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For each and every breath that person breathes , he is required to praise his Creator.

From where do we learn this?

As it says: (Psalms 150 :6 ) "Every soul will praise You ... "

(Devarim Rabbah 2:36 )
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W
it h the assi stance of media and technology,

a nt h rax has become a ubiqui tous hous ehold

fear. The anthrax scare made the world con

scious of epidemics and its greater detrimental ef­

fect s on society. However, Bacillus anthracis, the causat ive agent of

anthrax, and airborne pathogenic microbes ar e not as familiar in

present times . Allusions to anth rax and other epidemics causing

dermatopathologi es are referenced to ancient Egyptian civilization .

One example is th e skin disease of shechin . l\l entioned in various

plac es in Tanach , shechin , a s kin disease reaching ep idemic pro­

port ions, has stirred the curios ity of many biblical commentato rs

and ph ys ic ians. Commonly and loose ly translat ed as boils , it is most

famo us for its se rvice as the agent of the sixth plague in Egypt. It is

a lso reco rded that shech in affected King Chezkiah and 1)'0\'

(ll/a/achi111 Bet 19 :8, I)ov 2:6-8 ). After closer exa m inat ion of the

symptoms of she chin, its definition as "boils" seems too vague and

may possibl y be a m isnomer.

Scientists and physicians differ in their conclusion of the identity

of the dermatologi cal d isease termed shecnin , i\l any argue as to

whether shechin is a skin condition or rather, a metaphys ical inflic ­

tion. It is hard to a rr ive at a concrete decision based on the lim it ed

knowledge from the texts . Nonetheless , some detailed descr ipt ions

of snechin seem unique to specific skin epidemics , imp lying shec iiin's

dermatological pathology. In reference to the ten plagues, th e text

states (She111ot 9:9 ):

"And it [the h and fuls of soot from the furnace that i\ loshe

and Aharon threw towards the sky] shall become sma ll dust

in all the land of Egypt , and it sha ll be boils br eaking out in

blisters up on man , upon be ast throughout all the land of

Egyp t. "

Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitchack ( Rashi) expla ins that the word sliechin

(boils) means "hot" (Shemot 9 :9 ), understood by man y scholars as a

description of an in flamed skin lesion. The Talmud adds (Nega'im

Chap . 9, Mishnah I ) that the lesions were wet on the surface and

dry on the inside . This added commentary might suggest that the

lesions we re "ruptured vesicles or pu stules". [I) Dr. L. Hoenig com ­

bines these two biblical commentaries and concludes t ha t shec hin

can be attributed to viral diseases of either sm allpox or cowpox. [I)

Th e white appea rance of the lesions serves as evidence of snechin's

origin as smallpox or cowpox, affec ting both humans and an im als

alike . [I ]

Ph ys ician Dr. J.S. Marl' a nd public health analyst C .D. Malloy

argue th at shechin. is an ac tua l dermatologic al cond ition . They com­

piled a list of various proposals of the disease and noted evidence to

support each proposal , as suggested by var ious sources . Marr and

i\lalloy took notice that the shechin affected both human a nd ani­

mals , indicative of th e epidemic's epizootic nature. [2) The first sug­

gestion, from G. Hort (N etherlands, 195 7) and H.W. Blanc (U .S.,

1890), credits shechin as an ulcero-glandular anthrax, transmitted

by various flies . [21Another, presented by H . M . D. Ho yte (Aust ra lia

After closer examination
of the symptoms of shechin,
its definition as "boils"
seems too vague and may
possibly be a misnomer.

1993 ), states that shechin was a combined staphylococcal -strepto­

coccal bacterial infect ion , specified as 'ec thyma'. Ecthyma can also

be tra nsmitted by flies to both humans and an imals . [2) While both

anthrax and this staphyloc occal-streptococcal infection cause severe

skin infections and can be transmitted by flies, physical contact, or

contaminated food, anth rax spores , unlike the bacteria responsible

for the staphylococcal-streptococcal infection , can be ai rborne and

assoc iated with more widespread dam aging effects . [2] It is more

likely, t he n, th at such a devastat ing plague was caused by anthrax or

some other airborne microbes .

i\ la rr and i\lalloy suggested yet another a lte rn a tive bacterial can­

didate for shecnin , The y propose shech in is glanders disease (caus ­

ati ve agent, Pseudomonas mallei ), a highly contagious airborne bac­

terial disease transmitted by direct contact or by fly bites. [2] Glan­

ders , cu rrentl y found within the M iddle East and Africa , is prima­

rilya re sp iratory infection that affl icts hor ses, donkeys , mules , and

goats , but can affect hum an s , as well. [2] i\ la rr and Malloy desc ribed

the symptoms in huma ns : "H uman disease consists of nodul ar e rup­

tions on the fac e, legs , a rms , involve men t of the nasal mucosa and

later pyemia , and metastati c pneumonia". [2J This class of glan­

ders may be another possib le description of the biblical shech.in ,
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Dr. L. Ben-Noun, of the Ben-Gurion University provides the most

conclusive evidence, remarking that the symptoms of shechin matc h

the clinical symptoms of anthrax . [3 ] On the contrary, Dr. A.R .

Freilich , a physician, claims that sliecliin is characterized in t he

Torah as les ion s on previously abnormal skin, w hich often deve lops

wh ite hairs or an increase in size in th e lesio n . In othe r words,

shec liin is hypopi gm e nt ed skin patches arising on al ready irregular

skin . Abnormal skin can involve erythrna, vesicle formation , crust,

weeping, or erosions . It a lso includes an} skin that has undergone a

burn , traumatic injury, or eczematous dermatitis. Dr. Freilic h c laims

that alt hough it II ou ld appear that shecliin is postinflammatory

hypopigmen tation , it i s unusual for p o s t i n f la m rn a t o ry

hypopigmentation to develop secondary c hanges including white

hairs and an increase in size . Therefore, he concluded t ha t shecliin

may no lo nge r ex ist. [4]

Regard le ss o f wha t is the exact defi n it io n of sh ecli in , m os t

evidence see ms to indica te t hat shec liin was caused by an air­

borne microbia l pathogen . T he time gap of the Bible wi th present

commentary may be what is leading commentators astray to no

one final concrete answer. •
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D
uring the course of th e las t cen t u ry, t h e use of Eu

th anasi a as a "me rcy kill ing" has cr eat ed mu c h con

trov e rsy both eth icall y and reli giousl y. The te rm "eu

t hanas ia ,' int roduced in 1869 by Wi ll ia m Ed ward

Hart po le Lecky, was derived fro m the Greek langu age meani ng "good

death ," T hen , th e te rm was used specifica lly to re fer to th e proc ess

of injecting a lethal dose to terminate an ill pat ient's life. i\ Iodern

use of the term e u t hanasia has much broader app lica tio ns . It is now

use d to re fer to two su bca tegor ies ca lle d active and pass ive eu tha na­

sia . The d iffer en ce lies in th at ac tive eu tha nasia is th e active process

of end ing a pa tient's life earl y using a dr ug whereas in passive e utha ­

nasia, fur ther treatment is wit hheld from th e pa tie nt, suc h as res us­

c ita tion or chemothera py. Within the pass ive e utha nas ia ca teg ory,

the re is a dichoto my be tween the mitzvah of pik uach ne fes h, sav ing

a life, and th e m it zvah of a lleviati ng pai n and suffe ring from a per­

son. How far does th e mitz vah of pikuach nefesh exte nd? Are there

an y exce ptions?

i\ Ios t rabb ini cal aut hori ties strict ly prohibi t the p rac t ice of ac tive

eut ha nas ia based on many sources . T he firs t and fore mo st is th at of

the Te n Commandmcnts "You Sh all not mu rder" ( Exodus 20: 13 ;

Deute ronomy 5:17 ), The importa nce tha t J ud ai sm p laces on life is

enormous . T he m itzva h of saving anot her's life , pikuach nefcs h, is

prioritized beyond any othe r co mma ndme nts , inc ludi ng th e prohib i­

tions of ea ting Yo m Kipp ur and of labo r on Shab bat . O ne is obligate d

to t ran sgres s these co mmandme nts if the re is eve n th e slig htest doubt

that a pe rson migh t be in danger. [ I]

The seco nd iss ue a t ha nd is t h e q ue sti o n of whe ther it is ap ­

pro p riate for h u ma n beings to "p lay G -d " by c hoosi ng when to

end a person 's life . As mos t rabbini cal au th oritie s point ou t, we

sho u ld not fo rge t t ha t Has hem is above it a ll a nd has a pla n for

eac h of us. ' Li fe is a p reci ous gift of G-d and God a lone d e te r­

mi nes when t he ti me has come fo r a person to d ie (J o b: 1:2 1).

On e might argu e t hat tim e s ha ve ch a nge d a n d th at we s houl d

ta ke ad va n tage of me dical adva nces such as eu t h a nasi a , How ­

ever, many Rab bis ins ist t ha t we shou ld in fac t take adva n tage of

thi s progress on ly as lo ng it does in te rfe re wit h G od 's pl a n . We

sho ul d not forg e t tha t our bodies are not o ur own b ut tem porary

recep tacles for our so u ls . T h irdl y, m an y rabb inic al so urces poin t

ou t th at by a llowi ng t he use o f e u tha nasia , we are giving sc ie nce

too m uc h power. "Hea l, h e sha ll he al " ( Exod us 2 I : 19 ) gives t h e

responsi b ility to a ph ysi c ia n to care for a li fe . H owe ve r, th e re -

spon sibi lity does not e..ct e nd beyo n d th e point where th e p hys i­

ca l h ealin g is no lon ger poss ib le .

Fin all y, and closel y related to th e previous ide a, is that by usin g

e utha nas ia, one is active ly re no unci ng hope . Juda ism st ro ngly be­

lieves in t he im pac t of our prayers and havi ng fai t h in Go d . Thro ugh­

out ou r his to ry, we have always prayed , putting in our perso na l effo rt

and re lying on Hashem to do the re st. There are some cases such as

th at of a ha nd icap ped person or an ill, elde rly pe rson wh e re life is

excrucia ti ng ly pai nfu l in many ways . Despite th is , t he qu al ity or du-

Within the passive euthanasia

category, there is a dichotomy

between the mitzvah of pikuach

nefesh, saving a life, and the

mitzvah of alleviating pain and

suffering from a person.

ration of a life is irrel evant in Judaism. By eve n ques tio ni ng the value

of a life, on e degrades the inhere nt holiness of a Jew ish life . T he life

of a handi capped or e lderly person is not unprodu ctive be cause her

or s he is impai re d . J udais m be lieves th at the body is onl y a recep­

tacl e fo r th e sou l, t he tru e essence a pe rson , whic h co mes to ea rth

for a part icu lar p urpose . "\-\'e have to fac tor in t he possi bility of hav­

ing th em pr e sent on ea rth to e lic it ce rtain responses on our part" [2],

suc h as gratit ude .

W hy wo u ld passive eutha nas ia be allowed so metimes as op posed

to active eu thanasia which is a lways pro hi bited? Act ive e uthanasia is

deli berately e nding a person 's life by unpl uggi ng or inject ing a letha l

dos e , How ever, in passive euthanasia , one does no t take st eps to ac ­

tive ly end a person 's life b ut rat her c hooses to wit h ho ld futu re treat ­

ment. I t seems tha t passive eut ha nasia is more of a neut ral interve n­

tion .

The first so urce su pporting passive eu thanas ia is th at of "Yo u shall

love your fe llow as yourself" (Levit ic us 19 : 18). Th is co mmand ment

is int e rp ret ed by the Ta lm ud in the co ntext of rnini rnizing th e suffer­

ing of a capi ta l c rimi nal precedi ng h is or her exec ution . The Tal mud
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is thereby acknowledging that even a capital criminal is entitled the

right of dying in dignity, [I ]Another source supporting this argument

is when the Talmud rules that "You shall choose for him a good death"

as an example of charity, [I] This source might be paralleled to the

idea of euthanasia.

Although very few rabbinical authorities give the permission for

a patient to decline treatment, Rav Moshe Feinstein, rigorousl y for­

bidding active euthanasia, has sanctioned the right, pro vided that a

few requirements are met, to allo w passive euthanasia. ( Responsa,

pp.31-2 ). Firstl y, the patient has to be in terminal condition, hav ­

ing no more than one year to live regardless of the treatment. Sec ­

ondly, the pain must be such that life while ill is unbearable. Thirdly,

the patient must ha ve made a personal request not to be treated. In

the cases where the patient cannot communicate h is or her desire,

the use uf "wills'" ur uf a "next-to-kin" may be permitted sui ely if

done in accordance with Je wish law and while working closely with

a Rabbi.

Finally, given that those three conditions are met, the patient can

decline certain types of treatments but not those considered essen­

tial such as oxygen, food and water. The removal of these three things

whic h are essential for life is considered active euthanasia. The re o

moval of antibiotics might also fall within this category since admin­

istering them does not cause any particular pain for the patient. As

for a feeding tube, most authorities categorize it in this category as

we ll but specify that a patient should not be force-fed.

Why did the issue of euthanasia never affect our ancestors? In

the commentary Pirkei Derebbi Eliezar (C hap ter 52 ), we learn that

in the times of our forefathers, there was no illness before death.

W he n it came time for one to die, he would sneeze and the soul

would exit through the nostrils. Illness was created whe n Yaakov

Avinu asked Hashem for a "warning" so that he could bless and

instruct his children. (Genesis 49:33 ).For some, having the ability

to prepare for death is a blessing, but for others, it is far too diffi­

cult. The problem with illness in those da ys was that no one ever

recovered from it until the time of King Hezekiah. When the latter

was informed by prophet Isaiah that he would die, he prayed to

Hashem who then added fifteen years to his life. (Kings 2 20: 1-6 ) .

He zekiah reasoned that if one had prayed and hoped for recovery,

he "fully repents" (M idrash Rabbah Genesis 65 :9, Pirkei D'Rebbi

Eliezer 52 ). Adding hope was essential to Yaakov's installment of

death by Hashem. Hope and Tefillah are ke y elements to a Je wish

existence.

As the wise King Solomon says "To everything, there is a season

and time to every purpose under heaven, a time to be born and a

time to die "(3: 1-2 ). The reality is that times of illnesses and deaths

are extremely difficult for everyone. Moreover, ha ving to deal with

biomedical and religious issues simultaneously can be strenuous.

M ost rabbinical sources advise that in these complicated cases, work­

ing with doctors and closely with a rabbi are necessary and can help

alleviate the burden . •
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J
e w is h law pr iorit ize s th e prese rvat ion of human lif e

before almos t ever y other con sideration I . T he Talmud tell s that

"He who sa ves a single life is as if he saves an entire world [ I]."

Modern med ical advances have allowed for the saving of lives using

methods that were impossible in previous generat ions. Today, a live per­

son donating a kidney to save the life of a friend, family member, or stranger

has become a common practice. Due to the fact that today's medical au­

tho rities do not consider live kidney donation a major health risk for the

don or, Rabbi Ovadi ah Yosef (3], Rabbi Jacob Josef \~reiss , Rabbi Mosh e

i\ le ise lman [4], and other lead ing dec iders of Je wish law maintain the

perm issibility of this prac tice . Rabb i Eliezer Walden berg concludes that

if a group of highly quali fied physicians testifies that the re is no risk to the

patie nt, then the donation of a kidney is sa nctioned by halakh a [4]. Wh at ,

however, does Jewis h law say abo ut non-altru ist ic organ donation? The

ethica l and legal im plications of a person receiving money for the dona ­

tion of a kidney are extremely signi ficant. The following article will ad­

dress the halakhic issues concerning live kidney donat ion , focusing spe­

cifically on the non-altruistic sort.

The first question to address is whether a person is permitt ed by

ha lakha to inflict injury upon hims el f. According to one Talmudi c

so urce , a person m ay do so if th is injury has a bene fici a l pur pose 151 .
In a not he r Talmudic so urce how ever , the criteria for what is consid ­

ered beneficial e n ough to allow on e to cause his bod y harm are fur­

th er delineated [6 ]. According to this second source, the gain de­

rived from this injury must be a "great" benefit; inju ring oneself for a

more "m inor" be ne fit is proh ibited . Rabbi Joseph Karo , the co di fie r

of th e important h alakhic work, the Shullum Aruhlt, mainta ins th e

op in ion of t his se cond source . Ac co rd ing to t his view, it seems th at it

is not accep ta ble to cau se onese lf ha rm for th e sole purpose of finan­

cial gain , a "mi nor" benefit. How ever, causing onese lf bodil y inju ry

to save someone el se 's life or to grea tly improve a not her 's quality of

life is deemed a "g reat benefit ," leg itimizing self-injury.

In the 16th c entury, Rabbi David ibn Zimra addressed the fol­

lowing question : a ruler threatens to kill one pe rson if another do es

not amp uta te a lim b or organ th at is not vitally esse n tial. \N'ould this

amputation be hal ak hically permissible? Accord ing to the law as co di­

fied in the S liu lha n. Aruhlt , it would be permiss ible for one to ampu­

tate a limb to save the life of ano the r. A contem po rar y of Rabb i Karo ,

Rabbi Ib n Zim ra agrees th at such an a mputa tion is perm issib le ; Rabbi

ibn Zimra , ho wever, sa ys th at not onl y would this wou ld be allowed ,

but goes eve n further to say tha t it would be "praisewor thy." Although

halakha could not possi bly dema nd that one do nate hi s or her organ

or limb to save the life of an other person , he say s, such a mputa tion

is a "most pious act ," as lon g as th e life of the donor is not endan­

gered by this procedure . Th is view dom inates in halakhic literature

and it is on this basis th at modern halakhic authorities uphold the

permissibility of live kidney donation [3] .

Rabb i Shelomo Goren , the late Chief Rabbi of Isra el , writes that

it is pra ise wor th y to donat e a kidney eve n if one will rece ive financial

If people view organ donation as

a means of moneymaking, there

is a danger that an organ market

will result, in which people in need

of money sell their organs

to payoff debt.

compensation [3]. Rec eiving compensation for an act th at is usually

thought to be altruistic may at first seem disturbing and non -ethical.

Add itio nally, it seems th at such donation s wou ld be qu estion able in

the leg al se nse as well . Issues that could pote ntia lly st and in the way

of perm itting non-altrui st ic donations a re : whe t her a pe rso n is al­

lowed to receive paym ent for the fu lfillment of divine comma ndments,

the ef fect t ha t this practi ce cou ld hav e on society as a whole, and

the mutu al consent needed by both pa rt ie s for a sale to be consid­

ered val id by Jewish law.

According to the Gem ara [7], one ca nn ot demand payment for

teaching Tor ah . In modern times, a te acher can accept money for

Torah in st ruc tion for reasons that are beyond the scope of th is ar ­

ticle . Howe ver, the principl e th at one ca n not insist on monet ar y com ­

pensat ion fo r the te ach ing of Torah exte nds to the Followin g of all

of th e commandments; just as in pr in cip le one shou ld no t re ceive

money to teach the Divin e law, he also shou ld not ac cept money for

I T he pre servation of life is prioritized before all but three commandments: idol worship , illicit sexual relation ships, and murder [21
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follo wing the law itself. "Since healing is a commandment of the

Torah, the healer may not demand payment for healing. It would

apparentl y follo w that one may not be reimbursed for donating an

organ for lifesaving purposes [8] ...

Though a healer cannot accept compensation for the healing it ­

self, he or she can take money for the time, expenses, and medica­

tions or equipment given to the patient [7]. It follo ws that an organ

donor can recei ve money, not for facilitating the healing of the pa­

tient, but rather for the inconveniences that come along with such

donation. The obvious do wnside to organ donation is the suffering

that one experiences during the removal of the organ [7]. Addition­

all y, there is an essential difference between a medical doctor and a

kidney donor. W h ile a ph ysician is charged with the obligation to use

his kno wledge of medicine to attempt to heal others because of the

commandment "and heal you should heal," an organ donor is not by

any means obligated to donate an organ. The law with regard to com­

pensation would thus differ [7, 9]. "It may be argued that one who

has no right to refuse rendering medical service ought ha ve no claim

to compensation ... a donor. .. who is under no obligation to donate an

organ ... has the right to claim compensation [7]." Thus, the issue of

receiving payment for assisting in healing, a divine commandment,

has been resolved.

