
 

 
 

Jewish Wisdom on Help, Despair, and Hope 

1 
© 2018 JTeach.org 
Board of Metropolitan Chicago’s Online Resource Center 

 

 

The following texts represent varying ways in which our Jewish tradition responds to crises 
of spirit. You may see yourself or others you know in these words. These texts are not meant 
to give you direction—though you may find inspiration or comfort. In studying you will see 
that there is not one right way to react or respond when faced with challenges. 
 

Asking for Help 
 

Exodus 18:17-18 

(17) But Moses’ father-in-law said to him, 
“The thing you are doing is not right; (18) 
you will surely wear yourself out, and these 
people as well. For the task is too heavy 
for you; you cannot do it alone. 

 חי-זי:חשמות י
 

ֹּא־טוֹב הַדָבָר ֹּאמֶר חֹּתֵן מֹּשֶה אֵלָיו ל  וַי
בֹּל גַם־אַתָה גַם־ אֲשֶר אַתָה עֹּשֶה׃ נָבֹּל תִּ

ךָ מְּ י־כָבֵד מִּ מָךְ כִּ  הָעָם הַזֶה אֲשֶר עִּ
בַדֶךָ׃הַדָבָר  הוּ לְּ ֹּא־תוּכַל עֲשֹּ ל  

 

• In this text Moses’ father-in-law, Yitro, suggests that Moses cannot judge the entire 
people of Israel by himself and must get help. How do you feel about asking for help? 
Does it make a difference whether the need is about something concrete, like help with 
homework, or something emotional, like help with sadness or anxiety? 
 

• Is there something in your life that you think might be better if you asked for help? (You 
can answer out loud if you want or keep this answer to yourself if you would prefer.) 
 

• It’s easy to understand why not asking for help might wear a person out. How does it wear 
out the people around you? 

 
How Does it Feel to Despair? 
 

Psalms 6: 2-7 

(2) ADONAI, do not punish me in anger, do 
not chastise me in fury. (3) Have mercy on 
me, ADONAI, for I languish; heal me, 
ADONAI, for my bones shake with terror. 
(4) My whole being is stricken with terror, 
while You, ADONAI—O, how long! (5) 
ADONAI, turn! Rescue me! Deliver me as 
befits Your faithfulness. (6) For there is no 
praise of You among the dead; in Sheol, 
who can acclaim You? (7) I am weary with 
groaning; every night I drench my bed, I 
melt my couch in tears.  

 ז-:בתהילים ו

קוָק י יְּ יחֵנִּ ךָ תוֹכִּ אַפְּ ךָ  אַל־בְּ אַל־בַחֲמָתְּ וְּ
י רֵנִּ יַסְּ י׃ תְּ לַל חָנֵנִּ י אֻמְּ קוָק כִּ י יְּ י אָנִּ פָאֵנִּ  רְּ

הֲלוּ  בְּ י נִּ קוָק כִּ ׃עֲצָמָייְּ  
אַתָה[ אֹּד ואת ]וְּ הֲלָה מְּ בְּ י נִּ שִּ נַפְּ  וְּ

קוָק  קוָק שוּבָה׃ עַד־מָתָי יְּ צָה יְּ חַלְּ  
י  יעֵנִּ י הוֹשִּ שִּ י אֵיןלְמַעַן  נַפְּ דֶךָ׃ כִּ חַסְּ   

י יוֹדֶה־לָךְ׃ בַמָוֶת אוֹל מִּ שְּ רֶךָ בִּ כְּ זִּ   
י טָתִּ לָה מִּ כָל־לַיְּ חֶה בְּ י אַשְּ חָתִּ אַנְּ י בְּ תִּ  יָגַעְּ

סֶה׃ י אַמְּ שִּ י עַרְּ עָתִּ מְּ דִּ  בְּ

 

• The speaker thinks that God has punished them in anger. Do you think that God gets angry 
and punishes people? 
 

• What evidence is given about how the speaker is feeling? 
 

• What tactic does the speaker use to convince God to stop punishing them?  Does the God of 
your understanding need praise? 
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Feeling Ignored 
 

Psalms 10:1 

(1) Why, ADONAI, do You stand aloof, 
heedless in times of trouble? 

