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MELACHIM II 4:1-37
 When someone turns to us in distress, our 

attention naturally goes to how we can fix 
the problem. What does this person need? 
What can we do to ease their burden?

 In this week’s haftorah, Elisha asks a 
question that opens another possibility 
for helping. A widow approaches him in 
desperation. Her husband has died, leav-
ing debts she cannot repay, and a creditor 
threatens to take her two sons as servants. 
Her words convey both grief and urgency: 
“Your servant, my husband, has died … and 
the creditor has come to take my two chil-
dren as his servants” (Melachim II 4:1).

 Elisha responds: דִִיּגִּי לִִי מַַה־ הׂשֶׂ־לָּּךְ הַַ מָָה אֶֶעֱֱ
יִִּבָּּת  שּׁיֶּ־לָָךְ בַּ , What can I do for you? Tell me, 
what do you have in the house? (4:2). There 
are two questions here. The first expresses 
his readiness to help. The second turns her 
attention toward what she still possesses.

 Her answer begins with emptiness: יֵאֵן  
יִִּת בַּּבַּ כֹֹל  פְְחָָתְְךָ   Your maidservant has ,לְְׁשִׁ

nothing in the house. Then comes a qualifi-
cation: מֶֶׁשָׁן יּ אִִם־אָָסוּךְ   .except a flask of oil ,כִּ
That small exception becomes the begin-
ning of her salvation.

 The Malbim explains why Elisha asks 
what she has: יאן הבהכר שהרו על יאן, קר על 
-blessing does not rest upon nothing ,דבר יש
ness, but upon something that exists. Elisha 
seeks something upon which Hashem’s 
blessing can take hold, and the remaining 
oil provides that foundation. At his instruc-
tion, she borrows empty vessels and begins 
to pour. Miraculously, the oil continues to 
flow, providing enough to repay her debt 
and sustain her family.

 The Malbim’s explanation describes how 
the miracle unfolds, but it also invites us 
to consider how we respond to a person in 
difficulty. Pain can make loss all-consum-
ing. A person may struggle to see beyond 
the job that ended, the relationship that 
fractured, or the plan that fell apart. The 
difficulty is real, and practical assistance 
may be essential. Yet alongside what has 
been lost, something remains: an ability, 
a relationship, knowledge acquired over 
years, or the willingness to try again. Some-
times another person can help us recognize 
what we can no longer see for ourselves.

 Elisha does not minimize the widow’s 
distress. His first words are, “What can I 
do for you?” His question about her home 
grows out of that concern. Before giving 
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her instructions, he helps her identify a 
starting point. 

Helping someone find that starting 
point requires attentiveness: listening long 
enough to understand the difficulty and 
looking carefully enough to recognize the 
person’s resources. It may also require 
lending our own time, knowledge, or sup-
port so those resources can be used.

 “What do you have in the house?” 
becomes a question we can carry into our 
encounters with others. What remains that 
we can build upon? What possibility needs 
encouragement? What first step can we 
help make possible?

 The widow’s flask was small, but it held 
the beginning of a future she could not 
yet imagine. Sometimes our task is to help 
another person see that beginning—and 
stay close as they take the next step. ■
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