The ne xt halakhic issue to address is the effect that non-altruistic

organ donation can pose on society as a whole . If people view organ

donation as a means of moneymaking, there is a danger that an organ

market will result, in \\ hich people in need of money sell their or­

gans to payoff debt. Aside from the fact that it is a terrible reflection

on a society if the poor people reach such a state of despair that they

resort to the sale of a kidney, such exploitation of the poor must be

avoided [7]. Another concern is that prioriti zation of organs ma y go

to the highest bidder, instead of the most medically needy person,

thus making organs available onl y to the wealthy. Rabbi Yisrael Meir

Lau, former Chief Rabbi of Israel, addresses this issue by saying that

"poor people are at a disadvantage in competing for limited resources

but that is true for a range of medical issues" Exploitation of the

poor, he says, should be prevented through legislation of pre venta­

tive laws [3).

The final legal consideration to evaluate wit h regard to non­

altruistic organ donation is the sale itself. According to Je wish

law, in_order for the sale to be legal, the doctor must speak wit h

the donor concerning all of the medical issues involved in the

donation. If the donor is not appropriately informed, his consent

is not valid , nullifying the sale. Additionall y, if a poor person, des ­

perate for money, sells an organ because of urgent financial need,

he is considered to ha ve been coerced into the sale. One who is

coerced is not considered to ha ve consented properly to a sale,

unless he is getting the full va lue of the item sold. "Since finan­

cial payment cannot reflect the absolute value of an organ, the

donor must be losing something on the transaction thereby invali ­

dating the sale" [7]. Therefore, for a non-altruistic organ dona ­

tion, the donor must both be aware of the ramifications of the

donation and must also not be selling the organ out of urgent need

of funds.

In conclusion, the three main halakhic issues wit h regard to

non-altruistic organ donation are resol vable. The idea that the

donor is being paid for the inconvenience of the procedure and

not for the good deed he is doing helps address the question con­

cerning wh e th er it is ethical to be paid for sa ving a life. Finally,

although halakha generall y adopts the approach that it is best to

perform a mitzvah wit h no ulterior moti vations, a mitzvah still has

religious and ethical significance wh e n one has other motives in

mind. [9] .
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I
n th e spa n of h istor y, the twen ty-first century cou ld ha rdly be

c a lle d a n o rdin a ry tim e . We d e light dail y in a ve rit a b le

expl osion of scientific kn owl edge , scarcel y notic ing the sw ift

decl in e in t he global ap preciat ion of spiritual te ac hings. Thou-

sa nds of years ago , in a t im e wh en the world pos ses sed onl y scrap s of

scie ntific know ledg e, our forefath er /wta lun n. Avil1 l1 was able to rea d

the phy sical world a s a map of its metaphysical counterpart . He was

so in touch wit h spiritual wisd om , expla ins Maharal in c ha pte r 20 of

T iferet Yisrael, th at on his ow n he co u ld int ui t th e Tora h, Livin g to­

d ay without th at a bi lity, it is mar velou s th at we have be e n gif ted with

a boost on the s ide o f sc ien ce, Rathe r th an esc hew the spirit ua l realm

in th e face of a torrent of sc ien t ific di scoveri es , we can surel y har­

ne ss th ese momentous nell' bio logica l, ph ysic al , and c he mica l in­

s ights in to shedding some light on wha t our forefath er was able to

se e so pla inly. W he n li e peer in to ou r micro sc op es and perform our

expe rime nts, perhaps we can look beyond the mechanic s of the st ud­

ied princi ple and try to disce rn a mes sage to enr ich ou r lives ,

As an example o f th e ut ilization of science , let us de lve int o th e

basic princ ipl e of physiolo gy that adapta tion follow s exposu re . Wit h­

out sensory ad aptat ion , we would be aware of each of th e myriad

sensory st imul i we are bomba rded with at a ny give n mom ent. Sen ­

sory receptors are the neu rons whi ch sta nd ready a nd waiti ng to re­

ce il e and tran smit impulses. If a s ti mulus is above a certai n in te n­

si ty, or the pe rceptual threshold , it II ill be perceived a nd tra nsm itt ed

a ll t he way to th e b rain and tr anslat ed into consc ious ness. In inhibi ­

tory modula tio n , the continuou s s ti mu lat ion of a pa rtic ula r sensory

rec eptor oft en causes t his process to slow down or even halt com­

ple te ly. Aft er a su prat hre sho ld stim ul us (a st im u lus wh ich exceed s

the perceptual threshold ) is re ceived by th e re cepto r, neurons higher

in t he pathway to th e brai n, of ten secondary or te rt iar y ne uro ns,

dampen th e signal. Th ey do th is by altcring th e signal so th at it falls

bel ow the pe rce ptual thresh old . T he resul t is th at the signa l does no t

materia lize in co nscio usness ; dese nsit izati on to th a t part icula r s t imu­

lus has occ ur re d . The impu lse mu st th en ch ange for it to be noticed

[1 , 21·

\'1'e ar e a ll famil iar with this phe nome no n: walk into a locker room

sme lling powe rfull y of gym socks a nd body odor. For a fe ll m inutes

you will be ha rd-p ress ed to remov e your hand s from shie ld ing your

nose , but it won 't take long before you barely noti ce th e sme ll at al l.

Congratul ations, yo u h ave expe rie nced ad aptation of your olfactory

receptors. It will take a new batch of sweaty a th letes e nte ring t he

locker room for you r sense of smell to agai n be disturbed .

In the sa me way, if you a re si t t ing in class and th e te ach er is

lecturing in such a monotonou s fashion so as to produce a sensory

de sensi t iza tion to his au di tory st imul i, it may take a new sort of

stimulus - his ca lli ng on you to answe r a question - to al e rt you, In

t hat cas e , c ffort on your pa rt is requi red to recall th e sou nd infor­

mation o f wha t he just sa id from th e uncons cious to the c ons c ious

mi nd [2 ].

Judaism could be called th e pra c tice of re tr ievi ng information from

th e un conscious an d reinst ating it to its pro pe r pla ce in th e con­

sc ious mind . \A'e seck to un do the se nso ry adapta tion and crea te ou r-

Much like the body, our spiritual

lives operate according to an

elegant logic.

selves as people baskin g in spi rit ua l awa re ness .

Vve are so ac cus to me d to th e na tu re of the wo rld th at it has taken

up res iden ce in our un con scious. In hi s book Gesher HaCha im , Rabbi

Yech ie l i\ Iiche l Tucazinsky write s th at if there were no devel opmen ­

tal pe riod s between birth and full adult awareness , we would all wal k

arou nd in absol ute won der a t th e world 's beauty and splen dor, expe­

riencing full clarity tha t G -d must have crea ted it. In reality, of co urse ,

we do not usually Iii e th is Il ay. "ivla n . .. ge nerally becomes ad apte d to

hi s en vironment and so fails to no tice t he sub lime wo nders th at sur­

round him on all sides ... How cou ld he have closed his eye s to thi s

vas t tumultuous sca of mi racles . . ;" [3] . In other words, it is ra the r

un fortuna te for sensory ada pta ti on to occur in a rose ga rde n. It is

those int erv en ing years between birth and maturity that a llow for a

slow habituati on a nd thereforc a dull ing of th c feelings of awe. The

other wise inevita ble shoc k of exposure is subs ume d by th e yea rs of

in fa ncy a nd childhood ,

In our daily lives, we all expe rience a regul ar pattern of percep tion

and fading of spirituali ty. T he clarity of a "spiritual high " is by defin i­

tion fat ed to fade . Semi na ry and yes hiva do not last forever, slwc1w rit

is follow ed by time at the office, W rite s Rabbi Akiva Tat z in Li ving

Inspired:"We are inca pa ble of maint ain ing th e freshness of any expe ri­

ence naturally.. .The natural pathway is that things which are fres h

beco me sta le ," In other word s, pe riod s of darkness follow periods of
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light. Pe riod s of ada pta tio n follow periods of percep tio n. "T he cha l­

le nge of th e seco nd p ha se is to re me mber th e firs t , to remai n inspired

by th e mem ory an d to use it as fuel for con st ant grow th ." Rab bi Tau

qu ot es Ram hani in compa ring th is process to tr ying to find o ne 's way

th rough a totally dar k fie ld. For a moment th ere is a flash of light n ing

whic h illuminat e s the path, but th en all is darkn ess again and th e c ha l­

lenge is to rem e mb er what one sa w in that insta nt [4].

W he n we , the jewish pe opl e , stood at i\lount Sina i to re cei ve th e

To rah di rectly fro m G-d , we ha d o ur flash o f lightning. It was a mo­

m ent of nat ion al cl arity th a t we m ust rem embe r in all th e su bse­

que n t generat ions of da rk nes s. For a sh or t ti me , we lived in a world

in which "re a lity wa s ba sed in Sp iri t ," writes Rabbi jeremy Kagan in

T he Jewish Se lf, until "th is wo rld qu ickly began to fade . . .T he direc t

co n nec t ion between the heave ns a nd the ea rth became more d iffi ­

cult to see and. with it, the universal significance of our moment-to­

mome n t live s. But by the ve ry fac t that sp ir ituality was no longer

forced up on us by the we ight of e xte rna l revel at io n , we be came in­

c reas ing ly responsib le for the spiri tua l content of our a ct ions .. .ma king

ou r choice to serve the Creator mor e meani ngful " 15]. Our perce p­

tion o f t he rose garde n has be e n du lled, a nd co nsci o us e ffort is no w

re q ui re d to re in st at e it. \Ve have to gene rat e ne w frag ran ce to re­

verse the ada p ta tio n , ne w ligh t to puncture th e darkness .

The important t h ing to remember is that ju st as the stimu li of the

rose garden d id not recede in re a lity, rather perception, so too the

sou rce of spi ritu a l c larity is not a bse nt, rather not perceived . G-d is

not dead , He is hidden . W ha t is it in the pathway of our lives th at is

dam pe n ing th e signal? How can \\ e reve rse th e adapta t io n?

T he word cheit, often tr an slat ed as "sin, " reall y mean s a "m iss",

like an arro w mi ssi ng the hull's eye [6]; thi s is a dampened signal , a

t ran smission hinde red , dese nsiti zat ion . The word mit zvah ; o fte n tr an s­

lat ed as commandment, is e ty mo log ica lly re late d to the conce pt s of

"toge ther" an d "pa rtne rsh ip" [7]; this is a full t ransmission, a se nsi t i­

za t ion . With our act ions. we ch oose to key into or out of G- d co n­

scio us ness .

Dim ini sh ing s p iri tua l awareness entail s not o n ly a n ad a ptat ion

to th e pos iti ve sti m u li, but a habitua tion to the negat ive o nes .

ju st as we e ve n tu all y tun e o u t t he ros es, we a lso ad a pt t o th e gy m

soc ks . In th e fo rm er of t he se two pr ocesses , we a re vu lnerab le to

t he passil'e dull in g o f our sp iri tua l se nsi t ivi ty d ue to over- e :-po ­

s u re to pasit il'e stimu li. In the latter proc ess , we actively d ul l o u r

se n sit iv ity by a llo wing oursel ves to habitu at e to negati ve st imuli;

fortunately, th e im m u ne syst em teaches us h ow to keep o u t un ­

wanted in vad ers .

The an c ie nt Greek h ist o r ian Thucydi e s , in descri bi ng th e

Pe lopon nesian War of 430 B.C .E ., reports that when a pl agu e str uck

in Athe ns , t hose fort una te e nough to recover fro m t he illness were

put to \\ or], ca ri ng for the sick. Peop le observe d , in othe r word s , tha t

im mun ity foll owed first expos ure IS]. We a re a ll familia r wit h the

rar ity of tw ic e co n tra c ti ng ch ic ken po:-. T hi s is because th e body is

ca refu lly ou tfi tt e d with a defe nse te am of lymphocyt e s , the soldiers

of the imm une system , tha t wo rk to not only combat a pathogenic

ag e n t but also to "re me m be r" it for next time .

When a pathogen , ca lled an antigen , e nte rs th e body, it is recog­

nized by lymphocyte s th at fit its pa rti c u lar sh ap e . When the match

occurs, the lymphocyte s can bind to th e a n t ige n and destroy it. The

first tim e a particula r a n t ige n enters the body, ho we ve r, the immune

system is not yet equi p pe d with lym ph oc yte s prepa red to fight it.

W he n a new cluster o f B and T lymphocytes rec ognizes the a nt ige n

as be in g "no n-sel f' a nd the re fore a n in vad er, it is activated to di vid e

in a p rocess ca lled c lo na l expa nsion . Th e newly formed lym p hocy te s

a re ge ne tica lly c oded to ta ke on a s ha pe th at will match that of the

a nt ige n . T hey d ifferen t iat e into e ithe r effec to r cell s or m emory ce lls .

Th e fo rme r enact the cu rre n t immune re sponse, c alled t he primar y

immune response, and die soon afte r. It is the memory cells, ho w­

ever, wh ic h stick ar ound for a while , rep rod uce , and ke ep alive the

"me mory" of wha t the an t ige n loo ked like shou ld it s t rike aga in . A

se conda ry immune response could th e n qu ic kly occu r. Therefor e ,

wh ile th e immune response to th e firs t exposure may have ta ken days ,

su bsequent response s to that a n tigen will occ ur far mo re ra p idly. The

body has gai ne d a n ac q ui re d imm un ity to th at an tigen a nd will be

ready to fight it in th e future [1 , 2, 9].

On th e spiritual p la ne , it behooves us to deal wi t h invaders th e

first tim e they cause us to stumble . We would be enacting a "pri ­

mary re s ponse" th at wo u ld make it far more diffi cult for the in­

vaders to tr iumph th e next tim e ar ound . In flli chtol' i\tI 'E lir a h u ,

Rabb i Eliyahu El ie ze r Dess ler expl or e s the que sti on o f how Kai n

rem a in ed a p rop he t eve n a fte r killin g h is b ro t her. How wa s hi s

sen s it ivity to G-d not du lled by a spi rit ua lly de s tr uct ive ac t of such

mon umental p ropo rt ions? How wa s p ro p hecy s ti ll p os sibl e ? In

a nswe r, Rabbi D essl e r d e lve s into th e co m m e n ta ry of t he Viln a

Gaon o n the statement of the C en uira in )'omo th at "risli on ini

nitgaleh avonain", th ose of the early generations re ve al ed their sin .

In o th e r wo rds , the lu minaries o f th e ea rly genera t io n s had chal ­

lenges jus t a s we do (a lbc it o n a vas tl y d iffe ren t leve l) , a nd some­

t im e s th e y e ven fai led . Unlike those of the later genera t io ns , how­

e ve r, they im m e d iate ly bounced ba ck. T h ey "revea led t h ei r sin ,"

refu sed t o ign o re it , and re pent e d s traigh t aw ay. The y did no t a l­

lo w their se nsi t ivity aga ins t sin to be dulled ; t hey halt ed a da p ta ­

t ion in its trac ks. If si n is no t st op ped , one be com e s so ac c us­

tomed to it that it see m s to him as if it is permitted because he

forgets th at it is a p robl em at all. Though Kain kill ed his brother,

he repe nt ed immed iatel y an d did not let h ims e lf sp ir a l into m o re

sin an d se lf-d e s t ruc t io n [ IOJ.

As we se e wit h the m emory ce lls . pa rt of a full vic to ry in battl e

mean s remem be ri ng the ta c t ic s for next time. So to o , t he Ramb am

wri te s in Hil ch ot Tes/l1ll'a 2: I that a n in he ren t part of teshuva is no t

repea t ing th e sin , s hou ld on e find o nese lf in t he exact sa me circum­

stances in which he previou sly stumbl ed Like Kin g David, a quin t-
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essential representat ive of th e earli e r gene ra t ions, wh o de cl a red in

Tenil im 51: 5 th at "cliataii negd i tamul- my cheit is befor e me al ways" ,

ev en after co mple te teshu va we mu st rema in on our gua rd in the

fu tu re as well , in order to avoi d com place ncy in od ious situat ions . In

this case as well , prevent ing ada ptatio n mean s pe rpetual inp ut of

effort.

Th us, we have see n that much like the body, ou r sp iritual lives

operat e accor di ng to an elegant logi c . In refu sing to ada p t to nega­

tive influe nces , we det erm ine to avoid spiritua l decl in e . If we mak e

th e cho ice to inves t e ffort in to new stim ulatio n, we will ra ise our­

se lves to great er depths of cl ar ity. In deed , th e path to awa re ness is in

our hands . •
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T
he interface between dentistry and hala ch« presents itself

on many occasions. Dental fixtures , such as crowns and

permanent fillings , are of particular interest ux halachn , and

thus, are discussed in Talmudic sources, Such Halachi c

sources involve topics such as the prohibition of carrying on Shabbos,

cliatz itzot (sepa rat ions) and wom en 's immersion in a uulaah ( ritual

bath ), These topics were important in the times of the Talmud and

continue to ha ve practical ramificat ion s in the modern era.

Th e Ta lm ud 's discussion of dental fixtures concerns the area

of denti stry specia liz ing in the re st oration and repair of teeth th at

were br ok en, 1I'0rn , or deca yed : prosthedontics . Injury, disease ,

and agi ng ca n co ntr ibu te to th e decay of te eth. In the restorat ivc

process , prosthodontists employ a wide va rie ty of de ntal Fivtur cs

in c lu d ing dental implants , c rowns , brid ges , dentures , veneers , a nd

inl ays I I] .

Prosthodon tic fixtures se rve man y functions . Croll' ns , commonly

refe rred to as caps , se rve as a covering pla ced over a toot h . Crowns

serve a num ber of restorative purpose s inc lud ing the protection of

chipped , c rac ked, or sensitive teeth , and decayed or worn fillings .

Also serving cosmetic purposes , c rowns enhance the appearance of

te eth that may be abnormally sh ap ed , positioned , or colored . A den ­

ta l procedure, such as a root canal , can cause teeth to become prone

to cr acking, and thus, the protection provided by a crown ma y be a

necessity, Additionally, the positioning of a bridge in the place of

missing teeth may require the placem ent of crowns on the tecth sur­

round ing th e bridge as a form of support for the added teeth. t\ crown

can be com posed of a varie ty of mat er ials including full porcelain ,

porcelain and metal , and full metal [2].

T he topic of prosthodontics is fou nd in th e I\ Iishna . In thc sixth

ch apter of th e AIislina S habbos, a discussion regard ing carryin g on

Shubbo: is recorded. The .\ Iishna sta tes : "... An arti ficial tooth and a

gold tooth , Rabbi "' Ie ir permits an d th e Sugcs forbid ", Rabbi l\ le ir

and th e Sages d isagree regard in g th e pe rm issibility of a woman II car­

ing a prosthetic tooth in a reslius 11I1'rabilll (public domain ) on Slinbbos.

Rabbi t\ le ir permits this action , II hile th e Sa ge s prohibit it. Some

commentators de scribe the "go ld tooth" in terms ve ry sim ilar to a

modern dentist ry's c row n, both in s t ruc ture and in function . Rabbi

O vad ia of Bart enura ( Ita ly, 1-150 - 1510) comments that the "gold

tooth" referred to in the ;\ l ishna is one th at had mold groll'ing on it

du e to decay and \\ as covered in gold as a method of treatment. ln

his book "C om ments on the Mishn a." th e Rambam describes th e
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"go ld tooth" as a " go ld cover in th e sh ape of the tooth put on a tooth

with a strange appearance to conceal the defect" [3].

The Jerusalem Talmud d iscusses the perm issib ilit y of II' a lking in

a reshus ha'rabi1l1.while wearing prosthetic teeth. The Talmud records ,

", , . She is still ashamed to say to the "nagra" (carpen ter), I have lost

my tooth, it has fallen out , make me another one..." Rashi explains

that the "tooth" refers to "a false tooth made of wood." It can hf'

understood from this Talmudic pa ssage that false teeth were wooden .