 תהילים י:א
לָמָה יְקוָק תַעֲמֹד בְרָחוֹק תַעְלִים 

 לְעִתוֹת בַצָרָה׃

Psalms 13:2-4 

(2) How long, ADONAI; 
will You ignore me forever?  
How long will You hide Your face from me? 
(3) How long will I have cares on my mind, 
grief in my heart all day? How long will my 
enemy have the upper hand? 
(4) Look at me, answer me, ADONAI, my 
God! Restore the luster to my eyes, lest I 
sleep the sleep of death;  

 ד-ג:בתהילים י

י עַד־אָנָה כָחֵנִּ שְּ קוָק תִּ עַד־אָנָה  נֶצַח יְּ
יר תִּ י׃ תַסְּ מֶנִּ אֶת־פָנֶיךָ מִּ   

י בָבִּ לְּ י יָגוֹן בִּ שִּ נַפְּ ית עֵצוֹת בְּ  עַד־אָנָה אָשִּ
י עָלָי׃ בִּ יְּ   יוֹמָם עַד־אָנָה יָרוּם אֹּ

יטָה י הַבִּ קוָק עֲנֵנִּ ירָה אֱלֹהָי יְּ עֵינַי  הָאִּ
ישַן הַמָוֶת  ׃פֶן־אִּ

  
 

• How does it feel to be ignored? 
 

• In your opinion, which is worse: being ignored in general by a specific person or having a 
specific request ignored? 
 

• In this text, the author complains of not being seen. What is does it feel like to seem 
invisible? 
 

• What is the difference between not feeling seen and not feeling heard? 
 

• What does the speaker imply might happen if God doesn’t intervene? 
 

• Imagine feeling that God is not paying attention to you, or hasn’t heard your prayers? How 
might you speak to someone who is feeling that way? 

 
God as a Source of Security 

 

In the following psalms, the speaker sees God as their protector and refuge: 
 

 
Psalms 16:1-2, 8-11 

(1) A michtam of David. Protect me, O 
God, for I seek refuge in You. (2) I say to 
ADONAI, “You are my Adonai, my 
benefactor; there is none above You.”  
 
 

(8) I am ever mindful of ADONAI’s 
presence; He is at my right hand; I shall 

 
 יא-ב, ח-ז:אתהילים ט

רֵנִּ  ד שָמְּ דָוִּ תָם לְּ כְּ י בָךְ׃מִּ יתִּ י־חָסִּ י אֵל כִּ   
תְּ לַיקוָק י בַל־ אֲדֹּנָי אָמַרְּ אָתָה טוֹבָתִּ

 עָלֶיךָ׃
 

י בַל־ ינִּ ימִּ י מִּ יד כִּ י תָמִּ דִּ נֶגְּ קוָק לְּ י יְּ יתִּ וִּּ שִּ
  אֶמוֹט׃
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never be shaken. (9) So my heart rejoices, 
my whole being exults, and my body rests 
secure. (10) For You will not abandon me 
to Sheol or let Your faithful one see the 
Pit. (11) You will teach me the path of life. 
In Your presence is perfect joy; delights 
are ever in Your right hand.  
 

י שָרִּ י אַף־בְּ בוֹדִּ י וַיָגֶל כְּ בִּ  לָכֵן שָמַח לִּ
כֹּן לָבֶטַח׃ שְּ   יִּ

תֵן ֹּא־תִּ אוֹל ל שְּ י לִּ שִּ ב נַפְּ ֹּא־תַעֲזֹּ י ל  כִּ
אוֹת שָחַת׃ רְּ ךָ לִּ ידְּ   חֲסִּ

מָחוֹת אֶת־ בַע שְּ ים שֹּ י אֹּרַח חַיִּ יעֵנִּ תוֹדִּ
ךָ נֶצַח׃ ינְּ ימִּ מוֹת בִּ עִּ  פָנֶיךָ נְּ

 
 
 

 

Psalms 23 

(1) A psalm of David. ADONAI is my 
shepherd; I lack nothing. (2) He makes me 
lie down in green pastures; He leads me to 
water in places of repose; (3) He renews 
my life; He guides me in right paths as 
befits His name. (4) Though I walk through 
a valley of deepest darkness, I fear no 
harm, for You are with me; Your rod and 
Your staff—they comfort me. (5) You 
spread a table for me in full view of my 
enemies; You anoint my head with oil; my 
drink is abundant. (6) Only goodness and 
steadfast love shall pursue me all the days 
of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of 
ADONAI for many long years. 
 

