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Healing Muses 
By Rabbi Shira Stern 

 
(chapter from Jewish Relational Care A-Z: We Are Our Other's Keeper 
by Rabbi Jack H. Bloom, Haworth Press Inc., April 2006) 
 
Music has always been considered a bridge to God. From the earliest chants of 
religious systems in both East and West, the sacred power of word and voice has 
been recognized as the communion between humans and the Divine.  
      Don G. Campbell1 
 
Hear, kings; listen, princes; I will sing to Adonai! I will sing praise to Adonai, the 
God of Israel.(Judges: 5:3) 
 
 
For human beings, the first sounds we hear are the gentle whooshing of our 
mother’s womb, and the rhythmic beat of her heart. We respond – with or without 
being slapped, - with a primitive cry at birth – and so music begins.  Long before 
we respond to Mozart or “Mary Had a Little Lamb” or a grandmother’s lullaby, we 
can fell the beat in nature’s undulation. We do not even have to “hear” the sound 
– the vibrations are powerful enough, as a hearing-impaired colleague has told 
me. 
 
So it is natural, and part of our nature, to bring wholeness and healing through 
the medium of music. As a pulpit rabbi and as a chaplain, I have learned a 
number of key lessons, at first, by accident, but then with some revisions, with 
intentionality. 
 
Lesson #1 - Music enhances and highlights words  
“Sing to God a new song, make music at your best among shouts of joy.” (Psalm 
33:3) 
 
Simple message, powerful medium. When a chaplain enters a hospital room, 
invading the public/private sanctity of a patient’s temporary home, that patient 
can respond in one of two ways: the first is to welcome the visiting clergy, seeing 
this encounter as an opportunity to talk, to be comforted, and to be spiritually 
soothed. The second response is more common: there is a tendency to be wary 
–  wondering why this person has come to visit at this particular time. 
Sometimes, once I identify myself as a rabbi/chaplain, the patient or the family 
responds, “but we’re not religious – we don’t belong – who sent you???” The 
corollary, unspoken, but clearly the elephant in the room, is “is she going to ask 
me to do something Jewish?” If I ask them whether I can say a prayer for them, 
the answer is invariably no – but if I ask permission to sing them something, they 
often welcome the bracha. There are some who even ask for more. So, I invite 
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them to close their eyes, find a comfortable position and let the melody – sung 
quietly and never at full-voice – create a healing moment. 
 
Lesson #2- Music connects us to places we thought our minds had long 
forgotten: 
“Then after many calamities and troubles have come upon them, this song will 
testify before them as a witness, because their descendants will still be reciting it 
and will not have forgotten it.” (Deuteronomy 31:21) 
 
For several years as the community chaplain in suburbia, I would visit area 
hospitals, assisted-living and long term care facilities. Once a month, at one 
nursing home in particular, I would visit late enough on Friday so that one could 
legitimately call it Kabbalat Shabbat. The attendants would wheel 25-30 residents 
in a large room, gather them around a makeshift ritual table, set out the grape 
juice in tiny medicine cups, cut challah in small, manageable pieces, and leave 
me alone with the residents. I would look around the arts and crafts room, call out 
to people by name, trying to muster some energy in our make-shift shul before I 
started. A few people actually looked forward to this event, but most residents 
would sit quietly in a semi-sleep, unresponsive and mute – until I began to sing 
familiar melodies. Eyes would fly open, heads would lift and all of a sudden, we 
were singing in three-part harmony. Where I struggled with verses, they could fill 
in words without hesitation. They belted out the chorus of lecha dodi  and shalom 
aleichem , and would teach me special versions of songs in Yiddish I had never 
heard. And when I was inspired to learn a song of my own to share with them, 
they cried, and held my hands and kissed them. When we were done and 
Kiddush sung – they retreated back into their shells, with a little more color in 
their cheeks, and a vigor that had not been there before. 

 
I never truly understood the staying power of what we teach in the early Hebrew 
School years, until I began to visit one young woman of 43, a resident in a 
rehabilitation facility for a number years, whose advanced MS made speaking 
difficult, speaking clearly almost impossible.  But - she could sing the Sh’ma, with  
a strong, comprehensible voice. So we chanted together, over and over and over 
again. The impact of what she could do was not lost on her, and each time I left, 
May2 would pound her closed fist on her chest, nodding and repeating just 
“sh’ma.” It had become her very identity once she could no longer say her own 
name. 