Combined with the Mishlla in Sl1I1 bbos, it is apparent that fa lse teeth

II' er e go lden , si lver, and/or 1I'00den [3].

Various explanations a re offe red for th e prohibition agai ns t wear-

As the field of dentistry advances

and new dental fixtures are

created, the interface between

dentistry and halacha will be

exciting to follow,

ing artificial gold teeth in public on Siiabbos, Rashi explains th at gold

is of greater monetary va lue th an silver, and a woman m ay th er efore

desire to show off her gold tooth to her friends. This ma y lead to the

remov al of the tooth and th e subsequent violation of the pr ohibition

of carrying in public on SlllIbbos [4]. Another scenario prop os ed in

t he Talmud is based upon a n opposi te premise than the one offer ed

by Rash i. It is explained th at a woman may be embarrassed to wear a

fa lse tooth in publ ic , feari ng th e scorn of her friends . These fea rs

may lead her to remove he r fa lse tooth and hold it in he r hand , She

may forget about the tooth an d walk in public on Shabbos II' hil e car­

rying it in her hand [5] .

There ar e Ta lmudic commentato rs who perm it thc wearing of an

arti fic ial gold tooth in public on Shabbos. They exp lain th at th er e is

no concern that the we are r w il] re move the art ific ial go ld to oth to

d isplay it to her friends , be cau se sh e \\ ill be su spended from doin g

so by the embarrassment associa ted with II' eari ng an art ific ia l gold

tooth [5J. There a re als o co m men ta tors who are of the opinion that

regardless of the great va lue of the artificial gold tooth , th ere is no

need to suspect the opportunity for the violation of the prohibition



of carry ing in publ ic on Shabbos. T he Hambarn states th e op in ion of

Rabbi Judah II' ho allows the II' ca ring of ar tificia l go ld teeth on Shabbos

and e xpla in s that t hc purpose o f artifi c ial gold teeth is to co nc ea l

rotting tee th . The re is no sus pic ion t hat a wom an wo ul d remove t hc

ar tificia l go ld tooth to ha ve he r frie nds admire it , because t h is woul d

pub licize her di sea sed tooth and cause emba rrassment [4 ] .

The di scussion continues II' it h regard to art ificia l s ilver teet h. Si l­

ver teet h resem ble natur al te e t h mo re so tha n go ld teet h, a nd the re ­

Fo re th e co m me ntar ies were not concerned that o ne with a si lve r

too t h would vio la t e the proh ib it ion of carrying in public on Shabbos

wh ile we aring an artific ia l sil ver tooth [;] . T he Rambarn exp lains

tha t an arti fic ia l silver too th is no t as a pparen t as a gold too th and

therefore one is allowed to wear it in publ ic on S habbos [4 ].

A nother area in which dentis t ry a nd ha lacha interac t is in rela­

tion to de nt al fixtu res a nd th e lialacliic discu ssio n of cliatz itzo! a nd a

wo ma n's imme rsion in t he miltva. Immersion in t he tnilom req u ires a

co mp letel y clea n bod y devoid of an y foreign materia ls , chutzi tzot ,

II hich seperate be tween the body of the person and t he wa ter, Ac ­

cord ing to Tora h la w, the re are t il'0 c riteria that m ust be me t For a

cho tz it:a to inva lidate an im mersio n , F irst t he natu re of t he chotzit: a

mus t be as su c h t ha t a person does not wa nt th e su bstance to be

att a c hed to her bo dy a nd second , that the cltat.zitza is present ove r

half of the pe rso n 's bo dy. If o n ly one of these criteria is me t , the

im mersion is in va lid accord ing to Rabb inic Law [6].

The Ri shonint exp lai n th a t a s ubs tance w hic h one desires to have

atta c he d to her bo d y is te rmed "an exten sion of onese lf" and is not

co ns ide red to be a cliatz itza ( Ras h i, Sliabbos ;7a , S . I ', Ha na rn i; Sukka

6b ). Wi th regard to undesi red su bs ta nces fou nd on o ne's body, th e

subs tance is co nsidered to be a chatz it: a and wou ld a ppea r to in va li­

date an im me rsion in t he 11li b a [6 J

Fo r an im me rsion in th e iniliv« to be valid , the wa ter m ust be

ab le to flow insid e one' s m o u th if op e n (N idda 66b ), Though it is

no t ne ce ssar y for one to ope n one 's mout h II' h ile im m e rs ing , t he

poss ibili ty of the \1 ater reac h ing the surface of o ne 's in ner mou th is

required , Dental fixtures ma y ac t as ba rrie rs t ha t obstruc t the flow

of wate r From reaching t he teet h cove red by the fixt u re , Q uestio n

arises concerning the sta tus of t he fixture , as de s ired or undesired

by the wea rer. Den tal fillings a re not aest he t ica lly pleas ing and the

wea rer wo uld pr efe r no t to have t he m in her mo ut h , Fro m th is pe r­

spec tive, de nta l fi llings wo u ld be co nsidered a n undesired cliatzit : a

and would ap pear to inva lida te an immers ion in t he nii liva , H ow­

ever, a d iffe re nt perspec t ive m us t be cons idered . Once o ne has a

cav ity, the need fo r a fi lling is apparent and t he person desires the

fill ing because of th e speci fic funct ion it pe rforms . In th is case ,

dental fillings are a dcsired cliatzit za a nd wo ul d no t appear to in­

val idate a n im m e rsion in the miltva [6].

T he status of dcn ta l fixtures is discusse d by ma ny ac huro nim,

inc ludi ng the Chochmas Adam and t he Avnei Neze r. The C hoc hmas

Adam explains t ha t any un desi red fore ign pa rtic le that is attached

to one's body for t he purpose of the fu nc tion th e attac h ment serves ,

has t he status of a cliat zitza a nd invalidates an im me rs io n in the

m ikva (Bi nas Adam, S lia a: Beis HcNash.un : 12 ), According to the

Choc h mas Adam, de nt al fixt ures a nd de nta l fillin gs in particula r

inva lidate o ne's immersio n in the mikve [6) .

T he Avnei N ei e r is among a gro up of acharoni sn w ho disagree

with the vie w of t he Choc hmas Ada m. T he Avne i Nezc r d iffe re nt i­

a tes be t wee n perm a nen t an d tem porary attach men ts o n th e body.

He ex p la ins tha t a te m porary attachment has the st a tu s o f a clia zir:a

as it is not terme d an ex tension of th e body. De n ta l a tta c hments

perform a spec ific func tion and re main attac hed to the bo d y in ­

defini te ly. Th us, de ntal fillings ar e an example o f a permane n t at­

tac hm e nt , and according to the vie w of the Avne i Neze r, th e y do

no t have the sta tus of cha tzi tzoi a nd would the re fore not in va lidate

a n im m e rsio n in th e rnikva [6 J,

T he halachn follow ed tod ay is tha t a ll perma nent den tal fixtures

do not have t he status of clun.zitzot and wo uld not invali date a n

immers ion in th e nii lira. Add ition a lly, temporary de n ta l fixtures that

are correctly fixed a nd are irremovab le do no t inva lidate a n immer­

sion . In co ntras t to perma ne nt de n ta l fixt u re s, a ll re movab le denta l

pieces su c h as den tures , a nd removable or t hodontic fix t u res mu st

be take n out before im mersio n in the lIlihm [7).

T h is u nderstanding of c iiatzitzot can be use d to exp la in t he dis­

c ussi o n of clw:a/wit h regard to wearing a gol d toot h in p ubli c . T he

Avnei ~ez e r (Yo re h Deah 2;9) ex p lains tha t d u ring the t ime of

clutzal , gol d tee t h we re no t pe rm itted to be wo rn in pub lic becau se

at the pe riod , fals e teeth we re unco m mon , T he refore. c h«: a l. we re

conce rned tha t t he weare r would be led to re move the toot h and

carry it after be ing shamed by others. The Avnei N eze r con tinues

and ex p lain s th at cha :a ! were not co ncerncd wit h the gol d toot h

being a cluu z ic: a. Therefore , gold tee t h and all other correctly fixed

de nt a l fixt ur e s are not co n sidered ciiatz itzo t. a nd wo ul d not inva li­

date a n im m e rsion in the rni kva [8 J.

T he practical a nd everyda y ra m ificat io ns of dentistry a nd lialach«

are interesting to exp lore . As the field of de nt istry adva nces and

nell den tal fixt ures arc crea te d , t he in terface between de nt istry a nd

Iialoclu: will be exciting to Follow.
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T
here are many times when it becomes apparent that Chazai;

in their infinite wisdom, kne w much more about the natu

ral world than a surface reading of their works might make

it seem. Embedded in their halachic rulings and their ex­

egesis on Tanach , is a wealth of subtle references to scientific phe­

nomena that are surprisingl y accurate. It is difficult to understand

ho w Chaza! arrived at their empirical conclusions, as much of the

current scientific kno wledge could not have been discovered with­

out the use of modern technology. The keen insight manifested in

their statements about the sun is just one of the many areas in which

Chaza! displayed an understanding far more advanced than that of

the scholars of other contemporaneous cultures.

It is important to recognize that there are times in which Chaza!

make a statement about a natural phenomenon that does not corre­

late with the explanation set forth by modern science. Some have

utili zed such cases to discredit an y scientific knowledge that can

rightfully be attributed to Chaw!' Ho wever, those who hold this view

fail to consider the language of Chaw!' Often Chaza! describe a phe­

nomenon in the way that the naked eye would have viewed it, macro­

scopically, instead of the way it may have view ed under a microscope

or with some other vision enhancing technology. It is therefore some­

times difficult to interpret whether Chaza! are explaining the inner

workings of the universe or simply describing a process as observed

by the human eye [ I]. Additionally, man y argue that nature was dif­

ferent at the time of Chazat and that their statements regarding the

natural world ma y have been valid in their time. In an y case, point­

ing out the times when Chawl's assessment positively correlates with

contemporary scientific ideas is certainly a worthw hile endeavor.

To appreciate the depth of wisdom inherent in Chawl's state­

ments about the sun, it may be useful to first engage in an analysis

of the ideas about the sun held by contemporary cultures at that

time period. Almost ever y culture during the time of Chaza! wor­

shipped the sun. The i\ lesopotamian society regarded the sun as a

solar god and gave it names to reflect its status as such. In Sumerian

society the sun god was known as Utu and was believed to posses

the attributes of justice and "clarity of vision ," while in the Akkadian

culture the god of the sun was called Shamash. Likewise, the sun

god was considered the most important of all the gods in ancient

Babylonia. The name of the ancient Amorite King, Hammurabi

( 17 92- 1750 BCE ), is a testament, as modern scholars believe that

the name, Hammurabi, was deri ved from the Semitic word for sun

god, Harnrnu [2 ].

Similarly, the Greeks also displayed a great veneration for the sun.

They worshipped both the physical sun and the "soul of the sun."

They named the ph ysical sun Helios and believed that it held the

power to heal blindness. Apollo was the name assigned to "the soul

of the sun" which was associated with music and general healing.

This distinction between the physical and spiritual aspects of the

sun and the dual sun gods that resulted from this distinction can be

seen in the works of the ancient Greek philosopher, Plato. In his

famous work, The Republic, Plato referred to two sun gods: "The

Not only were Chazal ahead of

their time, but they were also more

advanced than the scientists who

lived centuries after them.

good," Apollo, who was considered the more important of the two,

and "the son of the good," the ph ysical sun, Helios [2].

Also noteworthy are the solar myths of the Canaanite nations that

surrounded the Je ws in the times of antiquity. Their sun gods, Moloch,

Baal, Chemosh, Baalubzebub, and Thamrnuz, 1,1 ere representative of

the pitiless mid-day summer sun. The Canaanites sacrificed their

children to these merciless sun gods [3]. Scholars believe that solar

mythology de veloped as a result of the pivotal role the sun pla ys in

sustaining human life. This solar dependence caused the sun to gain

the title of the most central and po werful god. The prestige bestowed

upon the sun led ancient civili zations to closely monitor and observe

the sun's dail y movements and to develop myths to explain each one.

Clearly impressed by the movement of the sun in the sky, the Egyp­

tians and Assyrians named the sun, 'the runner,' and the sun was

depicted with wings on monuments. The preeminent word for sun,

"sharnash,' in the Semitic languages reflects the rapid motion of the

sun during sunset and sunrise. In keeping with this, the Canaanites

and Greeks offered horses as sacrifices to the sun god [3].

Not onl y did Chaza! refrain from worshipping the sun and attrib­

uting supernatural powers to it, but they also understood a great deal

about its formation. A case in point is the Biblical order of creation
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of the sun and the earth. Today's ph ysicists explain that the sun was

created approximately five billion years ago and posit that the sun

was created prior to the planet Earth. This ma y at first seem to con­

tradict the order of creation presented in Genesis. According to the

Torah, the sun and moon were created on the fourth da y wh ile the

planet Earth and all of its greenery were created on the third. Fur­

thermore, it is also ver y difficult scientifically to explain the greenery's

existence wit hou t the sun and its photosynthetic-promoting proper­

ties. Rashi anticipates this difficulty and quotes the Talmud (Chagiga

12a ), whic h provides a single answer to both questions. The Talmud

explains that the sun was formed on the first da y but was not placed

into the heavens until the fourth da y. Indeed, the sun was formed

before the earth and could therefore trigger the process of photosyn­

thesis. Ho we ver, it was not until da y four that the sun was com­

manded to position itself in the heavens. The te xt of Genesis and the

current understanding of photosynthesis are therefore in complete

accordance [4 ).

An additional instance in which the statements of Chaza! regard­

ing the sun are scientifically accurate is the midrasli whic h discusses

the sun and the moon, found in the tractate Chagiga. In this narra­

tive, the moon complains to G-d about the coexistence of the sun

and itself. G-d responds by diminishing the moon, whose original

size was equal to that of the sun. This midrash. is incredibl y thought­

pro voking. The idea that the world was originally "destined to re ­

volve around two luminaries" seems difficult to imagine as a scien ­

tific possibility. Dr. Isaac Gottleib of Bar I1an Uni versity explains

that this concept is not so far fetched. In fact, he argues that the

midrash. contains many allusions to the processes involved in the for­

mation of the sun and moon [4].

Today, it has been established that the sun, like most stars, was

created from a solar nebula, a cloud of gases gathered in space. The

solar nebula from which the sun was formed slo wly diminished and

eventually collapsed to form a very concentrated gas. An extreme rise

in temperature coincided with the collapse of this nebula and caused

the hydrogen present to burst into flames, forming a star. During the

progression of this process the nebula began to rotate. This rotation

"as termed "angular momentum" (4) .

During the formation of a star there sometimes is more angular

momentum that can be accounted for by the single forming star. It is

therefore often the case that two stars are produced together form­

ing a "double star." If there is still an excess of angular momentum

even after the double star is created, additional planets form around

the double star [4 ).

Attempt to understand the dialogue presented in the midrasl: in

Chagig« in light of this scientific information: Dr. z\ loshe Kaveh, also

of Bar Ilan Uni versity, suggested that moon implored G-d not to cre­

ate a double star whe n creating the sun and the moon, as was usually

the case, because the moon "believed" that it was not possible for

two kings to share a single cro wn. G-d assented to the moon's re-

quest and onl y formed a single star, the sun, out of the solar nebula

with nine planets around it to account for the excess of angular mo­

mentum. The moon was formed by causing a planetary body to col­

lide with the Earth. This collision resulted in the destruction of the

planetary body and of a portion of the earth's surface. The debris

from both the Earth and this planetary bod y subsequently recom­

bined to form the moon [41.

Kaveh's theory is also supported by the pra yer that Je ws recite

each Shabbat morning: 'He called to the sun and it shone; He sa w

and regulated the form of the moon.' G-d first cornmanded the sun

to shine through the formation of a solar nebula and only afterward

created the moon through the aforementioned collision. One can infer

from this excerpt that Chaza! believed that G-d created the sun be ­

fore the moon. Astronomers established this sequence of creation

onl y recentl y and explained that the sun and the planets were cre­

ated years before the moon [4].

The holaciuc rulings of Ciuizal about the use of solar po wer on

Shabbos ma y also be evidence that they understood the sun in a

way that coincides with modern science. The sages ruled that al ­

though cooking on Shabbos is prohibited under the issur of bishu],

cooking in the sun, bisnu] b'chama, is not prohibited as it is consid ­

ered an at ypical form of cooking. Ho we ver, the rabbis onl y permit ­

ted the direct use of the sun for cooking. They prohibited second­

ar y solar heat, kno wn as ioldat haciunna, because of its similarity to

toldat liaish, whic h is a secondary material, directly heated by fire

and then used to cook another object. The reason for this extra

precaution was that toldat haish. is prohibited by the Torah. Chazal

therefore prohibited toldat Iuiclunna as they wished to prevent a

situation in wh ic h a person wou ld observe an indi vidual cooking in

an item heated by the sun and believe mistakenl y that it was heated

by fire, and then mimic this action [5] .

The fact that Chaza! did not prohibit coo king directly in the sun

implies that they did not view the sun as a traditional form of fire,

aish . This is surprising as Chazal had neither the extensive kno wl­

edge of ph ysics and astronomy available today, nor modern telescopes

with which to observe the sun. They could onl y go by w hat they sa w.

It wou ld be easy for one - without the aid of modern scientific kno wl­

edge and technological de velopments - to view the sun and perceive

a giant fire. Ho we ver, Choza! did not perceive the sun in this man­

ner. Of course the possibility still exists that Ciia:al permitted coo k­

ing in the sun because they viewed the sun as a halacnicall v permis ­

sible and drastically different form of aish, but even so, they did not

view the sun as a literal ball of fire millions of miles awa y.

Currently, scientists believe that the sun is not a ball of fire in the

way we traditionally thin k of fire. The energy released by the sun is

created by fusion reactions using hydrogen and helium gases as fuel.

The bonds between the hydrogen atoms are broken, causing them to

release energy in the form of light and heat. The two isotopes of

hydrogen present in the sun, tritium and deuterium, collide with each

_ ______ _ ..erech.Haleva _



other because of the hig h temperatures with in the interior of t he su n

a nd ca use the hydrogen a toms to fragme nt. These fragments later

join to form hel ium . Another result of these collisions is t he re lease

of a tremendous a mount of energy, which then travels from the ce n­

ter of the sun to its exterior, t he reby generat ing light [6].

N ot on ly were Chaza! a head of the ir time but they were also

more ad vanced than the scien t ists who lived ce nturies af ter t he m .

Our current understa nding of t he sun is ve ry rece nt. In fact just

ove r a couple h u ndred years ago the su n's abili ty "to susta in life "

was discussed as a real possibility, Today, with the ad vent of new

technology and more ad vanced re search methods , the "ha bitabil ­

ity" of the sun is not even a n amateur to pic of d iscu ssion . In light

of this utter lack of scien tific understa nding, th e solar myths that

many cu ltures so strongly maintained are much easier to compre­

hend and t he scie nti fic understanding that Chazal exhibi ted is a ll

the more lauda ble [3] . •
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M
any areas of Hal acha rel y heav ily on scientific ob

serva rion s , There fore . Rabb is have a lwa ys heen in

terested in th e rea lity in wh ich t he y live in orde r to

apply the Halach a , W hat happens when it appea rs

th at a sc ie n t ific theory of Rabbi s in previous ge ne rations seems to be

contrad ic te d by the modern scientific beli ef ? Ho w does the hal achi st

respond to a conflict between contem porary scientific theory and

Halach a th at is based on a reality th at we no longer experience? Un ­

der standabl y. these questions have many far-reach ing theological im­

pl ica tio ns and pra c t ica l applicati ons th at are far-beyond the sco pe

th is article , Th is pie ce wi ll explore th e ap proac he s of a numbe r of

t rad it ion al au t ho rit ies rega rding th ese iss ues .