 

 גתהילים כ

מוֹר זְּ ד מִּ דָוִּ קוָק לְּ י יְּ עִּ ֹּא רֹּ סָר ל ׃אֶחְּ   
נחֻוֹת י עַל־מֵי מְּ יצֵנִּ בִּ אוֹת דֶשֶא יַרְּ נְּ  בִּ

י׃ נַהֲלֵנִּ   יְּ
מַעַן לֵי־צֶדֶק לְּ גְּ מַעְּ י בְּ חֵנִּ שוֹבֵב יַנְּ י יְּ שִּ  נַפְּ

מוֹ׃   שְּ
מָ  גֵיא צַלְּ י־אֵלֵךְ בְּ ירָא רָעגַם כִּ ֹּא־אִּ וֶת ל  

תֶךָ הֵמָה עַנְּ שְּ ךָ וּמִּ טְּ בְּ י שִּ מָדִּ י־אַתָה עִּ  כִּ
י׃ נַחֲמֻנִּ   יְּ

תָ בַשֶמֶן שַנְּ רָי דִּ חָן נֶגֶד צֹּרְּ פָנַי שֻלְּ  תַעֲרֹּךְ לְּ
וָיָה׃ י רְּ י כוֹסִּ ֹּאשִּ   ר

מֵי וָחֶסֶד אַךְ טוֹב י כָל־יְּ פוּנִּ דְּ רְּ חַיָי  יִּ
קוָק בֵית־יְּ י בְּ תִּ שַבְּ ים וְּ רֶךְ יָמִּ אֹּ  ׃לְּ

 

• In these psalms, what does the speaker say that God does for them? How does this 
make them feel? 

 

• The author suggests that they are secure because they know God is at their right hand, 
or near to them. What makes you feel secure? 

 

• The author suggests that God is with them even in “a valley of deepest darkness.” Do 
you feel as though God is with you when you are in a dark emotional space? Who else 
might you turn to if you are in despair? 
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Holding Two Feelings at Once 

 

 

Psalms 27: 1-4, 7-14 

(1) Of David. ADONAI is my light and my 
help; whom should I fear? ADONAI is the 
stronghold of my life, whom should I dread? 
(2) When evil men assail me to devour my 
flesh— it is they, my foes and my enemies, 
who stumble and fall. (3) Should an army 
besiege me, my heart would have no fear; 
should war beset me, still would I be 
confident. (4) One thing I ask of ADONAI, 
only that do I seek: to live in the house of 
ADONAI all the days of my life, to gaze 
upon the beauty of ADONAI, to frequent 
God’s temple.  
 

(7) Hear, ADONAI, when I cry aloud; have 
mercy on me, answer me. (8) In Your behalf 
my heart says: “Seek My face!” ADONAI, I 
seek Your face. (9) Do not hide Your face 
from me; do not thrust aside Your servant 
in anger; You have ever been my help. Do 
not forsake me, do not abandon me, O 
God, my deliverer. (10) Though my father 
and mother abandon me, ADONAI will take 
me in. (11) Show me Your way, ADONAI, 
and lead me on a level path because of my 
watchful foes. (12) Do not subject me to the 
will of my foes, for false witnesses and 
unjust accusers have appeared against me. 
(13) Had I not the assurance that I would 
enjoy the goodness of ADONAI in the land 
of the living… (14) Look to ADONAI; be 
strong and of good courage! O look to 
ADONAI! 
 

 

 יד-ד, ז-ז:אכ תהילים

ד דָוִּ קוָק לְּ י יְּ י אוֹרִּ עִּ שְּ יִּ ירָא וְּ י אִּ מִּ  מִּ

קוָק חָד יְּ י אֶפְּ מִּ  ׃ מָעוֹז־חַיַי מִּ
י צָרַי שָרִּ ים לֶאֱכֹּל אֶת־בְּ רֵעִּ רֹּב עָלַי מְּ קְּ  בִּ

נָפָלוּ׃ לוּ וְּ י הֵמָה כָשְּ בַי לִּ יְּ אֹּ   וְּ
ם־ י אִּ בִּ ירָא לִּ ֹּא־יִּ ם־תַחֲנֶה עָלַי מַחֲנֶה ל אִּ
י בוֹטֵחַ׃ ֹּאת אֲנִּ ז חָמָה בְּ לְּ   תָקוּם עָלַי מִּ

קוָק י מֵאֵת־יְּ תִּ אוֹתָהּ אֲבַקֵש  אַחַת שָאַלְּ
מֵי קוָק כָל־יְּ בֵית־יְּ י בְּ תִּ בְּ חַיַי לַחֲזוֹת  שִּ

קוָק נֹּעַם־יְּ הֵיכָלוֹ׃  בְּ בַקֵר בְּ  וּלְּ
 

י׃  י וַעֲנֵנִּ חָנֵנִּ רָא וְּ י אֶקְּ קוָק קוֹלִּ מַע־יְּ  שְּ
ךָ אָמַר שוּ פָנָי לְּ י בַקְּ בִּ קוָק לִּ  אֶת־פָנֶיךָ יְּ
 אֲבַקֵש׃ 

