generations!

   When something isn’t funny, we may need to make it so in order to survive, in order to get from Monday to Tuesday.  Many of us have known people who seem to have this gift, who can step back and laugh at what is otherwise a very difficult, even unbearable experience.  But are they genetically different that you and me? (No.) Can we not learn some of these skills? (Of course!) Do we not have more of them than we  realize?  (Answer excitedly: “Yes, rabbi, oh, yes!”)

    So-I hereby give you permission, within all those constraints of propriety and timing,

to expand your repertoire of humor, in the interests of feeling better and helping others to do the same.  There are specialists (wouldn’t you know?) who have materials to help you “find the funny,” (see resource page) but here are seven “Jewish healing humor strategies” specifically designed for the patient enduring a stay in the medical center: 

    Disclaimer:  These may not work for everybody, every setting, every day, Get help if you need it (remember, there’s power in being the patient) and let us know what other strategies you develop so we can share the wealth.

    *Madlibs:  Take a handy text--dietary instructions, patient’s bill of rights, pamphlets on chemotherapy; whatever—and copy a section of it over, leaving a blank where many of the nouns, verbs, adjectives, or adverbs appear.  Ask staff or visitors to give you, as needed, nouns, verbs, adjectives or adverbs, and fill them in, as necessary.  Announce when the public reading of the treatise will be, and post the composition afterwards. 

    *Good-bye, IV: Compose a eulogy—at least 250 words—for whichever medicine, 

piece of medical equipment, or feature of the medical environment you would most like 

to bury.  Share it with family and friends and, if at all possible, with medical staff.  Enhance it.  Update it.  Post it.

    *Urge people who let you know they’re coming to visit (family and friends, but also medical staff, if possible) to bring laughs in the form of jokes, cartoons, tapes, CDs, videos.  Print the jokes and put them up on the wall.  Ask your neighbors in for laugh-fests.  Once you let it be known that you are hungry for humor, it will quite likely flow in your direction.  Remember that humor, like 

hope, is a muscle: it needs exercise to grow strong.  And the more you laugh (and share that laughter with others) you may be surprised to find your own sense of humor flourishing along with your health….or at least your outlook.

    *Enlist family members and/or roommates in creating practical jokes to play on medical staff: offer tomato juice instead of blood to the phlebotomist: provide your IV nurse with a turkey baster; pretend your IV pole is a dog and walk it up and down the halls; write or draw quips on key portions of your anatomy prior to surgery; dress for dinner or for a holiday like Purim (masks are always fun); turn those ubiquitous plastic gloves into balloons (a little magic marker turns them into stunning Thanksgiving turkeys);  find your own absurdities and play them to the hilt. 

    *Make a list of the names of staff, drugs, procedures, and places in the medical center, and locate rhyming possibilities (for example, “Schwartz” and “warts.”)  Compose brief rhyming tributes to individuals, treatments, or locations, and present these, orally and in writing, at various junctures during your stay.  Post them for handy reference and public education purposes.

    *The patient as photojournalist: Reframe your hospital stay as a safari to a distant jungle, or a journey to an alien planet.  With a Polaroid, if possible, photograph everything—portraits of everyone who comes into your room (ask the residents to smile, ask the nurses to stop smiling), pictures of every piece of strange machinery, close-ups of the lunch tray, and so on..  With the assistance of unsuspecting visitors, arrange and re-arrange the photographs on the wall, and put blank paper under them, inviting people to compose captions.  Invite patients down the hall to the opening.  Serve leftovers. 

    *With help from concerned clear ones, assemble a box of dress-up props—yarn wig  

pieces, Groucho glasses/mustache ensemble, hats of various origins, plastic animal roses,

scarves, impossible neckties, etc. At no special moment, just when you happen to think of it, put these on in order to draw a smile from others, or better yet, set a rule that whoever wants to speak with you has to wear something from this box in order to gain the privilege.  You should certainly include the easily accessible medical garb and paraphernalia like plastic gloves, tongue depressors, etc.  Context is all when it comes to laughs.

So, if humor can reduce stress, great! If it eases pain, terrific! If it fosters recovery, awesome! Even if it brightens one moment, grab it! As the good Dr. Weintraub says, 

if it might be helpful and it’s definitely free, I imagine God wants you to try it!    
For more information on the National Center for Jewish Healing, a program of the JBFCS and the network of Jewish Healing Centers in the US and Canada, please visit us at www.ncjh.org and www.jhhrn.org  or call 212 399-2320 ext. 209.
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