A se t of mish an yor di scusse s the case of a yotze dojen, lit er ally

t ranslat ed as one who e merges from the s ide . The first , a ,\ Iishna in

Bracho: [8 , 2 J deals wit h th e sta tus of a child as th e lega l fi rstborn if

he is born as a yotze dojen and t he child bo rn after h im is del ivered

naturally. N either child is conside red th e fi rs tbo rn since t he lega l

firs tborn m ust be both the oldest child and th e c hil d that op ens th e

wom b. In t ract at e Kritut, th e Mishna [ I , 5 J d iscusses whet her or no t

a woman who gives birth to a )'otze dofen has to bring a sa crifice .

Fi nall y, a i\ lis h na in Ni ddal: [5 , II presents a di spute as to whe t her a

wom an becom es rit ually impu re af ter gi\'ing bi rt h to a )ot::e dofen .

The most reasonab le definiti on for yotze dofen in all o f th ese

I\ Iishnas is a child born through a cesarea n sec t ion . To the medi eval

scholar th ese statements were di ffic ult to understand. Scien ti fic

knowled ge of the da y claimed th at it was imp ossible for a wom an to

survive a c-sec tio n. The first succes s fu l c -se c tio n that was rec ord ed,

in whic h the mot her and ch ild bot h survived. was in the yea r 1500

CEo long after the record ing of th e i\ lis hna . If c-sec tio ns we re a sci ­

entific imp ossibility, ac cord ing to th e scie nti fic kno wled ge of th e Rab­

bis of pre \ ious generat ions, how did they exp lai n th ese mi sh nas which

are predicated on th e su ccess of th is opera tio n? Rambam ' ther efore

inte rpre ts the i\ Iis hna in Bvac lio t as referr ing to a ve ry spec ific case

in whic h the mother is pregna nt with t \\ 0 fe tuses at th e sa me ti me

and th e firs t chil d comes out through a c-sect ion and t he second one

is delivered natura lly. Rambam t he refore preserves th e most reason­

ab le poss ibility t ha t th e mot he r can und ergo a cesa rea n sec tio n an d

give birth to anot he r c h ild . Rashi , con fron te d \\ ith the sa me c ha l-

I Hambam's commentary on the i\lishna Bciiovot 8,2

2 Niddah 40a

len ge , chooses to expl a in th e term yotze dojen in an unusual way. In

the Gemma in Niddaii", Ras hi explai ns th e term : " By means of a

d ru g he r womb is ope ned a nd th e fe tus e me rges a nd she recover s ."

Both Hamba rn and Rash i, whe n co nfron te d wi th a tex t t hat seem­

ingly c ha llen ge s sci e nt ific reality. c hoose to give an interp re tat ion of

these i\Iis hnas which does not co nform to their simple st meaning to

a llev iate that contradicti on . By doing so. Rashi and Ramb arn bot h

preserve the ability to under st and th e Halacha within th ei r reali ty.

Tosa fot explore an alt e rn ati ve so lu t ion to sol ve a direct conf lic t

be twee n Halacha st at em ents an d obse rved reality. The firs t-born off-

How does the halachist respond to

a conflict between contemporary

scientific theory and Halacha that is

based on a reality that we no

longer experience?

sp ring of a koshe r anima l have a special halac hic stat us a nd are th e re­

fore reserved for the pr iest. If a CO\\ is pur c hased with n o kno wledge

as to it s prior history, how does one know if the calf it bear s belon gs

to the kohen or can be used by it s ' ow ners? The Gcmara in AJlodah

Zara lays down a principle th at if th e CO\\ is three yea rs of age or

o lde r. th en the offspring shou ld de fin ite ly be assu med to be the firs t

bo rn, im plying th at co ws you nger than three yea rs old are not able to

bea r offspring . Th is sta te men t bot he rs Tosafot because hi s co nte m­

pora ry real ity dic tat ed t hat co ws were able to be ar ca lves at two yea rs

old . To so h e th is apparen t co nflic t , ins tead of crea ti ng a fo rced in­

te rpret a tion. Tosaf ot invo ke t he idea of Shin l/)' Hatevah , suggesting

th at nature ha s chan ged . This idea offers th e poss ibili ty that the na­

ture th at Chazal obse rve d was accurate and t he d isc repan cy bet wee n

their observat ions and \\ ha t is expe rie nced to day is based on the fac t

th a t nature has evolved. This so lu tio n mai n tai ns t he possi b ilit y that

C hazal di d hm c div ine assistance wh en de scrib ing th e world they



expe riences . Re al it y has changed but the integrity of the Halacha

re ma ins . Whe t he r the Halacha shou ld cha ng e in that case is a co m­

pli cated a nd in te resti ng iss ue , wh ich many grea t scho la rs ha ve dealt

wi th , ye t whic h is be yond th e d isc us s ion of this article .

The laws of treifot are heavi ly based on understan ding of biol ogi­

ca l a nd p hysi ologic al processes . For t his reaso n, man y conflicts be ­

twee n co n te m pora ry sc ie n t ific th e ory a nd ra bb in ica l s ta te me n ts ar ise

when studying thi s topi c . The G ema ra in t racta te Chulm comes to

t he co nclus ion th at an a n ima l wit h one of th e forty-seve n listed inj u­

r ies will d ie wi t h in twelve months a nd is the refore c ha rac te rized as a

trei]«. VI'hat if a n a n ima l with on e of th e d e fe c ts listed lives for more

th at twel ve m onths or if con versel y we obse rve a n unmention ed de­

fect to kill a n ima ls with in twelve months? W hi le there is no consen­

sus on the issue , many ha ve grappl ed \\ ith it a nd offered va rio us so­

lutions.

There a re those that adopt a skeptical a p pr oac h concerning sci ­

enti fic th e or y in ge ne ra l. Science is Forever c ha nging; what is be ­

lieved to be healthy today can be exposed as a ca rci noge n tomorrow.

' Vh y sho u ld the e te rna l corpus o f H a lach a cons ta n t ly adapt to ac ­

co m mo da te th e sc ie nt ific theorie s of th e day? The Bashba' and th e

Malw rshal4 both take this a pp roac h . T he Rashba in h is re sponsa

mai ntai ns t ha t a nyo ne who has obse rve d an a n ima l live for mo re th an

tw e lve mon th s with one of th e defects listed in th e Gern a ra is eit he r

lyin g or wi tnessi ng a minor mi racle . T he l\laharshal writes that the

laws of treif ot we re formulated regard ing the overw hel ming m ajority

and any d evia t ions observed are min or exce ptions a nd do not a ffec t

the ru le . Al th ou gh the Maharshal ac know ledges the possibility of

c ha nge to a great er degree th an th e Rashba , both re flec t a skepti ci sm

a bou t science a nd th ere fore a relu ct an ce to add ress its ' im p lica t io ns

on t he H al ac ha .

Alte rn ati ve ly, t h e Chazon Ish in )e 1'OlllO' (57: 3) acknowledges a

differe nce be twee n a modern observat ion a nd the reality described

in rabbinic al so u rce s . The Cha :on Ish ex p la ins that science today

clearly demon strates that animals have been force d over time to adapt

to their surrou ndings and that evolutionar y c ha nge overtime within a

particu lar spec ies is an observable fac t. There for e , it is possible th a t

the real iti e s t ha t th e Rabbis experie nced a nd described can d iffe r

from roday 's rea lia . As a rul e , there for e , H al acha s ho u ld not be

c ha nge d to adapt to modern da y rea lity becau se Ha lacha is meant to

be e te rnally based on th c natu ral real ity, as it exist e d as t he tim e of

t he i\ Iis h nn . Rabbi Elc honon Was se rma n ad op ts a si m ila r c onc lu­

sion but states that once t he i\ Iishna and Cem ara wer e ca non ize d a ll

decis ions are fin al unl ess ove rruled by a lat e r a nd grea te r Sanhedrin.

Since th at has no t ex isted as of ye t , the H alacha ca n no t be changed

3 Respon s 1:98

-I iv laharsha l, Yam Sh el Shlomo, Cliull;« (3:80)

even if th e scienti fic knowl edge is fo u nd to be inaccurate . Both au ­

th orit ie s ac ce p t the Tosafot 's concept of Shinll )' Hateva, a change in

natu re , Accord ing to Rabbi Wasserma n th ough , the c ha nge of the

Hal cha cou ld th e or et ically be poss ib le in different co nd itio ns an d

th e fact th at we obs er ve th e H alach a ba sed on re ality we no lon ger

expe rience is more o f a tec h nica lity tha n a reason intrin sic to the

system .

Ra bb i Eli yahu De ssler s ugges ts an origi nal ap pr oa c h ex pl a ining

th e way th e sages used sc ie n t ific knowledge . The sages used science

to in terpre t a received t radit io n . Accord ingly, if the sc ie nce is fo und

to be flawed , a ne w exp la na t io n based on co nte m porary sc ie n tific

theory sho u ld be explored to ex p lai n the received tr ad it ion . Rabbi

Dessl er uses the Halachot o f drusa, a n a nimal pierced by th e nai ls of

a p redator, as an example to exp la in this approach. The Sage s re ­

ceiv ed the tradition from Sinai that a drusa is considered in th e ca t­

egor y of treifa, non kosher m eat. T he G emara (Chl/llin 5 3a ) explain s

th at the drusa will die because it s a t ta c ke r is among the mentioncd

wildcats that secrete venom into its pr ay as it attacks . Chazal ob­

serve d that animals scratched by w ildca ts we re more fatall y inju red

as com pa re d than to those attacked by ot her predators . The Rab bis

th e refor e re asoned that wildcats sec re t ven om th at cau ses th e hi ghe r

fa ta lity ra te . VI'e now know th at wild c at s do not secrete a ny po iso n­

ous ve no m. Rabbi Dessl er suggests that a new scientifi c e xp la natio n

can be fo u nd to describe the p henom enon beh in d th e H al acha. A

wildcat's c laws penetrate d eeper into it s p rey's body an d the re fore

more dirt is inser te d that m ay ca use in fec t ion and lead t o a quic ker

dea th . Rabb i Dessler pr eserve s th e Hal acha as well as the origina l

o bse rva ti ons of the Sa ges . Thi s a p proac h encourages th e modern sci ­

e nt is t to sea rc h for contempora ry sc ie nt if ic theor ies th at m ay under­

lie Chaza l's observations .

A ve ry small sampling o f op in ion s ha s been presented a nd m uch

is left for the reader to explore a n d s tu dy. Any Halachic de ci si on

mu st be made with a strong gra sps o f the development of Hal ach a

in ge neral and the entire hal achi c process and should be re se rved

for onl y the greatest Torah sc ho la rs . Th e information presented

in thi s a rti c le suggests th at th e ap p roac h that man y traditi on al

ha lc his ts take has been to prese rve the Hal acha a s much a s pos ­

s ib le w hile to ta king in to c ons id e rat ion d iscrepa nc ies between

ra b bi n ica l scientific observati o ns a nd modern theory. The re have

be e n cases whe re de cision s w ere m ad e by gre at Torah schol a rs to

adj us t t he H al ac h a based on the part ic u lar re a lit ies ex perienced

tod ay. Alt ho ug h no c o nc lu s ive ca n be dra wn from s uc h a c u rsory

an al ys is th e iss ue s t h at have been rai se d are fas ci na t ing a nd have

ma ny ap p lica ti ons in both Jew ish th ou ght a nd la w, •
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A
key m ilestone in a j ewi sh woma n's life is having chil

dr en . Indeed , it is a lIlit : 1'ah to bea r children . G-d co m

mands Ada m and Eve : 'Be frui tfu l and multip ly' (Ge n

es is 1:28) . This is not only a comma nd , but a lso a ble ss­

ing, as reiterated tim e a nd tim e agai n in Genes is, th e Prophets an d

Psalms [ I]. Therefore , those who as sist in th e proce ss of birth ing are

in fac t aiding in th e fruition of a blessing from G-d and the ful fill­

ment of a mitzvah , W h ile birthing is a ve ry physical process, there

are spiritual aspects to it as well.

Pain During Childbirth

After Ad am an d Eve s in in th e Ga rden of Eden , G-d curses th em

(G enes is 3:16-1 7) :

Unto the wom an He said: [ will gre atl y mu lt ipl y th y sorrow (etzet')

and th y pregnancy : in pain ietzev) thou shalt bear children .. .And

unto Adam He said .. .cursed is the ground for th y sa ke; in toil (etzel')

sha lt thou eat of it a ll the days of t hy life [2].

Th is wording comes from th e Hebrew Bibl e with English tran sla­

t ion publ ish ed by Si na i Publi sh ing in 1965 [2] . Hel en Wesse l, th e

aut hor of "T he joy of N atura l C hil dbirth " argu es:

W he n the same Hebrew word is tran slat ed as ' pa in ' for the

II oman and 'to il' for the man , it is c lea r th at the tr an slator's

cul tur a l bel iefs have biased his judgment as a scholar of

the te xt. The best description of giving birth is toil or labor'

. . . Rabbi Sam son Raphael Hirsch explains th at etz el' is 'only

a mental pain a nd hurt fee lings or worry'[Z] .

Based on Wesse l's argument , perhap s better tra ns lat ions of et :el'

in childb irth would be tension , anxie ty, or nervou sness. Comme nt a­

to rs like S'Forno an d Rash i have suggested t hat th e suffe ring in these

verses refe rs not to the c hild birth itse lf, but rath er to the per pe tu al

ac t of ra is ing ch ild ren . Human s, it shou ld be noted , invest more t ime

and effort in rai sing children th an ot he r species on this plane t.

A further support of the idea th at childbirth do es not ha ve to be

pain ful is th at in th e Bible , lab or pains and suffering are onl y men ­

tioned with rega rd to Rachel , du rin g th e birth of Ben jamin. No pai n

is ment ion ed in Eve 's deliver y of C ain , even tho ugh she was th e one

t hat was cursed with pain d uring de live ry.

Also, expressions of joy are used whe n naming the babies at birth .

Sa rah , eve n a t th e age of 90 du ring her deli ve ry of Isaac , does not

mention suffe ring . She ca lls her so n Isaac wh ic h means lau ghter,

because 'G-d has made lau ghter for me ; whoe ve r he ar s wi ll laugh for

me' (Ge nesis 2 1:6). At th e bi rth of jose ph , Rachel ca lls him Joseph

saying, 'May G-d add for me ano ther son ' (Genesis 30: 24 ). T his is far

from th e cry of wom en in the throe s of childbirth , wh o shout to thei r

husband s in modern day movies - "I will nev e r let you do th is to me

again! "

"Birt h .. . ma y be a de eply moving spir itual event, not just a se­

quence of body processe s" [2J and a wom an needs to go into her

deliver y wit h the opportunity to experien ce eve ry feeling th at this

miracl e can provide. In Judaism , unli ke other religions , it is not sin-

Therefore, those who assist in

the process of birthing are in fact

aiding in the fruition of a blessing

from G-d and the fulfillment of

a mitzvah.

ful to have marital rel at ions and to con ceive a c hil d , so a ny pa in at

birth is no t seen as ato ne me nt for sin s as with other religions . There ­

fore, th e re is no glory in pain. Secular sources echo thi s idea. In fact,

ACOG [American College of Obstetrician s and Gynecologists] be ­

lieves t ha t a woman 's reques t for pain reli ef shou ld not be denied a t

any tim e du ring lab or" [31.

An epidura l bloc k, OJ regiona l ne rve block , is us ed in both vagina l

and ce sarean del ive ries by inserti ng a ca the te r into t he epid ura l spac e

of the spi ne an d the leve l of numbi ng can be contro lled [3]. Mo re

th an 50 percent of wome n giving bi rth have epidural s . It is the form

of pain relief most common ly asked for by name, beca use of its rela ­

tive safety. It uses less drug for the desired effec t. Its adm inistration

is a simpl e procedure , and it pro vides local pain relief in t he lower

bod y. Th is a llows a moth e r to be aw ak e during birth and to greet th e

bab y im me dia te ly afte rward.

T he on ly reason for a Jew ish wom an to avoid an ep id u ra l injec­

t ion would be because of its po tent ial dan ger, even though tod ay thi s

pain reli ef method is co nsi de red safe . T here is no jewish ideal for a

wom an to experience added pa ins of ch ildbirt h to aton e for he r sins.
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The fear from "expecting pain and trauma at birth ... stimulates

the sympathetic nervous system in a number of ways , causing a re ­

sistant cervix and muscle tension that inhibit labor and begin a spiral

of pain" [2]. Pregnancy books today in fact ad vise not to think about

and expect pain because these thoughts can increase the perception

of pain [3].

With all this said, one cannot deny the fact that there is pain

during childbirth. i\ l idw ife Adelle Dishaw says:

I think [c hild birth] is a spiritual experience, but people do

not want to experience it; they want to get through it. If

you are raised with the idea of instant gratification in wh ich

you do not have to wait for much and if you see on T V that

you can deli ver in thirty minutes, yoJ,! do not expect to work

hard. Ho wever, many people, especially religious people who

ha ve a lot of children, realize that it takes work to ha ve and

to take care of a baby. Today, people are afraid of this work

and do not welcome it. .. Even people wit h a high tolerance

for pain hurt. No one breezes through it, but ever y woman

giving birth must realize that it is pain for a purpose and

that she has to go with the pain [4] .

The purpose is a child; the purpose is to ha ve this blessing

from G-d.

Rachel

Rachel's prayer for another child after the birth of Joseph was

answered with the birth of Benjamin. This birth turns out to be one

of the two, or, as some believe, three deaths of mothers during child

delivery recorded in Tanach as well as the onl y one that describes

the process of childbirth as being painful. One possible death during

childbirth is M ic ha l's, King Da vid's wife. Her reason for death is not

clear in the ve rse as it says: "M ic ha l daughter of Shaul had no child

until the da y of her death" (Samuel II, 6:23 ). Rashi and the i\ l id rash

interpret this to mean that she died during childbirth while others

believe this ve rse means that she bore no children after the incident

surrounding this verse. Another possibility is to take this ve rse for its

literal mearung that she died barren. Whatever the case may be, there

is no mention of pain or a difficult delivery. Another death during

childbirth is that of Eli's daughter-in-law, who goes into labor upon

hearing of Eli's death, and seems to disregard her deli very and is not

comforted by her child's birth [2]. The name she gives him is Ichabod,

because "the glory is departed from Israel, for the ar k of G-d is taken,"

referring to her father-in-law, and not her delivery or ne w son [2].

Rachel's second delivery is not like the above mentioned two

deli veries. Her labor is described in Genesis 35: 16-18:

Rachel gave birth, and had difficulty in her childbirth. And

it was when she had difficulty in her labor that the midwife

said to her, 'Have no fear, for this one, too, is a son for you .'

As it came to pass, as her soul was departing - for she died

8 Derech HaTeya

- that she called his name Ben Oni, but his father called

him Benjamin.

"The death of the matriarch Rachel in giving birth to Benjamin

had remained wit hout a satisfactory obstetrical explanation until

our time." If these ve rse s are read in the original Hebrew or in an

accurate translation (as above ), the ob vious diagnosis of the fatal

obstetrical complication can be determined based on the baby's sex

determination by the midwife before the completion of birth. Such

a determination can onl y be made during a breech deli very where

the breech- buttocks, perineum and gen italia- are de livered first,

and the se x determination is made before the head is delivered.

Such a labor is prolonged and can result in fatal hemorrhage or

infection [5J.

Today, if a baby is in a breeched position, a trial of labor is some­

times allowed with extensive monitoring and "e verything (and ev­

er yone) is in readiness for an emergency surgical delivery should

one suddenly become necessary" [3]. A breeched baby deli very still

incurs a lot of danger. The emergency surgical delivery is called a

cesarean section and most doctors do not even risk the chances of

complication. W he n Dr. Rebecca Weprin , an obstetrician, was asked

if all breeched babies are delivered by cesarean section, she re­

sponded: "absolutely... we ha ve come a long way wit h regard to c­

sections" [6J.