אַף י אַל־תַט־בְּ מֶנִּ תֵר פָנֶיךָ מִּ  אַל־תַסְּ
אַל־ י וְּ שֵנִּ טְּ יתָ אַל־תִּ י הָיִּ רָתִּ דֶךָ עֶזְּ עַבְּ

י׃ עִּ שְּ י אֱלֹהֵי יִּ בֵנִּ   תַעַזְּ
י י־אָבִּ י כִּ י עֲזָבוּנִּ מִּ אִּ י וְּ פֵנִּ  ׃ וַיקוָק יַאַסְּ
י אֹּרַח הוֹרֵנִּ י בְּ חֵנִּ כֶךָ וּנְּ קוָק דַרְּ ישוֹר יְּ  מִּ

מַעַן רָי לְּ  ׃ שוֹרְּ
י עֵדֵי־ י קָמוּ־בִּ נֶפֶש צָרָי כִּ י בְּ נֵנִּ תְּ אַל־תִּ

יפֵחַ חָמָס׃   שֶקֶר וִּ
קוָק  לוּלֵא טוּב־יְּ אוֹת בְּ רְּ י לִּ תִּ הֶאֱמַנְּ
אֶרֶץ ים בְּ  ׃ חַיִּ

קוָק יַאֲמֵץ חֲזַק קַוֵּה אֶל־יְּ קַוֵּה  וְּ בֶךָ וְּ לִּ
קוָק  ׃אֶל־יְּ

 

• In the beginning of this psalm, the speaker suggests that God is their protector and that, 
with this knowledge, nothing can phase them. In the second part of the psalm, the 
speaker worries that God might abandon them. How might it feel to have both of these 
emotions about God at the same time? How might it feel to hold both of these emotions 
about a person? 
 

• What might make someone feel that someone whom they trust has abandoned them? 
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God as Healer 
 

 

Numbers 12:13 
 

(13) So Moses cried out to ADONAI, 
saying, “O God, pray heal her!” 

 

 גי:בבמדבר י
 

ל־יְקוָק לֵאמֹר אֵל נָא רְפָא  ה אֶׁ וַיִצְעַק מֹשֶׁ
 נָא לָהּ׃

 
Siddur Ashkenaz, Weekday, Shacharit, 

Amidah, Healing 

(1) Heal us, Adonai, and we shall be 
healed, save us and we shall be saved, for 
You are our praise. Bring complete healing 
to all our wounds,  
(2) (Prayer for a sick person: May it be Your 
will in front of You, Adonai, my God and the 
God of my forefathers, that You quickly 
send a complete recovery from the 
Heavens - a recovery of the soul and a 
recovery of the body - to the sick person, 
insert name, the son/daughter of insert 
mother's name, among the other sick ones 
of Israel.) 
(3) for You are God and King, the faithful 
and merciful healer. Blessed are You, 
Adonai, Who heals the sick of his people 
Israel. 
  

 
, שחרית תפילת, חול ימי, אשכנז סידור

 רפואה, עמידה

עֵנוּ וְנִוָּשֵעָה כִי )א( רְפָאֵנוּ ה' וְנֵרָפֵא. הושִי
תְהִלָתֵנוּ אָתָה. וְהַעֲלֵה רְפוּאָה שְלֵמָה 

 לְכָל מַכותֵינוּ.
)ב( תפילה בעד החולה: יְהִי רָצון 

יךָ ה' אֱלהַי וֵאלהֵי אֲבותַי.  מִלְפָנֶׁ
תִשְלַח מְהֵרָה רְפוּאָה שְלֵמָה מִן  שֶׁ
ש וּרְפוּאַת הַגּ פֶׁ וּף הַשָמַיִם. רְפוּאַת הַנֶׁ

ה פב"פ בְתוךְ שְאָר חולֵי יִשרָאֵל:  לְחולֶׁ
אֱמָן וְרַחֲמָן אָתָה.  ךְ רופֵא נֶׁ לֶׁ )ג( כִי אֵל מֶׁ
 בָרוּךְ אַתָה ה', רופֵא חולֵי עַמּו יִשרָאֵל:

 

• Have you ever recited a misheberach prayer or turned to God to ask for healing for you or 
someone you know? Do you believe that God can heal someone or be a partner in 
healing? 
 

• Moses’ prayer comes after his sister Miriam has been stricken with white scales 
commonly translated as leprosy. Why do you think his prayer is so short and direct? 
 

• How is the prayer for healing found in the prayer-book different than Moses’ prayer? 
 