 
Lesson #3 – Music is universal and for everyone: 
A song: A Psalm of David: “My heart is steadfast, God. I will sing and make 
music with my glory.” (Psalm 108:1 ff) 
 
Ignore grade school bans on singing in public: if you can sing in the shower, you 
can sing, with permission from the patient, at the bedside. What you lack in tone 
and pitch and musical sophistication will be amply balanced and gratefully 
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appreciated because of your intent. Perhaps the family present or the patient, if 
she is so inclined, will be tempted to join in. Which leads me to Lesson #4. 
 
Lesson #4 – Music releases endorphins:3 
 “God is my strength and my song, and God has become my salvation.” (Psalm 
118:14) 
  
Music is good medicine. Just as Norman Cousins discovered alternative 
therapies to help him overcome a seriously debilitating, near fatal disease (see 
Anatomy of An Illness), recent studies indicate that indeed, music can increase 
endorphin levels.  In Don Campbell’s The Mozart Effect, ‘the healing chemical; 
created by the joy emotional richness in music … enable the body to create its 
own anesthetic and enhance the immune system.” 4 Furthermore, there are a 
growing number of healthcare institutions around the world who find significant 
benefits from music for patients and for staff:  

 
 In a 1995 study it was found that surgeons who listened to the music of 

their choice while operating, were found to have lower blood pressure and 
a slower heart rate and could perform mental tasks more quickly and 
accurately. 

 
 A professor of music and psychiatry, Dr. Paul Robertson of Ontario, has 

run studies that show that patients exposed to 15 minutes of soothing 
music require only half the recommended doses of sedatives and 
anesthetic drugs for painful operations. 

 
 At the University of Massachusetts Medical Center, harp music has been 

prescribed instead of tranquilizers and painkillers for cancer patients. 5 
 
Chemotherapy and dialysis patients use music to ease through the procedures; 
people undergoing root canal and MRIs turn up the headphones to compensate 
for the grating, violent machinery noises, and New Yorkers listen to music as 
protective gear when they ride the subway. In each instance, music – often 
something one can sing along with – becomes the balm that promotes well-
being. “Without a doubt,” states Raymond Bahr, M.D., Director of Coronary Care 
at St. Agnes Hospital in Baltimore, Maryland, “Music therapy ranks high on the 
list of modern-day management of critical care patients… Its relaxing properties 
enable patients to get well faster by allowing them to accept their condition and 
treatment without excessive anxiety.”6 
 

                                            
3
 See Music Therapy in the treatment of Adult with Mental Disorders: Theoretical Bases and 

Clinical Interventions, edited by Robert F. Unkefer.  Schirmer Books: 1990 
4
 Campbell, Don G. The Mozart Effect. Avon Books, NY:1997 p.71 

5
 Ibid., pp. 132-33 

6
 Gaynor, Mitchell L. The Healing Power of Sound: Recovery from Life-threatening Illness Using 

Sound, Voice and Music. Shambhala Publications Inc., Boston:2002 p.83 
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Lesson #5: Music frames our time and space: 
“David appointed them to be in charge of the service of song in the house of 
Adonai, after the ark had found a permanent resting place.” (1 Chronicles 6:31)  
 
If you have ever turned on the radio and caught a song playing that reminds you 
of events past, you have experienced time travel. Suddenly, you are no longer on 
the highway commuting to work, but at this wonderful concert the summer you 
were 16, or you are suddenly sitting alone once again in your room thinking 
about a broken relationship you have long forgotten. 
 
We mark the Jewish seasons with different melodies for similar liturgy, and 
demarcate Shabbat from the rest of the week with the singing of zmirot. We 
teach young ones about the holidays with songs to which they can relate. We 
bring new music and new texts to the circles of our healing services, which have 
multiplied fantastically in the last ten years, not because we are sicker, but 
because we are looking for ways back to health and need other people to be with 
us on our journey. 
 