Midwives

In the twentieth century, most women in Western countries shifted

from midwife deliver y at home to wards delivering in hospitals with

obstetricians and the possibilities of skilled medical interventions

during difficult deliveries [ II . W ith the arri val of the twenty-first

century, ho wever, "a spiritual re vival is ta king place among Jells. An

increasing number of Je wish women and midwives are seeking to

retrieve the spirituality of childbirth that existed in the past but which

was lost in the medicalization of childbirth that occurred over the

last hundred years" rI I. i\ Iany mid wives today are actually delivering

in hospitals and let their patients choose to have a more comfortable

deli ver y position with the knowledge that if there are complications,

a doctor and a operating room are not far away. l\ lany view this as the

best of both worlds.

The classic example of midwives in Torah are the midwives Shifra

and Puah, who were ordered by Pharoah in Egypt to kill all Hebrew

male infants at their time of birth. They, ho we ver, did not listen.

"The midwives feared G-d and it was that they did not do as the king

of Egypt spoke to them, and they kept the bo ys ali ve" ( Exodu s I: I 7).

They were re warded with the houses of priesthood and the tribe of

Levi and royalty (Rash i, Exodus I: 15-2 I ). These wome n , mentioned

in onl y seven ve rse s , are considered heroines and "whenever the im­

portance of sa ving life is discussed, Shifra and Puah are recalled, for

by preserving the live of Je wish ne wborns, they sa ved the children of



Israe l" [ 7J. Women helped women in ancient birth ing customs and

the bir th process and women 's needs during chi ldb irth today arc es­

sentially the sa me as before. We have come a lo ng way from t he days

of Shifra and Pua h as fa r as tec h nological ad va n ces such as monitors

and medi cat ions , but the de sired outcome is unch anged , healthy

mothers a nd their in fants lZ] ,

' Nhile today women ut ilize obstetr icians as well as midwives, their

goal , of healthy mothers and the ir infants is t he same, a nd the im-

A CKN O WLE D G EM ENT S

porta nce of both obstetricians and m idwives is sti ll the same as it

was in ancient ti mes . Obstetricians are the pr imary heal t h provide rs

for wo men a nd ma ny women go to the ir obstet ric ians before any other

docto r, no matter w hat the probl e m. Juda ism prai ses midw ives for

the ir wisdom and knowl edge, as we praise both our obstetric ia ns and

midw ives today, These obstetr icians and midwi ves are the ones that

ma ke it poss ible for us to hav e the fu lfillment of the bless ing 'be

fruitfu l and mu ltiply' (Gene s is 1:28). •
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T
he personality of Israel's first king, Saul, is complicated.

On the one hand, when leading the Israelites to war against

the Ammonites, he successfully instills fear in the Je ws by

slaughtering an ox and distributing a piece to each tribe,

promising that rebels would suffer the same fate. This scenario \\ ith

the Ammonites shows that Saul is a brave and fearless warrior; in

other situations, ho we ver, our first king seems to be weak and

unconfident. For example, Saul is so plagued by insecurity that he

blames the Israelites for his allo wing the Amalekite king to survi ve,

despite G-d's order to kill the entire Amalekite nation. He also blames

the Je wish people for his having brought an untimely sacrifice to G­

d. Due to this seemingly self-contradicting nature, most sources agree

that King Saul suffered from a mental d isorder, and modern psychia­

try, with the help of DS i\I IV (the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual

for Mental Disorders, ed. IV), ma y lead us with clues to a possible

diagnosis.

When Saul's kingdom is taken away from him, Da vid becomes his

successor. The Navi states: "And the spirit of the L-rd departed from

[Saul ) and an evil spirit from the L-rd frightened him" (I Sam. 16: 14).

Da vid is brought in to pla y the harp, and Saul's troubles are alle vi­

ated: "David wou ld take the harp, and would play with his hand, and

Saul would be relieved ... and the spirit of evil would depart from

him" ( I Sam 16:23 ). Such evidence points to the problematic nature

of Saul's mental state. W hat is the "evil spirit" with which Saul is

afflicted, and ho w can we understand Saul's actions in light of mod ­

ern psychiatry?

As we are introduced to Saul, his most prominent personality

trait seems to be his insecurity. As Samuel tells him that he is to be

king, Saul answers: "Am I not a Benjaminite, of the smallest tribes

of Israel? And my famil y the least of all the families of Benjamin?'.

(I Sam 9:21 ) When Samuel is to appoint Saul as king of the Israel­

ites, Saul hides among the baggage. Later, during the war against

the Philistines, Saul is ready to kill his son Jonathan for ha ving

eaten of the honey, and thus having disobeyed his father's orders.

Ho we ver, Saul shows himself compassionate against Agag, the

Amalekite king, and his cattle, but by doing so, disobeys the com­

mandment to wipe out the nation of Amalek, and consequently,

loses his kingship. These actions show us that Saul has misdirected

feelings of compassion: he is compassionate when he should not

be, and he is overly cruel when he should ha ve mercy. This is most

likely an indication of his insecurity, as he is not sure what erno-
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tions are appropriate for the situation. After David kills the giant

Goliath, Saul starts hating David and attempts to kill him: "the evil

spirit from G-d rested upon Saul ... and Saul cast the spear, and

said: "I shall pin Da vid to the wall" (I Sam. 18: 10, I I ). Saul pur­

sued Da vid for the rest of his life in order to kill him. Thus, it is

quite evident that Saul's personality re volves around insecurity, jeal­

ousy, aggression and paranoia.

Liubov ben-Noun [I], a well-known Israeli psychiatrist, consid­

ers four possible diagnoses to explain King Saul's behavior: major

depressive disorder, mixed episode of mania and major depression,

Due to this seemingly self­

contradicting nature, most

sources agree that King Saul

suffered from a mental disorder

bipolar I disorder, and dysthymic disorder. Of these diagnoses, he

finds bipolar I disorder to best conform to the symptoms described.

Bipolar I disorder is characterized by one or more manic or mixed

episodes in which the patient experiences rapidly fluctuating moods,

ranging from persistently ele vated or irritable moods to sadness con­

sistent wit h major depression [2]. Ben- Noun argues that when Saul

casts the ja velin to kill David, he is experiencing a manic episode

whic h causes him to feel irritable, have a decreased need for sleep,

lose his ability to concentrate and experience feelings of aggression.

The manic episode also causes him to experience hallucinations,

explaining why Saul is under the impression that Da vid was after

him. The idea that Saul at times suffered from major depression comes

from the description of the evil spirit which causes him to experi­

ence negative emotions to such an extent that they evolve into delu­

sions against David.

In contrast to the opinion of ben- Noun, H. Shy [3] considers Saul

to ha ve suffered from melancholia and/or epilepsy. Me lancholia is

equivalent to a diagnosis of major depression, and DS i\I IV describes

it as a depressed mood over a prolonged period of time. Such disor­

ders are reflected in diminished interest in activities, changes in

weight and sleeping patterns, fatigue, and feelings of worthlessness".



,

I

Shy s up por ts h is diagnosis of mel ancholi a wi th exc e rpts from the

tea chings of N athan ben Yehiel of Rome, who states that th e evil

spirit refers to bad tho ug hts cau sed by the bla c k bile (me la nc ho ly) .

Rashi al so consi d e rs th e evil sp irit to refer to melanch oly. Howeve r,

in hal ach ik te xt s , attac ks of mel anchol ia are compared to a tt ac ks of

epil epsy. Sh y therefore claims that we can not be certain if Saul's

illne ss was of a melan choli c or e pi lep t ic na ture .

Juliu s Pr euss [4J finds it problematic to ascribe a diagnos is of

melancholi a to Sau l's behavior, as situat ion al influ e nc es most prob­

a bly co n trib u ted to his ac t ions: Saul fought a constant battle aga in st

the Phili stines , was rep rim anded by th e prophet Sa m ue l, a lso hi s

loyal fri end , rejected by G- d , a nd wa s told that hi s kingdom wo uld

be taken over and give n to so meone better th an him . H e saw in

Da vid a rival, who wou ld tak e ove r th e th ron e, an d he th erefore

a tt e m p te d to kill him. Sa u l's three sons died in battl e , together wit h

a la rge number of h is e nem ies . In th e end , Saul committed suicide

by fa lling upon his swor d , a n ac t , accord ing to Pr euss, m oti vated

e n t ire ly by the si t ua t io n , so th at he would not be taken cap t ive by

hi s ene m ies a nd tortured to dea th . To explai n the ev il s p irit, Preuss

a rgues tha t Saul suffered from ep ilepsy. H e supports this with th e

passage in wh ich Saul goe s to see k David. "[Sa u l] too s t rip pe d off

his clothes . . . a nd he fe ll naked all th at day a nd a ll the night." ( I

Sam . 19: 24 ) Epil ep sy is caused by a bnorma l e lec tr ic a l act ivi ty in

the bra in, resul ting in seizures which ca n manife st themsel ves by

los s of cons c io usnes s, a nd ab no rm al jerki ng a nd tw it ch ing of th e

hands a nd legs [5]. Sau l's illnes s was assoc iate d w ith long periods

of interm ission , wh ich is wh y pal ace offic ia ls thought th at David '

play ing of the lyre healed him of his symptoms .

t\ lo s t scholars agree th at King Saul ca n be tho ught to ha ve suf­

fered from a mental di so rde r. The di agn os es most a ttri b u te d to

him include bipolar I di sorder, me la nc ho lia , and e pileps y. Althou gh

a concl usive di agn osis ca n never be reach ed d ue to a lac k of fu r­

ther evidence such as fa m ilia l history, for exa m p le , it is in te res t ­

ing t o o bs erve th at modern ps ychia tr y m ay pro vid e u s with a n in ­

s ight into famous bibli cal personal itie s , allo wing us to bette r un­

ders tand th e ac t io ns of th e fig u re s in Tanach . •
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W
ithin the time span of a mere nin e months, a si ngle­

celled zygo te divides in fin itely, giv ing ris e to a ll th e

tissu es , orga ns, and organ sys tems th a t com pose

the hu man body. W hi le th e genera l mode of ce ll

d iffere ntia t ion is we ll kno wn , th e order of organ crea tion rema ins

more esote ric . Post ulates of various ph iloso ph ers co ncerni ng the ini­

tial organ to de vel op include t he big toe , the head, t he heart , and the

liver. j ust as there is lack of agre e ment as to the order of organ cre­

a tio n, t he re a re a lso dive rging opi nions co nc e rni ng t he order of or­

gan decay upon death . Whil e Aristotle beli eved t he heart to be the

first organ to ar ise and th e las t to dep art , PIin ius dee me d the heart

t he initia l organ to pe rish [ I].Though the ph iloso phers were unable

reach an over -riding conse nsu s concern ing the seq uence of organ

crea tion and deat h, j ewish law provides an unw ave ring a nswer.

Tal mudi c teac hings (N iddah 3 1a) assert tha t man, wom an , and

God all ha ve vita l roles in the crea tio n of a huma n being. \,I,' h ile the

fathe r's sperm is essen tia l in the crea tion of th e bo ne s, na ils , brain

fluid, and wh ite of th e eye, the mot her endows t he child wi th the

skin, flesh , blood, hair, and black part of the eye . Finally, God be­

s tows the child wi th th e so ul, beauty, s igh t, he ar ing, speec h , move­

ment , and menta l ca pa bilit ies . Up on de at h , Go d reclaim s his gifts ,

but th e part s of man imp arted fro m his/h er par ents are le ft beh ind

[2].

W hi le the par ent 's role in crea tion is limited to t he child 's phys i­

cal att rib ut es , God bestows t he soul; th e "organ" of indi vidu ality, ca­

pabi lit ies , pote nti a l and freedom of c hoice. In abse nce of th e so u l,

man's body wou ld lac k pur pose and immedia te ly become rancid and

thus , the so u l is the first "organ" endowed to man [ I ]; hence the

ins ta nt of its dep art ur e wou ld be indica tive of death . Since every

momen t of life is pr iceless , eve n whe n of poor qu ality, [3] a ph ysi ­

c ian mu st be absolutely certa in of th e so u ls' absen ce before declar­

ing his pati ent deceased , a nd thus free ing h ims e lf from furth e r med i­

cal resp ons ibil it ie s.

Given the absence of a medical procedu re cap abl e of est abl ishin g

the ab se nce of th e so u l, ph ys ician s mu st re ly on le ss foo lproof met h­

ods of es ta blish ing de ath . Whil e cessat ion of all p hysical organ func ­

tion is an undeni abl e indicat or of fatality, the rel ativel y recent inve n­

tion of a rtific ia l respira tion has co mplica te d matte rs both ac co rdi ng

to jewish law and sec ular mora l sta nd ards . C urren tly, an irrevers ib ly

brain dead patien t , un able to breathe ind ep endently, ca n be kept a live

on a resp irat or, so long as h is hea rtbeat con t inue s. Is t his patient
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t ruly aliv e and worth y of continu ed life su pport (4)?

Whil e sus ta ined art ificia l respiration unt il a ll org an s cease to func­

tio n is ce rtain ly a safe approac h, o the r fac to rs mu st be cons idered .

First , t he cos t of prese rving a bra in dead patie nt is astro n omical and

may be bett er spent on a pat ient \\ it h a greate r c hance of reco\·er y.

Se nsi tiv ity to th e pat ient 's family a nd frien ds is another im por tan t

cons idera tion , for it is impossi ble for on e to maintain a healthy emo­

tional st at e when one 's loved one is near death fo r an exte nded pe ­

riod . Finall y, mo st es sent ial with regard to j ewish law, is th e ques­

tio n of orga n do nation. Brain dead pa tien ts wh o re tain a sp nn tan e -

Being that there are physical organs

that support the soul, death of

such organs would be indicative of

the soul's departure,

ous heartb eat a re the only pot e nt ial organ do nors . T hus , wait ing un­

ti l term inat ion of all t he pa tie nt's organ s, in clud ing his spontaneo us

heartbeat , be fore declari ng death , wou ld nu llify h is donor sta tus an d

may have se rious impl icat ion s for t he pa t ient eagerl y await ing a tra ns­

plant [4J.

\Nhi le irreve rsi ble abse nce of a sp onta neous hear tb eat was th e

tra di tio na l approac h to defi ni ng dea th, the possib ility of organ tra ns­

plant tr iggered th e reev aluat ion of t he previo usly accep ted de finitio n

[5]. Afte r revisi ti ng the su bjec t of death in co nj unc tion with th e c u r­

rent me dical advances of 1968, the "House of Del eg at es of th e Ame ri­

ca n Medical Assoc iati on" ad apted the tr ad itionalist app roach . They

de cla red death to be based on th e ass essme nt of both the pa tie nt 's

phys ic ian and a second ph ysic ian , \\ ho must ut ilize all poss ibl e med i­

ca l test s to mak e an e thica lly so und de cisi on [6]. T hat sa me year, t he

Ha rvar d ;\Ied ica l School comm itt ee h inged th e definiti on of dea t h

on the cessation of brain act ivity rath er than on t he absen ce of a

spo ntane ous heart beat. Accordin g to th e "H arva rd Criteria ," a bra in

dead pat ient ca n be declared dead as long as th e pat ient does not

res pond to pai nfu l or exte rna l stim u li, lack s spon ta neo us resp irat ion ,

is void of bra ins te m and spi nal re fle xes , p roves incapa b le of decer­

ebra te respo nses (unconsciously m ovin g up per body parts) , and h is



brainwave s produce a flat EEG [5].

A few yea rs later, in 1981, the "Pres id en t's Comm ission for the

Study of Ethical Problems in ,\ Ied ic ine and Biomedical and Behav­

ioral Research" repl aced th e "Harvard Criteria" with a new set of

st andards. i\Iesh ing the traditional and modern defin itions of death ,

the C ommissio n dec lared th at one is dead if he or she has e ither

suffe re d fro m irrever sible card iac and respi ratory dysfunct ion or ir­

revers ible brain death in both the cer ebrum (uppe r bra in ) and the

brainstem (lowe r br ain ) [4] . Recei vin g messages from both sides of

the body and serving as "the seat of co ns c iousness," the ce rebrum

mu st be in a coma. Additionally, the brai nstern , th e regulator of breath­

ing, consciousness , an d bod y temperature , and th e conn ec t io n poi n t

to the upper hem ispheres, mu st have al so malfu nctioned . Since res ­

pirat ion is dependent on the br ainste rn , abse nce of respirat ion dis ­

played through apn ea testing, is a definitive sign that the br ainstem

has failed [4] . Additional substantiati on for br ain death ca n be ac­

complished through an EEG of the upper brain reg ions , evoked po ­

tentials of t he cerebrum , and confi rmed abse nce of blood flow to the

bra in.

Through employment of suc h med ical evalu at ions, th e secu la r

physician can be nearly certain as to his level of compliance with the

"Harvard Criteria" and/or the "Pr eside nt 's Comm ission ," but how does

the Je wish physic ia n determ in e the con clusion of his or her medical

respon s ibilities to the patient? Since it is im possible to directl y mea­

sure th e sou l's presence , Talmudic tea ch ings and rabbinical authori­

ties hav e provided a n indirect way to be certain of th e soul's abse nce .

Being th at there a re ph ysical organs th at support the soul, death of

such organ s would be indicative of th e soul 's depa rture.

Acc ording to th e Rambam (i\ li shna Erch in 20 a) the orga ns upon

wh ich th e soul relie s inc lude th e heart , th e brain , and the live r. Thus ,

the death of all three of th ese vita l or gan s would ce rtai n ly deem the

person de ad. Difficulty arises when th e status of an individual with

malfunction of only one or two of these organs is conside red . One

o pinion of Rabbini c au t horities sta tes th at the moment one of these

three orga ns cease s to fu nc tion , t he patient is decl ar ed dead . Others

believe th at the cessation of one of th ese three orga ns mar ks the

start of de ath , but the patient remains in a half-dead st at e u nt il all

three ar e no longer function ing [7]. Since it is forbidden to murder

an individual in a half-dead s ta te, [8 ] th e patient cannot be deemed

dead unti l all three orga ns cease . While the conser vati ve approac h

would b e to wa it for the he art , br ain and liver to expire , othe r factors

such as cost of medical care , th e e moti ona l we llb e in g of the pa tient's

loved on es , and most importan tly org an donation must be cons id­

e red . Thus, one must look deeper into Biblical, Talmudic, and Rab­

binic sou rces to asce rtain wh ether halacha agrees with soci et y's as­

soc iat io n of irreve rs ible and complete br ain dys fun ction with de ath

o r whe t her other organs mu st have malfunc tioned as well before fa­

tality can be decl a red [2] .

A Bibl ica l source for death , based on abse nce of card iac ac tivity,

is a bibli cal ve rse st at ing th at "and you sho u ld love G od with a ll you r

heart" (Deute ro nomy 6:5 ). Up on this ve rse it is exp ounded tha t one

mus t love God up until death whi ch occurs when th e heart ceases to

function (Rabbc nu Bahya) IIOJ, Add itionall y, subs tant iation for the

rol e of re spirat ion in confe rr ing life is th e Biblic al verse "... al l tha t

had the br eath of life in its nost rils " (G e nesis 7:22 ) [8] .

During a discu ss ion of an ins ta nce in wh ich it is perm issible to

vio la te th e Sabbath , the Talmud also correlates de ath with ab sence

of respiration and/or ca rd iac act ivity. The i\li shna (Yoma 8:6-7) sta tes

that it is pe rmissibl e to desecrat e the Sabbath in ord e r to save a life .