• We often think of praying for someone who is physically ill. The prayer also asks for the 
healing of someone whose soul needs to recover. How do you feel about praying for 
someone who is having a spiritual or emotional crisis? 
 

• How does the psalmist describe being healed or getting better? How do they feel? Have 
you ever felt as though your sadness has turned to joy? 
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Forgiveness 
 

 

Psalms 32:1-5 

(1) Of David. A maskil. Happy is he whose 
transgression is forgiven, whose sin is 
covered over. (2) Happy the man whom the 
ADONAI does not hold guilty, and in whose 
spirit there is no deceit. (3) As long as I said 
nothing, my limbs wasted away from my 
anguished roaring all day long. (4) For night 
and day Your hand lay heavy on me; my 
vigor waned as in the summer drought. 
Selah. (5) Then I acknowledged my sin to 
You; I did not cover up my guilt; I resolved, 
“I will confess my transgressions to the 
ADONAI,” and You forgave the guilt of my 
sin. Selah.  

 

 ה-ב:אתהילים ל

שַע כְסוּי  לְדָוִד מַשְכִיל אַשְרֵי נְשוּי־פֶׁ
 חֲטָאָה׃ 

אַשְרֵי אָדָם לאֹ יַחְשֹב יְקוָק לוֹ עָוֹן וְאֵין 
 בְרוּחוֹ רְמִיָה׃ 

חֱרַשְתִי בָלוּ עֲצָמָי בְשַאֲגָתִי כָל־ כִי־הֶׁ
 הַיוֹם׃ 

הְפַךְ  ךָ נֶׁ כִי יוֹמָם וָלַיְלָה תִכְבַד עָלַי יָדֶׁ
לָה׃ לְשַ   דִי בְחַרְבֹנֵי קַיִץ סֶׁ

חַטָאתִי אוֹדִיעֲךָ וַעֲוֹנִי לאֹ־כִסִיתִי אָמַרְתִי 
ה עֲלֵי פְשָעַי לַיקוָק וְאַתָה נָשָאתָ עֲוֹן  אוֹדֶׁ

לָה׃  חַטָאתִי סֶׁ

 

• How does the psalmist describe feeling when they know God is angry at them? 

• What emotions do you feel when you know someone is angry at you? Do you think 
    it feels worse to think a person is angry with you or that God is angry with you?  

• How does the psalmist describe being forgiven? Do you feel similarly or differently? 

 
God as Help 
 

 

Psalms 121 

(1) A song for ascents. I turn my eyes to the 
mountains; from where will my help come? 
(2) My help comes from the ADONAI, 
maker of heaven and earth. (3) He will not 
let your foot give way; your guardian will not 
slumber; (4) See, the guardian of Israel 
neither slumbers nor sleeps! (5) The 
ADONAI is your guardian; the ADONAI is 
your protection at your right hand. (6) By 
day the sun will not strike you, nor the moon 
by night. (7) The ADONAI will guard you 
from all harm; He will guard your life. (8) 
The ADONAI will guard your going and 
coming now and forever. 

 
 תהילים קכא

הָרִים  ל־הֶׁ שָא עֵינַי אֶׁ שִיר לַמַּעֲלוֹת אֶׁ
זְרִי׃   מֵאַיִן יָבאֹ עֶׁ

ץ׃  זְרִי מֵעִם יְקוָק עֹשֵה שָמַיִם וָאָרֶׁ  עֶׁ

ךָ אַ  ךָ׃ אַל־יִתֵן לַמּוֹט רַגְלֶׁ  ל־יָנוּם שֹמְרֶׁ

 הִנֵה לאֹ־יָנוּם וְלאֹ יִישָן שוֹמֵר יִשְרָאֵל׃ 

ךָ׃  ךָ יְקוָק צִלְךָ עַל־יַד יְמִינֶׁ  יְקוָק שֹמְרֶׁ

כָה וְיָרֵחַ בַלָיְלָה׃  ש לאֹ־יַכֶׁ מֶׁ  יוֹמָם הַשֶׁ

ךָ׃  ת־נַפְשֶׁ  יְקוָק יִשְמָרְךָ מִכָל־רָע יִשְמֹר אֶׁ

ךָ מֵעַתָה וְעַד־יְקוָק יִשְמָר־צֵא תְךָ וּבוֹאֶׁ

 עוֹלָם׃

 

• If you needed help, would you consider turning to God? Why or why not? If you wouldn’t 
turn to God, can you imagine why it might seem appealing? 

• What does the psalmist suggest God will do for those who turn to God for help? 

• If you don’t turn to God when you need help, who, or where, in your life do you turn to? 
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