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The wounded healer is a paradigm that suggests that a healer’s own wounds can carry curative 
power for those with whom they work. This is not exclusive to therapists, it is also true of clergy, and 
I would suggest, people at large. We all have wounds, and the opportunity to heal others from them.  
 
The Talmud Bavli in Sanhedrin 98a, brings a story of Mashiach interfacing with this very idea. 

  אמ' ליה: אימת אתי משיחא?
  אמ' ליה: זיל שייליה.

  והיכא יתיב?
  אמ' ליה: אפיתחא דרומי.

  ומאי סימניהי?
 יתיב ביני סקבני גבי סובלי חלאים.

 וכולהו שארו ואסרי בחד זימנא,
  ואיהו שארי חד ואסר חד.

 סבר-דלמא אי מיבעינא ביני ביני
 לא איעכב.

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said to Elijah: When will the Messiah 
come? Elijah said to him: Go ask him. Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Levi asked: And where is he sitting? Elijah said to him: At the 
entrance of the city of Rome. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi asked 
him: And what is his identifying sign by means of which I can 
recognize him? Elijah answered: He sits among the poor who 
suffer from illnesses. And all of them untie their bandages and 
tie them all at once, but the Messiah unties one bandage and 
ties one at a time. He says: Perhaps I will be needed to serve to 
bring about the redemption. Therefore, I will never tie more than 
one bandage, so that I will not be delayed. 
(English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz.) 

 

Mashiach places himself amidst the others who are also suffering. He uses his wounds to hold his 
space there, and to provide comfort to those who are suffering outside the city. 
 
In this week’s parsha, Tazria-Metzora, we can learn a lot about how to interact with those who are 
suffering outside of their community, chutz l’machaneh. While our parsha speaks primarily of those 
who have been afflicted with tzaraat, a condition for which there is no modern translation, it also 
includes women who are post-childbirth and men who have had a seminal emission, which are quite 
present in our modern lives. 
 
Someone with presumed tzaraat, must go to a priest and have it examined and declared publicly. 
They are then sent out of the camp for seven days, as we read in Vayikra 13:46: 

 ָּכל־ְיֵמ֞י ֲאֶׁש֨ר ַהֶּנַ֥גע ּבֹ֛ו ִיְטָמ֖א ָטֵמ֣א הּ֑וא
  ָּבָד֣ד ֵיֵׁש֔ב ִמחּ֥וץ לַַּֽמֲחֶנ֖ה מֹוָׁשֽבֹו׃

He shall be unclean as long as the disease is on him. Being 
unclean, he shall dwell apart; his dwelling shall be outside the 
camp.  

 

After being checked and found clean, they must bring a complex series of offerings and engage in a 
purifying ritual; the completion of which allows them to re-enter the community. 
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Tzaraat is most commonly translated as leprosy. While we know its not quite leprosy, we also know 
that it was a condition which caused people to be shunned from their community in part because of 
presumed contagiousness and fear - the same thing stigma which applies to “lepers” today. So, who 
are our modern lepers? Who are the people we are casting out from our society because of stigma 
and fear? 
 
One such group is those with mental illness. To take the connection one step further, Chazal often 
question the causes of tzaraat, seeking a moral or spiritual failing to pin it on. So too do our 
communities do with mental illness. Not only are people with mental illness often quieted, shunned, 
and/or feared, they are judged as others try to understand what failing has caused their affliction. We 
blame the victim and separate from them at a time when they often need the most support.  
 
In order to get adequate support and treatment, those with mental illness must approach a 
professional, be examined, and have a diagnosis declared. Sometimes, that person must go 
physically from the community in order to heal in a treatment center. Other times, that person is 
physically in the community but feels isolated and removed emotionally. 
 
We must do better than our ancestors. We cannot shun those we do not understand. We must find 
ways to keep people connected to our community, even when they must physically separate in order 
to heal. We cannot use their illness against them or as an excuse to dissociate.  
 
Rabbi Sara Berman suggests that the “ritual associated with purification [from tzaraat] can be viewed 
as a way to give people time to heal. People in the midst of severe clinical depression or any other 
mental illness should have a chance to separate from their responsibilities in order to focus solely on 
getting better. Once they begin to heal, they can slowly reintegrate into society and their normal 
activities. As they do this, they should be welcomed and celebrated by the community rather than 
avoided.” 
 
Mashiach can only come once we act like Mashiach and start helping the people in our midst; when 
we embrace our role as wounded healers. 
 
 

 
Rabba Melissa Scholten-Gutierrez combines her personal, professional, and 
educational experiences to establish meaningful Jewish experiences and 
connections wherever she goes. She currently serves as the Community Camp 
Ambassador for the Jewish Federation of Greater Atlanta, working to increase the 
number of children attending Jewish overnight summer camp by stewarding a 
scholarship and incentives program, coordinating community marketing, and 
serving as a central camp resource. Rabba Melissa holds undergraduate degrees 
in Psychology & Social Behavior and Sociology from the University of California, 
Irvine and received a Masters in Social Work with a health care concentration from 
the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. 

Page 2 
Maharat is the first institution to ordain Orthodox women as clergy. 

www.yeshivatmaharat.org     718-796-0590 