Therefo re , a lthough it is gen e rall y forb idden to uncover deb ris on

Sabbath, if an ind ividu al is caught under a co lla pse d build ing and it

is unknown wheth er he is alive , one may u nc ove r j ust enough rubble

as to determine in th e vic t im is alive or dead. If he is dead, no fur­

th er debris may be re moved , bu t in the ca se that he is ali ve , he may

be complet ely uncover ed . The Ta lm ud brings forth two opin ion s re­

gard ing th e amount of rubb le th at the re scuer ma y initially un cover ;

e it he r until the vic ti m's no se to c hec k for respiration , or until hi s

heart to determine th e presence of cardiac ac t ivity (Yoma 85a ), thus

implying th at the abs ence of respiration andlor cardi ac activity is a

sig n that th e soul has departed . The Rarnbarn adds that a certain

amou n t of time mu st transpire befo re decla ring su ch a pe rson dead ,

so as to be ce rta in th a t he has not fai nted . Additio na lly, Rabbi Sholom

i\ lo rd ec ha i Schwadron believes tha t the body mu st be complete ly

st ill before concluding that th e individu a l has died . T hu s , according

to Talmudic law and many contemporary Rabbinic authorities, one

with pe rm anent respiratory malfunction , lack of pul se , and absence

of mo vement for ha lf an hour is lacking a soul and thus may be de ­

clared de ad r61·

W h ile many mod ern da y Rabbinic sc ho la rs continue to support

t he traditional approach of de ath by cessat ion of card iac /respiratory

func t ions , substan tia t ion for life hinged on brain ac tivity ha s sur­

faced as well. First , the Rambarn (H ilc hot Ave] 4 :5 ) writes of the

importanc e of bra in dysfunction in determi ning death . Additi onally,

Rav i\ loshe Feins tein 's most rec e nt op in ion conce rni ng death hin ged

on a bsenc e of brain act ivity is based on a second citation from the

Harnbam (M ishna Tor ah, Hilch ot Turnat i\ le t I: 15), The Rarnbam

writes that a decap itated individual is considered dead even in the

case th at h is limbs move for a sho rt wh ile afte r t he decap itation .

C ertain th at decapitati on and brai n death are equivalent , Rav ;\ lo she

asse rt s th a t lack of blood flow to the br ain , a foolp roof indicator of

brain de ath, is suffici ent evide nce th at th e patien t has died , even if

the heart continues to beat. In an effort to explain th e seeming dis­

crepancy be twee n his belief and thc classi cal Talm udic approach ,

Hal' i\I osh e evaluates the trad iti onal opinion in the context of the

ca se brought down by the Tal m ud . Sin ce the Talmud speak s of a

vic t im who se sta tus is unknown , it concentrates on respiratory and
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ca rd iac act ivity; bo th vis ib le ind icators that th e pe rson may be ali ve .

j\ Ieanwhile , wit h tod ay's med ic al technology, the co nd it ion of a hos­

pita l bo und pa tie n t is usu all y well known , and th us inst ead of sea rc h­

ing for indicators of life , the goa l is to dete rmi ne the condi tions t ha t

co nno te de ath . Acco rd ing to Rav i\ lo she, once medica l tech nology

has confirmed th e abse nce of blood flow to the brain, the pati ent is

ce rta in ly de ad rega rd less of any ca rd iac activity. Hen ce, Rav i\ Ios he's

view in d icat es tha t dea th accordi ng to Halacha occu rs before a ll bod ily

organs cease ac tivity [ 10],

In agree me nt wi t h Rav Mos he 's POSItIon , Rabb i i\1. Tendler

eq ua tes ca rd iac ac t ivity in a bra in dea d pat ient wit h the spon tan eous

move me nts of the lim bs of the decapita te d ind ividual men tioned by

t he Rambam . Whi le bra in dysfu nct ion is indicative of de ath , cardiac

act ivity is si mpl y ce llul ar acti on t hat ma y conti nue after deat h as

lon g as the requi red nutrients ar e obtained . Rabb i Tend le r als o not es

t ha t the ab sence of sponta neous resp irat ion is a c lear ind icat or that

t he e n ti re bra in is dysf u nctiona l, [ 10] th us asserting that upo n abso­

lu te neu rological and resp irat ory dysfunction, th e so ul exits t he body.

W hile Rabbi Ten dle r seems to mainta in that the bra in serves as

t he pri mary support for the soul ot her Rabb inic authorities strongly

d isagree , Rabbi Aaro n Sol oveich ik asserts th at absence of spo nta ne ­

ous respira tion marks the beginnin g of death , but the pe rson remains

se mi- a live un til long as all func tio ns controll ed by t he brain cease to

fu nc t ion . Even if a pe rson is 'h a lf-alive', an y procedur e that will ac-

celerate dea th is forbidden , an d t he phys ic ian st ill re ta ins med ical

responsibi lity [6 ]. T his approac h wou ld im ply that the soul is sup ­

ported by all bod ily orga ns, a nd thus , retains a prese nc e in th e bod y

until a ll orga ns te rminat e fu nc tion entire ly.

While a ll Rabb in ic au t ho rit ies agree tha t the cl ass ical Ta lmud ic

approach ma in ta ins t ha t upon the ab sen ce of cardiac a nd respiratory

acti vity th e soul has dep arted , evolut ion s in sc ie nt ific knowledge and

medi cal tec hn ology have sp ur re d the a na lysis of th is defini tion in

conjunc t ion wi t h co ntempora ry times , Today, it is know n t hat und er

co ndi tions such as hypotherm ia and drug overdose one ma y appear

to be void of bot h card iac and respi ra tory ac tiv ity, yet re ma in \'e ry

m uch a live. Thus, conte mporary authori ties who uphold t his approac h

ad d tha t a sig nificant amo un t of t ime must lap se be for e co nfirming

de ath , and the ph ysic ian m us t make every possible atte m pt to awake n

the pat ient [6 ]. Since tes t ing for brai n dea th is now possible, others

beli eve t ha t the te chno logica l confirmat ion of absolu te abse nce of

bra in activity is sufficie nt in de cl a ring dea th a nd consequen t ly t he

depar tu re of the so ul. Stil l, oth er opinions ma in tain t hat one ca nno t

be decla red dead un til a ll bo d ily organs are lifel ess, implyi ng that

every organ provides support for the so ul [ 101. W hile there is clearly

no over-rid ing co nsensus rega rdi ng the mo me nt of dea t h, suc h su b­

jec t mat te r se e ms worthy of am big uity. W hen the life of t he sou l is at

stake , even a minu te measu re of un certa inty is enough to warrant

furth e r life support . •
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L
ife styles of religions and cu ltur es tend to be incl ined towards

speci fic co mmu nity iss ues, stemming fro m the cu sto ms a nd

practi ces deemed essen tia l to their exis te nce . Some c ultu re s

have ritu als a nd law s that are de trime n ta l to th eir heal th ,

but impossibl e to discontinue since it is dam aging to their belie f sys­

tem . Modesty in dress, as pr act iced by Orthodox Jewish ~I om e n, ma y

be a possible risk to developing osteoporosis a nd thus needs fu rther

eva luat ion .

Upon exp osu re to the ultraviolet light in th e s un light, pr ec ur sor

c ho lesterol molecule in th e ski n is co nverted to vita mi n D. Vitami n

D is first t ran sported to th e kidneys whe re it is modi fied . It then

proc eeds to the liver wh ere it eve n tua lly becom es the ho rm on e ,

calcitrolwhich promotes th e a bso rpt ion of calc ium by the in tes t ines .

An adequate su pply of cal ci um is needed to pre ve nt osteoporosis

(Made r, 2003). (6J Thus, th e q ue st ion to be di scussed is whe t he r

the modest dress of Orthodox Jewish wom en pred isposes them to

os teoporosis .

"Tzniut " is the Hebre w term fo r modest y, pertaining to one's be ­

havior, as we ll as to one's manner o f dress . It is a n aspec t of Ju dai sm

th at e nha nces on e 's sp iri t ua lity a nd he lps on e connect to G- d . Tzn tu i

entails dr ess in g mod estl y to sho w awa re ness of G-d and to demon ­

strate respect a nd re verence of H im. VI'o me n ar e required to d res s

modestly by wea ring attire th at is not revealing a nd covering the e l­

bows and kn ees . Although th e foc us of the laws of Tzniut is upon

women, men are required to ac t a nd dress mod estly as well. \-\'hen

one dresses an d ac ts properl y it e nha nces hi s/h er relationsh ip with

G-d .Tm iut creat es an a tmosphe re o f holiness an d integrity. perme­

ati ng through out life . The laws of Tzn iut a re derived from the re ­

qui remen ts speci fie d in th e Tora h a nd traditi ons th at have bee n de­

fin ed by the pract ice of Jewi sh wom en for gen e rati ons.

The t\ l is hna h in tractate Ke tubot notes th at it was customa ry for

Jewish worn e n to refrai n from weaving in th e ma rketpl ac e . T he

Gernara explains that the act ion s of weaving us ually caused a woman

to expose her upper arms in publ ic , which was conside red to be im­

mo dest. An yon e who dresses immodestly violates the biblical prohi ­

bition of "You sh all not put up a stu m bling bloc k in front of a bl ind

person" (Vayikrah 19: 14). By igno ring the law s of Tzniui , a wom a n is

ca using a man to viol ate th e law fo rbidding h im to view parts of a

wo ma n's body that sho uld be cov e red .

Even though men and wom en must dress a ppro pria te ly and ac t

modestly, th ey must take into ac co un t issu es rega rd ing he alth con-

ce rns I I ). O steoporosis , a di sease th at a ffec ts the ske le ta l system,

occurs whe n the bones of the body have lost vital mi ner als , C alcium

is need ed to keep bones st ro ng. W itho ut it, bones t h ro ugh out th e

body may be come we ak , b rit tl e a nd susce pt ib le to frac tu res . The

bon es most suscept ibl e to osteoporosis a re the hip , bac k and wrist

bones . Osteoporosis is a se rious heal th problem affect ing approx i­

mately tw enty million pe ople in the United States. Since the disease

causes the bones of th e bod y to weaken , br eakage can occur with the

slightest movements like be nd ing or lift ing a he avy objec t.

The bon es of th e bod y groll as th e bod y matures and old bone is

A person's spiritual growth

cannot develop without proper

maintenance of the physical body.

repl aced by ne w bone th roughout ch ild hoo d and young ad ulthood .

During thi s t ime, the nell' bone is added faster th an th e old bone is

re moved . This cau ses the bones to become dense and lar ge which

reduces bone loss at this ea rly stage of life . By age th irt y th e bones

rea c h their pe ak bone mass . Aft er th is sta ge , th e bon e re mova l be ­

gin s to oc c ur faster th an new bone production, which ove r time leads

to bone loss. Bone loss is at its highest post menopause afte r which

it progre ssively continues but at a slow er rate .

Some ad ults may deve lop a co nd itio n called osteope ni a , c ha rac­

terized by low bone den s ity, whi ch ca n lea d to ost eop orosis , whe n

th e bone de nsity becomes even lowe r. Low bone densit y makes th e

bones weaker a nd more brit tl e, cau sing a higher ris k of frac tu re . If

the bon es of the body do not re ac h th ei r peak bone mass during th e

year s of development , osteo porosis becom es a greater risk . Possibl e

fractures caused by osteoporosis can hinder a person's a bi lity to lead

an active life. Taking pr eventative me asures by maintaining levels of

calci um a nd vitam in D can keep th e bones st ro ng and preve n t break­

age . Ca lc ium is th e main mineral in bones while vita mi n D promotes

it s up ta ke and ab sorption in to the bo dy.

Vita m in D level s are maintain ed in th e po pul ation through expo ­

su re to sunli gh t, whic h indu ces the syn thes is of vitamin D. Because

of th e mod esty restrictions a pplie d to th e dress cod e fo r Jewish

wom en , their skin e xposure to sunlight may be min im al. Th is cou ld
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result in a decrease in synthesis of vita min D. lead ing to minimal

absorption of calcium . Jewish wom en shou ld be aware of the risk s of

osteoporos is to prevent compl ication s from this disease .

C alc ium suppl e me nts and addit ion a l wei ght bearing physical ac­

tiv ity are two ways of pre ventin g osteopo ros is [4]. Although pre ven ­

tion is impo rtant . it is also im pe ra t ive to determine how wid esp read

th e pro blem of vita min D de fici ency is coupled to the absence of

ph ys ical ac tiv ity. A study done by Werne r et al. (2003) looked at os­

teoporos is health related behaviors in se c u lar a nd Torah -observant

Jewish women living in Isr ael. O st eoporosis . as noted , ma y result in

ph ysical complications , includ ing lim it ed fun ct ion , pain , soci al and

psych o logic al effects. such as th e loss of in dependence . inability to

work, decreased quality of life. loll' sc lf esteem, which could result

in depression. Despite these compli cati ons , osteoporosis is prevent­

able . Many studies have shown that exercise , avoidance of smoking

and adequ at e intake of calcium and vit amin D can help prevent the

disease . Observant Je wish women wh o ma y have specific dress re ­

qui rements and restrictions on certain ph ysica l act ivities ma y need

to heighten their awareness of ost eoporosis prev ention .

Both orthodox and secular Is rael i wo me n part icipated in th e

above mentioned study. They we re as ked to report their health

re lat ed beh aviors , includ in g thei r leve l of ph ysica l activit y, whe th e r

th ey regul ar ly engaged in sports ac t iviti es. w ha t types of activ i­

ti e s, and ho w often. Since smoki ng can a lso af fec t the ris k of os ­

teoporosis. the women were as ked if t h ey currently smoked or if

the y did in th e past. They were al so as ke d to record how m u ch

alcohol they co ns u med weekl y. Calcium int a ke of the part icipants

was me asured by the amount of dairy pr oducts and ca lc ium supp le­

ment s th at were taken over th e course of the week . Orthodox

women part icipated in walking and general da y to da y physical

activity. while secular participants were involved in a wider va ri­

ety of ac t ivit ies including structured fitness programs and swim ­

ming . The differences might be du e to a va rie ty of factors. Ortho­

dox wom en might have avoided part icipating in certain activities

that require a more re vealing mo de of dress and difference in

mod es of exe rc ise might have refl e ct ed differences in the socio­

econo m ic status of the two groups of pa rt ic ipa n ts . Orthodox com ­

munities with significantly larger famil ie s may be of a lower so ­

ci oeconom ic status and therefore e ngage in functional ph ysic al

acti vit y ra t he r t ha n pa ying to join a profess ional fitness p rogram.

Yet . the incidence of osteo po rosi s was not significant ly d iffe re n t

within the two group s of women. Interesti ngly, there wa s a cal ­

ciu m d efic it in both groups . The secu la r pa rtic ipants obtained

know ledge of the importance of c alc ium through informati ve edu ­

cation , while the orthodox women acq u ired knowledge informa lly

from family members and their soc ia l circles . Although the stud y
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did not demonstrate that d res s was a fac to r of vi ta min D def i­

ci e ncy, it did ra ise im porta n t issu e s regarding specifi c ph ys ical

ac tiv ity a nd it s relationship to ost eoporosis . Religious women a re

restric te d in the form s of exerc ise th at require immodest d ress,

thu s impacting the ir choice of ph ys ical acti vit y. Howeve r. as lon g

as th es e women con tinu e to pa rtici pa te in ph ysica l ac ti viti e s suit­

abl e to th e ir life style. t hey can ma intain a heal t hy body. Appar­

c n t ly, there was no d if fer enc e in th e inc ide nce of ost eoporos is

bet ween secular and Orthodox J ewish women. albeit t hei r differ­

ing modes of dress , exerc ise , a nd gathering of health inform at ion .

Apparentl y d ress ing with Tzn iiu is not a he alth risk [2) .

Interest ingly, the mod est d ress code of Orthodox Jewish wom en

has a distinct health adv antage . as they are less prone to malign ant

melanoma (i.e ., cancer of th e skin) as demonstrated by two studies .

The first study was conducted to compare the incidence of skin can­

ce r between residents of Bnei Brak, an Orthodox city. with its nei gh­

bor c ity, Gi vatayim, a city populat ed by secular Jews and the seco nd

between res idents of jerusa lem and two secular c ities on th e out­

skirts of Tel Aviv. Both comparison s noted that the incidences of ma­

lign ant melanoma were signifi cantl y lower in the cit ies populated by

Orthodox Jews (Vardi et ai., 1993) [5].

An add it iona l study was done by Tah a et al , (200 I ) \\ hi ch looked

at the bone mineral den sit y diffe rence be tween th e ult ra-orth odox

Jews and thei r secular coun terpa rt s. T he bone min eral de nsity of

ad oles cen t girls and boys from th e u lt ra-ort hodox Jewish commun ity

was significantly less th an the secu lar ind ividua ls. Twenty seve n per­

ce n t of the adolescent boys in pa rticu la r had ver y loll' val ues . T he

loll' va lue could be attr ibuted to their lifest yle , which precluded the

need to exe rc ise . However, it is a lso possible that geneti cs may have

been a contributing factor. This study does not conclude th at study­

ing in yeshiva for many hours . or othe r religious customs is a cau s­

at ive factor in osteoporosis but rather that. people should take their

he alth into consideration . (T he re searchers are careful to not e th at

eve ry religious person does no t lac k vitamin D and does not nec es­

sari ly participate in ph ysic al ac t ivity. Rather. the research intended

to he ighten the awareness of the publi c that , to be healthy, it is im­

portant to get sufficient ph ys ical ac t ivity and sunlight during the day

(3).

A pe rson's sp ir it ua l grow t h cannot develop without pr oper

ma in te nan ce the ph ys ical body. T h e Torah st ates explic itly th at one

m u st t ake care of his /h e r b o dy : "v i n ish nia ii e in m e ad

linafsh ata ch em "(De\·arim. 4 :I 5) "a nd you shou ld tak e ca re of your

body and soul vigilan tly." Learnin g abo ut acti vit ies to improve health

is the first ste p to leading a he alth y life s ty le . One shou ld do every­

thing deemed possible to keep him/herself in good health a nd the

re st is lip to G-d . •
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T
roughout the Torah there are several nalach ic issues with re

gard to the mouth . Halacha is a syste m of laws that addresses

religious obligations that pertain to observant Jews [I] . Con

cerning the mouth , several halachic issues are debated amongst

the chacuaniini, sages. Examples of su ch topics include immersing in

the 11lilwah, (ritual bath), carrying a gold or a temporary tooth on Shabbat,

having bad breath, brushing ones teeth on Slwbbat, and waiting between

meat and dairy.

According to halacha, on the seventh day following menstruation, a

wom an perform s tevila , bodily immersion , in a ritual bath known as th e

11lihah. Unt il th e purifi cation process is complete , marital relations are

forb idden . The majority of the woman 's body must be covered by the

mikvan water and she must avoid any chatzi tzali, ph ysical barri er, be­

tween her bod y and the water. Although one 's mouth rem ain s shut whi le

imm ersed in th e 11lihah, a chatzitzah in th e mouth is forbidden [3J.

W hile permanent braces, fillings and prostheses are not within th e cat­

egory of chatzizali , removable dentures and tempora ry orthodontic ap­

plianc es mu st be removed prio r to the immersion [ I ].

Qu esti on ar ises as to whether a gold ca p on ones tooth is consider ed

a chatzitzali [2]. According to the Daat Safer, a woman is permitt ed to

imm ers e with a gold cap, but not with a silver cap . The Avnei Neier

(Yoreh Deah 259 ) disagrees , st ating th at immersion with either type of

cap is perm issible . These differing opinions are based on the fact th at

one is not permitted to carry a gold tooth on Shabbatfrom reshutha)'achid,

a publ ic domain, to reshut harabim, a private domain. Years ago it \\ as

uncommon to have a false tooth, and therefore one with dentures was

prone to embarrassment. Such humiliati on was likely to cause him to

rem ove th e false tooth and carry it on Shabbat, an action that is prohib­

ited. Accord ing to the DaatSafer, a silver ca p is not considered a chaizuah.

because it appea rs more similar to the ac tua l tooth than one made of

gold, and th erefore one would be less like ly to remove it and carry of

Slwbbat. On th e other hand, th e Al'nei Nezer believes that both gold and

silver ca ps are not considered a chatzitzah, as th eir purpose is to protect

th e tooth.