Lesson #6 - Music is a traditional Jewish response: 
“I will be glad and exult in you. I will sing praise to Your name, forever.” (Psalm 
9:2) 
 
Collectively as Jews and individually, we have sung to show joy,  sorrow, longing 
and gratitude to God. Singing is part of our textual and experiential memory. At 
the most dramatic times, our ancestors used music to articulate important events: 
 

 Moses sang in shirat hayam, “I will sing to Adonai, for God is highly 
exalted: horse and rider God threw in the sea.” (Exodus 15:1) 

 Miriam picked up her timbrel, gathered the people around her and sang: 
Sing to Adonai, for God is exalted! Horse and rider God has thrown in the 
sea.” (Exodus 15:21) 

 Israel sang, “Spring up, O well – sing to it, the well which the chieftains 
dug ..” (Numbers 21:17-18) 

 
In fact, the Bible attributes three entire songs to Moses: the Song at the Sea, in 
Exodus 15, the final poem at the end of Deuteronomy (32:1-52) and Psalm 90, 
which is also attributed to Moses due to word similarities and construction.7  And 
there are nearly 100 instances of Israelites singing, the majority of which can be 
found in Psalms, most of which were penned by King David. But even before he 
composed these moving compendium of verses accompanying himself on the 
lyre, he used his harp to heal King Saul, “David took a harp, and played with his 
hand: and Saul was refreshed, and was well, and the evil spirit departed from 
him. (1 Samuel 16:23.) 
 

                                            
7
 Plaut, Gunther. The Torah: A Modern Commentary. UAHC:NY 1980 p. 1555 



DRAFT ONLY 

Rabbi Shira Stern 5 

While David healed bodies, later generations of Jews, both Ashkenazim and 
Sephardim, wrote piyutim – lyrical poetry set to music – to heal their souls, 
describing their hopes, their dreams and their visions for the future.  
 
Even our books contain music: because our past began as oral history, when 
Bible redactors in the first millennium of the Common Era set the books of the 
bible in order, they also recorded the intricate Torah trope marks we had used as 
fathers sang texts to sons, who sang the texts to their sons. By doing so, these 
early rabbis made it possible for all the generations which followed to chant the 
holy text in some unified fashion. 
 
If music - the human voice especially - has been so integral a part of our survival 
mechanisms in the past, it has the ability to continue to do so. We should have 
music in every spiritual tool box we carry around with us, as chaplains, as 
caregivers, as those who recognize this gift as one that must be shared. 
 

 
Appendix: 

Songs for Healing 
1. Angel’s Blessing (text: traditional, Music: Debbie Friedman) 
2. Eili, Eili (Text: Chanah Senesh, Music David Zahavi) 
3. Hazak, Hazak (Music and Text: Julie Silver) 
4. Esah Enai (Text: Psalm 121: 1-2) 
5. Open Up Our Eyes (Text: Liturgy, Music: Jeff Klepper) 
6. HaPoreis Sukkat Shalom (Text: Liturgy, Music: Jeff Klepper) 
7. Oseh Shalom 
8. Shalom Rav 
9. Shirat Ha-Asavim (Text and Music: Naomi Shemer) 
10. Birkat Hacohanim (Text: Numbers 6:24-26) 
11. Adonai Ro’i Lo Echsar (Text: Psalm 23, Music: Gerald Cohen) 
12. El Na Refa-na Lah (Text: Numbers 12:13, Music, Debbie Friedman) 
13. Refa-enu (Text: Jeremiah 17:4, English and Music: Debbie Friedman) 
14. Sh’ma Koleinu (text: traditional, Music: Debbie Friedman) 
15. You are the One (Text: Nachman of Bratslav, Music: Debbie Friedman) 
16. Al Tastir (Text: Psalm 27:9, Music: Debbie Friedman) 
17. I am All Around  (Text: Genesis 28:16, English  and Music: Julie Silver)’ 
18. Gesher Tzar M’od (Text: Nachman of Bratslav, Music: Baruch Chait) 
19. Lamdeini (Text: Leah Goldberg, Music: Benjie Schiller) 
20. Elohai Neshama (Text: Morning liturgy, Music: Debbie Friedman) 
21.  Kol Haneshamah (Text: Psalm 150) 
22. Listen: (Text and Music: Doug Cotler) 
23. Misheberach (Leon Sher, Lisa Levine, Debbie Friedman) 
24. Adonai, Adonai (Text: Exodus 34:6-7, Music: Leon Sher) 
25.  Adonai sefatai tiftach (Text: liturgy, Music: Craig Taubman) 
26.  May You Live to See Your world Fulfilled (Text: Berachot 17a, modified 

by Lawrence Kushner and Music: Benjie Schiller) 
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27. O Guide My Steps (English Text and Music: Debby Winston) 
 