In the Mishna Slwbbat, Rabbi Meir permi ts on e to \\ ear an artif icial

or a gold tooth on Shabbat but the sages forbid such beh avior. There is

also disagreem ent as to whether on e ca n carry a false tooth in th e pu b­

lic. According to Rabbi Obadiah Bartemrra the art ific ia l tooth referred to

in th e inisnna is a denture. The tooth had to be plated in gold due to

growth of a mo ld, thus implying that tooth deca y was correlated with

th e growth of mold [7]. According to the Rambam the artificial tooth

_ _ ........_ _ ->-'~ech HaTeva

de scribed in the nushna re fer s to a discolored tooth stained by dentin

ca used by degraded blood ce lls [7] . In this case , gold crown s were used

to restore the tooth . Accordin g to all the op inions listed above, a gold

crown is not considered as a cnatzrzah,

Another halachic issu e with regard to teeth is halitosis, a common

cond ition of bad breath . It originate s in the mouth, with the tongu e

be ing the major source of th e malodor. Oral malodor is caused by bact e­

rial breakdown of food within th e oral cavity. When glycoprotein s are

deglycosylated by Cram-positive bact eria , the resultant amino acids are

furthe r metabolized to end prod uc ts with nasty odors [4]. Addition ally,

Once a dental emergency is

classified as a pikuach nefeshI

life threatening, a dentist can do

anything for his patient's care.

ketone bodies created by th e rapid hydrolysis of triglyce rides crea te a

pH imbalance, ca using a bad odor cha racterized as fru ity and acet one

sme lling. This cond ition , ter med keto sis, occurs during dieting and in

uncontrolled diabetes mellit us [4] . Factors that increase th e likelihood

of developing bad breath include dryness of the mouth, fasting, and

sleeping [4].

According to the Talmud, bad breath is considered a dis ability. A

man who divorces his wife due to her bad breath is not requ ired to pay

the amount stimulated in the hetllba, the marr iage contract. On th e

ot he r hand , if the wom an wants to divorce he r husband becau se of his

bad breath, then he must givc her th e agreed amount written in th e

marriage contract. A wom an is not permitted to ch ew a mint at all time s

whe n having contact with her hu sband. However, as a cu re for ha litosis ,

a woman may go into the public doma in on Shabbat with a peppercorn

or a globule of salt in her mouth .

W hile generally one may usc a peppercorn or a globu le of sa lt on

Slwbbat to improve one's brea th, a kohen is forbidden from do ing so

[4] . Add it ionally, a kohen \\ ith ora l malodor cannot work in the beit

hamilulash. Further, if he is missing teeth, if his lower jaw is stre tc hed

beyond the upper one , an d if his mouth is weak and saliva is dripp ing,

pe rhaps as a result of paralysis of th e fac ia l nerve, he is not pe rm itted

to ser ve in the beit ha11lihdash, [4 1.



An important aspect of kashrut. in halacna is waiting between meat

and dairy products. The halacha requires the individual to wait a period

of up to six hours after eating meat before one can partake in dairy prod ­

ucts because six hours are required to be certain that the taste of meat

has dissipated from the mouth. The reason it takes a long time for the

taste of meat to dissipate is because saliva lacks proteolytic en zymes

and meat (i.e . bovine skeletal muscle ) is difficult to digest [6]. If meat is

found in between ones teeth even after the period, it must be removed

prior to eating dairy [61.

W ith regard to emergencies on Shabbat, halaclia states that human

life takes precedence over all the commandments except for idolatry,

murder and incest [8]. W hich dental emergencies allow an observant

dentist to set aside all Shabbat laws? There is a debate over whether

Shabbat is considered as hutra, abrogation, or dechuya, suspension. If

the Shabbat is huira then one can do anything necessary to help his

patient. On the other hand, if the Shabbat was deciiuya, a dentist can

onl y help one if patient's situation is pi/mach nefesh, life threatening.

Furthermore, if the Shabbat is hutra there is no need to go to a non

Jewish dentist. Seek a non Je wish dentist. The concept of a shinu); per­

formance of an act on Shabbat in an unusual way, does not have to be

done if Shabbat is considered as luura. Ho wever, if it is dechuya, then a
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shimcy is required. What is considered as a shinu)' for a dentist? It is not

feasible for a dentist to perform a shinuy because it includes an act of

being less successful or the method of the act must be tedious which is

not practical for a dentist.

Once a dental emergency is classified as a pi/mach nefesh, life threat­

ening, a dentist can do anything for his patient's care. Halacha allo ws

one to violate the Shabbat for an y internal sore, defined as a sore from

the lip or teeth inward, with the teeth are included. ln addition, con­

ditions such as tooth abscesses, ja w swelling, and gum infections are

classified in the category of internal sore. In such cases, the Shabbat

laws must be put aside. If one is suffering from mild dental pain, the

Shabbat laws may not be desecrated. If there is loss of function, rab­

binic, but not biblical, prohibitions may be transgressed. If there is

moderate pain and no real danger, only the prohibition of telling a

non-Jew to act is suspended and needed action can be done [8].

Understanding these halachot, je wish laws, not onl y allows Jel l's to

act correctly when necessary, but also teaches an important lesson in

Judaism: even the most minuscule problem, for instance one's mouth,

can have such a large effect on our daily actions. This idea, of course,

holds true not only in the case of one's mouth, but also in many other

facets . •
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THE RIGHT WAY FOR A LEFTY: IMPLICATIONS
OF LEFT-HANDEDNESS IN JEWISH LAW

J L lj>~ . _

T
he Torah prescribes laws that dictate each and every as

pect of our lives, including, for example, the manner in

which we wash our hands and the way we must eat. There

are even laws pertaining to the hand which must be used to

perform such activities, and these laws differ for someone right­

handed and left-handed.

A study by Coren and Porac ( 1977) found that over the past 5,000

years 93 % of the population has been right-handed. The genetic as ­

pect of handedness is not definitive, although a gene for handedness

has been identified on chromosome 2. Some believe that the gene

demonstrates incomplete dominance. Thus, dominant homozygotes

are always right-handed and recessive homozygotes are consistently

left-handed while hybrids, or heterozygotes, are ambidextrous and

can use either hand [ I ] . Others are of the opinion that handedness

is a multi-factorial trait, perhaps in volving environmental factors. In

a study about behavioral genetics, Huheey (1977 ) suggested that most

are right-handed because of the evolutionary tendency of mothers to

hold their infants on the left side, as the rhythmic beat of the heart

is soothing to the baby. As a result, mothers became skillful at ma ­

nipulating objects with their right hand, and eventually the right­

handed trait became selectively favored [I].

For most, left-handedness might mean slight inconveniences such

as bumping elbows at the dinner table or struggling to take notes on

a righty desk. However, wit h in Orthodox Judaism the implication of

being left-handed is far greater. The Talmud describes left-handed

people as "iter yad", meaning closed or hindered hand. Thus, the

phrase iter rad indicates that the right hand is hindered from per­

forming tasks with full strength (Rashi, Shoftim 3: 15). From Biblical

sources, the Talmud deduced that the right hand always takes prece­

dence over the left. Parshat Metzora states that in order to purify a

metzora, one with leprosy, the 'when puts olive oil and blood from

the korban. on the leper's right thumb, right ear, and right foot (Vayikra

14: 14 ). Additionally, a korban. sacrificed with one's left hand is in­

valid. Thus, the Talmud rules that a lefty is forbidden from perform­

ing the avodah in the Beit Hamilulash. (Bechoros 45b ). Furthermore,

the Rambam in Hi/chot HaMihdash (8 : II ) states that left-handed­

ness is considered a blemish that makes the 'when unfit for the avodah

[2]. Clearly, handedness is of great importance in regards to the

'when's duties.

Question arises as to whether an ambidextrous 'when is consid­

ered va lid for temple duties [3J . Ambidexterity refers to the equal

distribution of fine motor skills between the left and right hands [4].

According to Rabbi Yehuda, ambidexterity means that the right hand

is abnormally weak, making it equal in strength to the left hand, and

thus, an ambidextrous 'when would be unfit to perform the avodah,

Ho wever, other halachic authorities believe that one with ambidex­

terity has an exceptionally strong left hand, equal in strength to the

right, and therefore, such a lcohen would be permitted to perform the

avodah ( Bechoros 45b) [3].

M ore applicable to the majority of Je ws are the numerous halachot

affected by the precedence given to the right hand. A man's tefillin

More applicable to the majority of

Jews are the numerous ha/achot

affected by the precedence given to

the right hand.

should be tied by the right hand onto the left arm; when dressing,

one's right shoe should be placed on the right foot first (Pesachim

Oaf 57 ). Rabbi Chaim Kaniefski analyzed such halachot and ruled as

to the manner in which they should be applied to lefties. For halachot.

that depend on strength, a lefty must do the reverse of a righty. Nor­

mally, one takes off his tefillin with his weake r, left hand to show

that he hesitates to remove them, and begins taking three steps back

at the end of shemoneh esrei with the left foot, showing hesitation to

leave the presence of HaShem. Ho wever, a left-handed individual

must apply these laws to his right hand or foot, respectively, because

his right appendages are weake r [2 1.
Halaciiot based upon the positioning of the body, such as leaning

to the left at the Pesach seder, are the same for right-handed or left­

handed people. Additionally, halachot invol ving turning to the right

direction are unaffected by handedness (M agen Avraharn ). One such

example is bo wing first to the left side and then to the right side

when concluding shemoneh esrei. The premise behind first bo wing to

the left is that wh ile pra ying, one is face-to-face with HaShem and,

out of respect, one bo ws to the left, which is HaShem's right side.

HaShem's right hand is the more po werful, so to speak, and there ­

fore, one bows to the left, regardless of one's own handedness 121 .
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Interestingl y, some of the figures in Tanach were markedly left­

handed . Ehud , the son of Gera, used his le ft -ha ndedness strategi­

ca lly du ring th e ass assination of Eglon , th e Mo ab ite king (Shof til1l

3:15-21 ). Ehud conceal ed a do ubl e-edged swor d on his right side so

that he co uld quickly dra w the weap on with his stronger, lef t han d.

Sin ce most me n were right-hand ed and carrie d swords on thei r left

side , th e gua rds took no no tice of the we apo n and Ehud was suc ­

ces sf ul in murd ering Eglon .

Du e to a link between le ft -handedn ess an d sta mme ring [6], th e re

is an op inio n th at Mo she Rabeinu , who had a speec h impediment ,

ma y hav e been a lefty (5]. The Midrash (She l1lot Rabbah I :26) see ms

to support th is viewpoint . It st ates t hat as a child growing up in th e

palace , Moshe would often play with Ph ar aoh 's crown. Afraid th at

this may hav e been an omen that Mos he desired the throne, th e

Egypt ians decided to test the validity of th eir concern. They placed

both a bowl filled with gold and a bo wl fill ed with burning coals in

Moshe 's reach. In the case that Moshe would reach for the gold it

would demon strate he wanted the thron e , but if he chose the coa ls

it wo uld pr ove he was si mply fasc ina ted by th e shine , a nd was of no

threa t to Pharaoh . Mo she in it iall y reached for the go ld , but th e

angel , Ga vrie l, gu ided hi s hand to the bowl of coal s . Wh en the pro­

tec tive ange ls a re ment ion ed in th e bedtime shema, it says , "mismoli

Gavriel" - "Gavrie l is at my left ," thus ind icating that G avriel co n­

trols and protects the le ft side of th e bo dy. Si nce Gavriel was de sig­

nated to redirect Mo she 's han d , and us ually the domina nt limb is

the one lik el y to re ach for an arti cl e [5], it th en follows th at Mosh e

was lef t-ha nded.

Th e significance of t he right hand exte nds to even great er levels .

Wh en HaShem created th e world , initia lly only din , judgm ent , the at­

t rib ut e ascribed to the left hand , was employed . However, upon recog­

nizin g th at th e world could not end ure judgme nt alone , HaShem adde d

th e att ribute of chesed , kindn ess , which is asc ribed to the right hand .

We need the right hand of HaShem so we can repent and be forgiven

with His mercy as demonstrated by th e verse : "Yeminchapesiiuta /'1I.abel

shavim-Your right hand is exte nde d to accept those who rep ent"

(Pesac h im Oaf 57 ). Handedness is not me rely an insign ificant gen etic

trait , but rather, it represe nts the foundations of the world and has

implica tio ns in practical halacha on a daily basi s . •
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E
xh ibit ions such as "Bodies" in i\ lanha t tan and "Body World "

in Lost Angeles provide wh at was once an unthinkable op

portunity For the public .: the chance to peer into ac t ua l

human bodies which have been d issected to displayo rgans ,

bones and other internal structures of interest. For the price of a

movie and popcorn, any child or adult can enter an exhibition hall

and gale at a number of bodies (struct ures From over two hundred

bodies are oFten shown ) which have been carefully posed and dis­

sected to reveal brains, hearts, blood ves sels , Fetuses in utero, and

various pathological stages of disease . Although the educational powe r

of su ch exhibits is undeniable , (to understand wh y, one need onl y to

see the Faces of smokers st anding close enough to touch a pa ir of

preserved lungs From a person who suFFered From emphysema ) the

e thica l issues brought up by the exh ibit s are both pressing and cause

Fo r co ncern. With the rising popu la rit y and acceptance of such ex­

hibits in secu lar, as well as in ;\ Iodern Orthodox Jew ish circles, it ha s

become necessary to examine th e haiachic view of them . This paper

\\ ill expl a in the science beh ind the exhib its , and then ra ise and at ­

tempt to a nswer three halachic questions about them .

From the moment of death , th e body begins the process of de ­

composition , wh ich has two pr imary causes. Fir st , upon death , in ­

dig enous bacteria , which inhabited the body during, are suddenl y

given Free re ign to consume the Fl esh Intestinal bacteria begin con­

suming the intestine, and then spread to other parts of the bod y.

Decomposition can also be attributed to the work of bodily en zymes .

On a macroscopic scale, digestive enzym es contained within the in­

testine eventually spread throughout the bod y, consuming the body

itselF . On a microscopic scale, en zym es contained within individual

cells a re relea sed , a nd break down th e cell and its intercellular con­

nections.

To sto p the decomposition proces s and preserve the bodies For

pub lic viewing , in the 1970s , Dr. Gunthe r von Hagens developed a

preservation technique , His tec hniqu e, known as plast ination, halts

decomposit ion by depriving bacteria of a hospitable en vironment to

colonize, prol iferat e, and me tabo lize . By rep lac ing the water and Fat

in th e bod y with a synthetic po lym er, von Hagens was able to stop

th e bod y From decomposing, whil e simultaneously preserving its shape

and str uc ture [I] . Plastination differs From other methods of pres e r­

vation because it allows tissues to mainta in their natural shape and

size . The technique also allows For th e display of specimens in th e

open air ; as opposed to the murky bottl es of Formaldehyde many bi-

ology students have encountered.

N ow that we have de scribed the technology which enables these

exhibitions to occur, we must consider several eth ical questi ons: ca n

a person will her bod y For th e purpose of post mortem ex hibit ion?

Should actual bodies of th e de ceased be displayed For the publi c? Is

it pe rmissible to display bodi es of those who have not consented (e .g.,

prisoners )? And Finally, is it ethical to display bodies For a proFit?

Before we can answer these qu estions , we must briefly cons ider how

halacha has dealt with ques tion s about anatomical study over the

mill ennia.

Halacha, which has rejected all

forms of embalming, cremation,

and other unnatural means of

internment, surely forbids a Jew to

specify that his body should be

preserved in such a manner.

\\'e begin with the Bab yloni an Talmud, which relates how Queen

Cleopatra had the bodies of her pregnant Female sla ves cut open For

an atomical study to reveal the st ages of Fetal development (N iddah ,

30b), In another episode, t he Ta lmud describes how severa l discip les

of Rabbi Yishmael bo iled the bod y of a prost itute who had be en se n­

tenced to death , to determ ine th e number of bones in th e hum an

bod y (BehllOrot , 45a ). In his a rt icl e on the "Dissec tion of the Dead in

Jewi sh Law," Rabbi ja kobo vitz remarks, in regards to th e afore men­

t ioned episodes , th at "it is noteworthy that no voice of prot est was

rai sed against these pr ac tic es, a Fac t a ll the more rema rkabl e since

Jew ish law in general rigorous ly upholds the inviolability of th e hu­

man bod y in death as in liFe'·[2 ].

It seems that Jewish law was re lative ly tolerant towards dissec­

tion of human bodies up unt il the eightee nth century. There is mu ch

evidence to suggest that dis sections were permitted For lega l autop ­

sie s . This attitude shifted in 173 7, when a Jewish med ical stude nt

wrote to Rabbi Jacob Emden to ask if in the absence of human ca ­

da vers, he would be permitted to part ic ipate in the dissection of dogs
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on Sha bbat [3] . Rabbi Emden 's res po nse lias twofold. Fir st, he not ed

th at part icipat ion on the Sab bath was proh ibit ed a nd seco nd ly, he

explained th at it was forbidd en to de rive be ne fit from the hum an

bod y, rega rd les s of wh ethe r th e deceased wa s Jell ish or no t. It should

be not ed th at alth ou gh the stude nt only posed the quest ion in regard

to d isse ctin g dogs, Rabbi Emden used his que st ion as a plat form to

vo ice th e o pi n io n th a t d iss ect ion of hum an s is forbidd en . Th is

resp on sum marks the beginni ng of a dec idedl y an ti -dissection att i­

tude tha t co nt inue d to pe rmeate halacliic Jud a ism until present t imes.

The only excep tion to thi s ruling whi ch prohibits autopsies , rega rd ­

less of the re ligion practiced by th e deceased. is whe n autopsying a

bod y might provide vita l c lues to ass is t in the treatment of livin g

pati ents , and thus could potenti all y save lives . This ruling is a mani ­

festa tion of the general attitude in Jud ai sm that "saving life comes

before a ll else." Attitudes concerning both d issection and autopsy

have shifte d ove r the millennia and indicat e th at there is a range of

acc eptab ilit y and permissibilit y of the pract ice.

Equ ipped II it h bot h an underst a nd in g of th e preservation te ch­

n iq ue an d a basi c understanding of t he op in ions of Jewish com­

mentat o rs conce rn ing autopsy, li e are noll' ab le to delve into th e

q uest ion s ra ise d by such exhibits . \Ve begin by question ing th e

pr e se rvat ion techn ique , pl ast ina t io n. Halacha, whic h has rej ec t ed

al l fo rm s of e m bal ming , crem a ti on , and ot her unnatural mean s of

in tern men t , su re ly forbi ds a Je ll' to speci fy th at h is bod y sho ul d

be pre se rved in suc h a mann e r. Al so , it shou ld be noted t ha t th e

pr oc ess of pl astinat io n for a n e n tire body ca n ta ke weeks. Thi s is

a clear viol ati on of the lialachic mandat e to bu ry th e dead as quickly

as poss ible [4J.

i'\ e xt, we ask whether or n o t o ne ca n vi si t ex h ib itions o f

pl ast in at ed bodies . This question is a ma n ife sta t ion of the sa me

tensi on wh ich pervaded our in vesti gati on of autops y. It is a ten ­

sion between the desire to learn, so th a t we might sa ve lives, and

the need to treat the body with utmost respect, bury it quickly,

and not gain a ny benefit from it (as th e halaclu: demands ). In th e

case of ex h ibits , va rious evit poll s of vis ito rs h ave demonstrated

the s tro ng impressi ons the exhibits hale mad e on the vis ito rs [5] .

Di spl ays of lungs blackened with tar, blood vesse ls crippled with

plaq ue and ski n lesions cau sed by ove rexpos u re to th e su n , a re

a larmi ng a nd ca n pote n t ia lly provide ins pi ra ti on for visi to rs to tak e

bette r ca re of their bodies and po ss ibl y tak e measure s wh ich m ight

sa ve their lives .

However , thi s des ire to save th e lives of th ose II ho vis it mu st be

ch ec ked by other halachic demand s. In his res po ns u m from 1737,

Rabb i Jacob Emden cl ea rly exp lai ne d that it is for bidde n to der ive

any ben efit from corpses, regardl ess of th ei r reli gion [3] . The ben­

e fits gran te d by th e exh ib it ion s are of til 0 type s: the benefit for th ose

who put on the exhibit a nd th e ben efi t for those II ho a t te nd th em .

T hose wh o stage the exhibit ar e cl earl y be nefit ing econom ically from

d ispl ayin g the bodies of th e deceased . Their profit s are based so le ly

on th e corpses , be cau se th at is wha t draws people to th e exhi bi ts .

Besides for the pote ntia l healt h ben ef it s, as explained above , for those

wh o atte nd the exh ibits (which wo uld , perhaps , mak e th e exhibi t

permiss ibl e ), the re is ano the r, muc h more disturbing be nefit to be

gai ne d fro m them . Just as a family migh t eage rly ant ici pa te its S un ­

day a fte rnoon outing to a n a rt gallery or mo vie , a famil y might an t ic i­

pat e its trip to see the di sp lay of human bodies. People who attend

th e exhi bi ts sur e ly do so at least part iall y in hop es of being en ter­

tai ned , and thus derive a forb idd en ben e fit from them .

Perhaps II e can best asce rta in th e purpose of the exhib its fro m

Dr. von Hagens, founder of th e compan y which stages the bod y World s

exhibit ions and in ventor of th e Plastination technique. Known in

scie n t ific circles as a flamboy ant per sonality, who wears a fed ora hat

eve n in to the operating th eatre , Dr. von Hagens left his post teac h­

ing ana tomy at a German med ica l sc ho ol, to found and run the co m­

pan y. Hi s hat is a nod to th e fact th at he sees himself as pa rt of th e

gran d tr adition of ana tomis ts, suc h as Dr. Tulp , who was fam ou sly

de picted by Rem br andt as wearing a ha t while teaching an an ato my

lesson to a ca d re of stude nts during th e Renaissance [61. And fina lly,

Dr. von Hage ns has a llowed his exhi bits to be used for en tire ly unor­

thodox purposes . Th e web sit e of hi s compan y pr ocla ims th at pa rt of

a re cen t Jam es Bon d film ta kes place in th e j\li ami Bod y Worlds ex­

hi bit [7]. Alt hough Dr. von Hagen s began his life as an acade mic , he

has since deviated from th at path . He under stands the poten tia l for

his exh ibits to generate income , an d is e njoying th eir surging popu ­

la rity in ma instream c ult u re . H is ac tio ns indicate th at perha ps the

prim ary purpose of the exhibi ts is to generate dubiou s ben e fit s- a

fin an cial profit for hims el f and entertainment for the public . The

educat iona l ability of the exhibits apparen t ly has taken a backseat to

th ese other benefits.

If th e primary purpose of th e exhi bits is to entertain visito rs and

ge ne ra te profit for a compan y, it see ms rather clear that th e halacha

wo u ld forbid a Jell' to visit. However, we are left wit h a fin al ques­

t ion, wh ich is the hardest to answe r. Dr. von Hagens has begun to

devel op a de ntal school curricu lum using only plastinat ed specimens,

as op pos ed to fresh cad aver s . Som e med ical schoo ls are a lso shifting

allay from dissection of fresh cad avers for gros s ana tomy [8 ]. Ac­

cord ing to holacna, is usin g a plast in ated speci me n prefe rabl e to a

fresh ca dav er' Bec au se plasrination is suc h a ne ll' an d unique tech­

nol ogy, t hi s qu estion is not eas ily answered. Unti l a un iform posit ion

is fo rged by th e reli giou s Jewish wo rld , it will be necessa ry fo r eac h

medical studen t to consult with his o r her rabbi , should th e question

ari se . •
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And the eyes of Leah were tender, and Rachel was beautiful

of stature, and beautiful of appearance" (Genesis 29: 17).

Leah was known for her tender eyes, which according to

the o\ ledrash, are due to her reluctance to become the wife of Esau.

She cried all the time, according to some in pra yer, and others in

depression, over her supposed fate.

i\lany commentators discuss the state of Leah's eyes and offer

diverging viewpoints . Their differing approaches stem from their

translation of the word, "meat," tender. Some believe that this word

denotes Leah's eyes as her most beautiful feature, whereas others

suggest that the term indicated that her eyes were weak due to ex­

cessive crying or a type of ailment [3).

Both the Torah Temima and Rashi are of the opinion that Leah's

eyes were weak from crying. Rashi cites a Gemara, explaining the

reason for her morose state. Leah was in a constant state of mourn­

ing due to the fact that she was destined to marry Esau, Jacob's evil

brother. While the Targum Jonathan agrees with Rashi, Targum

Onkelos and the Rashbam believe that Leah's eyes were beautiful

[3].

Assuming that Leah's eyes were tender, there are many potential

causes. According to the Torah Temimah, Leah cried so regularly

that eventually her eyelashes fell out. Eyelash loss, known as

maderosis, has several possible causes, including metabolic disor­

ders such as hypothyroidism and pituitary gland insufficiency. Disor­

ders such as these may have been the trigger for the disease.

Hypothyroidism, a disorder involving an underactive thyroid gland,

causes other symptoms aside from eyelash loss including depression,

irritability and dry, rough, and pale skin. Both the symptoms and lev­

els of severity are dependent upon the individual's hormonal level

[5). Hypothyroidism may have been the underlying cause of Leah's

depression, (of being upset over her destined marriage to Esau ). She

may have seemed more upset than what was normal due to depres­

sion stemming from hypothyroidism. which led to her excessive cry ­

ing. While Leah did cry regularly, the cause of her eyelash loss may

have been hypothyroidism rather than frequent tearing. Once Leah

was told that she would be marrying Jacob, and not Esau, her crying

stopped, but the text does not indicate that her eyes fully recovered.

Perhaps, her depression continued, as she was not the most beloved

wife of Jacob.

A pituitary insufficiency, also known as hypopituitaryism has many

of the same symptoms of hypothyroidism, however, other symptoms,

such as infertility, make this explanation very unlikely [5J. She did

have many of the symptoms; howe ver the symptoms for

hypopituitaryism overlap a great deal with the symptoms of hypothy­

roidism. Unlike hypothyroidism, hypopituitarism has other more se­

rious symptoms associated with it, and therefore is a less plausible

explanation.

Perhaps, another explanation for Leah's tender eyes is allergic re­

actions. Working as a shepherdess was heavily exposed to animal re­

lated allergies such as animal dander which can cause tearing and

red or swollen eyes. She may not have associated her teary eye con-

Working as a shepherdess, Leah

was heavily exposed to animal

related allergies such as animal

dander which can cause tearing

and red or swollen eyes.

dition with exposure to sheep, as allergic symptoms can develop much

after initial exposure to the allergy [2).

A third possible explanation for Leah's tender eyes is exposure to

chemical toxins. Toxins can cause chemical conjunctivitis, commonly

known as pink-eye. While chemical conjunctivitis is highly uncom­

fortable, unlike other varieties of pink-eye it is not contagious, as it

is not caused by microbial or viral infection. Toxins such as deleteri­

ous volatiles can cause redness, swelling and tearing, and may in­

duce the loss of eyelashes. In the case that Leah was continuously

exposed to such toxic vola tiles; it is likel y that her eyes were dam­

aged [I ).

Leah's eyes are described as meat, or tender. Commentators

present differing reasons of and explanations for meat. At one ex­

treme, her eyes were exceedingly beautiful; maybe even her most

beautiful physical asset. At the other extreme there are those who

believe that her eyes were constantly tearing, thus causing her eye ­

lashes to fall out. Although the actual cause-and-effect relationship

may not be clearly defined, such analyses add spice to analyzing the

Torah . •
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A
topic much discussed in the scientific literature is that

of our internal biological clock and what ma kes it tick.

A current suggestion is that our biological clocks are

genetically programmed. Researchers, trying to uncover

the biological basis for old age and death have been searching for a

gene that controls the aging process. One such research team, at the

Albert Einstein College of Medicine (AEC O t\I) has introduced mu­

tations into genes of lower species, including nematodes and Droso­

phila, and found that they doing this extended the lifespans of these

creatures. Altering the daf-16 gene in the nematode, and introduc­

ing a genetic mutation called Methuselah into Drosophila was shown

to promote longevity of these species [I]. Humans however, are much

more complex organisms than nematodes and Drosophila and it is

not possible to dra w conclusions from lower, less complex species

and apply the findings to human beings. While these results do pro­

vide some evidence that the aging process is genetically controlled,

there is much more research that needs to be done.

Employing methods used in an earlier study [2 ], this research

group organized a clinical study of centenarians and their families.

Since the centenarians themselves were nearing the end of their lives,

the researchers hypothesized that the biological markers that sus­

tained their health might no longer be active or present. Instead,

they studied the offspring of the centenarians, relying on their hy­

pothesis that aging is genetically inherited and hoping that the bio ­

logical markers which sustained the centenarians would be present

in their offspring. The researchers concluded that the delayed aging

process in the centenarians may be a result of a number of factors,

including the CETP gene which controls lipoprotein particle size

[I]. Centenarians and their offspring were much healthier than the

control group, showing lesser incidences of hypertension, diabetes

mellitus, heart attacks, and strokes [I]. Another suggestion was that

aging is related to activity of the IGF-I gene; it was thought that the

more active the gene, the longer the lifespan of the individual. Ho w­

ever, manipulation of this gene produced contradictory results, in­

creasing the lifespan of lower species, like nematodes and fruit flies,

while putting more complex species, like mammals at higher risk for

age related diseases [3]. Still, there remains much evidence for the

hypothesis that aging is controlled by genes which are inherited from

parent to offspring.

Based on the theory that longevity is genetically controlled, we

can tr y to understand the incredible longevity enjoyed by humanity

prior to the Flood and the subsequent dramatic reduction in lifespan.

Before Adam and Eve ate from the Tree of Knowledge, they were

destined to live forever. A possible explanation for their immortality

is that they did not possess genetic defects that promote aging and

death. Additionally, in the Garden of Eden they were not subject to

accidents, diseases, or any of the other non-genetic causes of death.

Ho wever, after eating from the Tree, they were expelled from the

Garden of Eden and were exposed to these non-genetic causes of

death, such as accidents or diseases. "On that day that you eat of

[the Tree of Knowledge], you will die" (Genesis 2: 17) is not to be

Early generations in Genesis were

"beloved by God," since they were

His initial creations

interpreted literally to mean that upon eating from the Tree they would

die, but rather it means that they would become mortal on that day.

As a result of eating from the Tree of Knowledge, Adam and Eve

became subject to death. After lea ving the Garden of Eden, although

Adam and Eve were subject to external causes of death, they were

still genetically perfect in terms of their "aging genes." They remained

biologically young throughout their lives, explaining how they were

able to sire children at such old ages [4]. The above explanation of­

fered by Dr. N. Aviezer, Bar Ilan University, incorporates the theory

of genetically controlled aging into these early events of humanity.

Besides for the genetic aspect, there are various other explana­

tions for the longevity of ancient humanity. josephus, a first century

jewish historian who survived and recorded the destruction of the

first Temple, explains that the early generations in Genesis were "be ­

loved by God," since they were His initial creations. It is because of

this that they lived for an extraordinarily long time. josephus pre­

sented other explanations to explain longevity, including the mediat­

ing influence of diet on longevity. This suggestion implies that the

longevity experienced by the earlier generations may be something

attainable by us as well, as it merely involves a change in diet. A final

view of josephus, which is shared by a midrash, is that these genera­

tions were granted a long life in order to allo w them to discover the

laws of astronomy through long term astronomical observations [5] .

Derech HaTeya 47



Ramban explains the long lives of the earlier generations as a

reflection of their biological perfection; a characteristic passed do wn

from Adam to all his descendants. This perfection was disturbed by

the atmospheric conditions of the Flood during the generation of

Noah whe n only the completely righteous were able to live long

lives, as explained in Proverbs ( 10 :27) . "Fear of G-d increases man's

da ys, but the years of the wic ke d shall be shortened." Rambam ex­

plains that the longevity of the people mentioned in the Torah was

not commonplace; rather it was limited to only those people men­

tioned in the Torah. Longevity can be attributed either to a miracle

or general diet and lifestyle. Ramban attacks the Rambam's vie w,

saying that it does not make sense that only one group of people

should benefit from a miracle. In addition, if it was a special diet

and lifestyle that allowed these people to live long lives, w hy wou ld

the generations after the flood not choose to adopt the diet and

lifestyle of their predecessors, allowing them too to live for an ex­

tended period of time [6]?

After the time of Noah, there was an extreme and rapid decrease

in the average lifespan. In addition, people stopped being able to

bear children at an old age as proven from the fact that Abraham's

ability to father a child at the age of 100 was considered a miracle.

Thirdly, during the time of Noah, people became we a ke r and more

frail as they aged. These three changes were brought about whe n

God got angry with the people of Noah's generation due to their

corrupt ways. God declared that man's days will be reduced to 120

years, at most: "Therefore man's days shall be one hundred and

twenty years" (G e nes is 6:3 ). Once again, Avie zer turns to the h y­

pothesis of genetically controlled aging and explains this to mean

that God introduced the genes for aging into the human gene pool.

A fe w generations we re required for these genes to spread through

the entire population wh ic h explains the gradual decrease in aver­

age lifespan between the generation of Noah and the generation of

Abraham [4] .

Another explanation of the reduced 3\'erage lifespan after the Flood

is the theory of the proliferation of microfungi, with their biosynthe­

sis of mycotoxins, wh ic h contributes to the shortening of the human

lifespan. My cotoxins are secondary metabolites of microfungi and

are in volved in causing pathologies wh ic h could contribute to the

shortening of the human lifespan. W h ile microfungi existed since

prehistoric times, the production of mycotoxins was limited by envi­

ronmental conditions. Fungal growth is favored by conditions of high

humidity and moisture and the type of mycotoxins produced differs

and is based on the ambient temperature. When God brought about

the great Flood, it rained for 40 da ys and 40 nights and the water did

not subside for 150 days. N oah and his family survived by living in

an ark for the duration of the flood. Upon disembarkation, they had

to start anew. They made bricks to build houses and used slime for

mortar, wh ic h was burned thoroughly (G e nesis II :3 ). This slime was

undoubtedly full of microfungi and rnycotoxins. M ycotoxins can ad -
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ve rse ly affect human behavior. When comparing the lifespan of indi­

vid uals born before the Flood and those born after the Flood, a pro­

gressive decrease in longevity is evident. Shem, born before the Flood,

lived for 600 years, wh ile his son Arphaxad was born two years after

the Flood and onl y lived for 438 years. This exemplifies ho w harmful

agents, such as rnycotoxins, may have impacted parents during the

prenatal period, thus caused defects in the fetuses [7].

We are living in an era in wh ic h scientific discoveries are being

made on a daily basis and we are fast approaching a cure for aging.

Ho we ver, we no w face ethical and theological issues regarding the

possible elimination of death. There are tremendous moral conse ­

quences associated wit h such a step. Man was originally created as

an immortal creature, but whe n Adam violated God's command and

ate from the Tree of Kno wledge, a biological clock was set for all of

mankind [5 ]. N ow that we are mo ving to wards an attempt to over­

ride God's biological clock, we are faced wit h the question: what

gives us the right to take this leap? If there we re reasons for the

mechanisms of aging and death to be put in place, how can man

eliminate them?

In the time of the M essia n ic Age, the human race will again enjoy

the longevit y once experienced by the earlier generations, as stated

in Isaiah (6 5:20) : "From then on, there will no more be one tender in

years or aged, who will not fill his da ys, for as an adolescent one shall

die at a hundred ye ars old, and a sinner a hundred years old shall be

[considered] cursed." This verse ma y indicate a slo wing of the bio­

logical clock. At a hundred years old, one will be considered an ado­

lescent, wh ic h indicates that our entire lifespan wil l be increased by

a factor of 7. 7 (ta king adolescence today to be around age 13 ). In­

stead of 120 years being the ma ximum lifetime, one ma y live for as

many as 923 years, similar to the average lifespan of the generations

after Adam. M aimon id es stressed that the i\ Ie ssia n ic time will not

be a time of miracles, and thus nothing that viola te s the laws of na­

ture will occur. He explained that the Messiah will be an inspira­

tional leader who will bring about the reali zation of human potential,

which will bring about peace. This suggests that humans will live

long lives due to their carefree existence, coupled with scientific and

technological ad vances ( t h o u g h this is not mentioned by

i\ Ia im on ides). Longevity will bring about a change in the attitude of

man towards his fello w human beings. W he n a person sees his own

mortality as imminent, he is more likely to be aggressive to wards his

fellows. Conversely, a man who envisions many more fruitful ye ars

ahead of him will be less likely to risk his life in war. It is more likely

that one will recognize his fullest potential and be less likely to de­

stroy it all through aggressiveness. Death, however, does ha ve some

positive va lue . An immortal man could easily become immersed in a

material world , forgetting life's spiritual value . It is for this reason

that immortality will have to wait for the t\ Ie ssia n ic Age, a time whe n

spirituality will be so embedded in our very essence that we will not

need death to remind us of its importance [5] . •
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F
or ce ntu ries, peopl e have ass umed tha t leprosy is the skin

d isease known , in th e Torah , as tzaraas . Howeve r, a com

pariso n bet ween the symptoms of modern -day lep rosy and

biblica l tzaraas clearl y dem on stra te that th ese two diseases

are disti nc t co ndit ions. In C hap ter 13 of Leviticu s, the Torah de ­

scri bes the characteristics of tzaraas. Tzaraas is a condition that fu lly

develops on the skin within a week. T he symp toms include swelling

(se'e t ), sca bb ing (sappahat ), or depi gmentat ion of the skin (baheret ).

Add itio na lly, at least two hairs must turn white, an d the Cohen mu st

also note a dep ressio n in th e ce nter of the affec ted area. If someone

appears before the Co he n wit h some, but no t all, of the sympto ms ,

he is se parated from th e comm unity a nd fur ther observed after one

week. If, after the seconda ry inspection , the area of depi gme ntat ion

has grow n, th e pe rso n is ide nt ified as a metlOra , but if the size re­

mai ns the same, the person is no longer suspec te d of having tza raas

[ I ].

T he symptoms of lep rosy, however , are dis ti nctly differen t from

tzaraas. In 1869, Gerha rd Han sen ide ntified leprosy as mvcobact e­

riulIl leprae, and gave it its mod ern name of "Hanse n's baci lla ." He

found th at mycohacterunn leprae does not grow in l'it ro on any non­

living surface . Th e Torah , on the other han d , disc uss es wha t a per­

so n shou ld do if his hou se or clothing is afflic ted with tzara as [31 .

Hansen 's baci llus is assoc iat ed with an incu bation period of e ight

year s, and causes loss of hair witho ut changi ng the color of th e re ­

maining hair [2]. Since their onl y co mmo n character istic is their ap­

pearan ce on the skin , it seems strange the two skin afflictions would

be connec ted .

How did tzaraas becom e syno nymo us with lepr osy? The usage of

tzaraas in the Torah is vague since it does not refe r to a spec ific type

of skin disease [3]. Altho ugh the Greeks were aware of Han se n's dis­

ease, th ey re fe rred to it as ele phantiasis graecorulll . Yet, at th e time of

the Sep tuagent (250BC El, th e Greek word c hosen to translate tzaraa s

was lepra. Though the term lepra is re lated to the mode rn day word

lepr osy, leprosy was not iden ti fied unt il 600 BC E in In di a and did

not appea r in the i\ Iid dle East until 325 BCE, It is ther efore improb­

able tha t the Torah was refer rin g to lepros y, since th e disease wasn 't

identified by th at epoc h [4]. It is not surprisi ng then th at Han se n's

disease became co nf used with lepro sy whe n the Arabic tran slati on

of elepha ntiasis graecorulIl was mis taken ly co nf us e d wi th lep ra

graecorulll [4 , 5] . W hen Hippocrates dis cussed lepra, he specificall y

notes tha t th ose suffering fro m leprosy have gray hairs and not wh ite
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[5]. Beca use of th e association with the Bibl ical passages, peop le

afflic ted with lep rosy, or an y simila r skin disease we re of te n shu nned

and eve n pe rse c uted . Hence the complex origi ns of th e word are in­

dicative of the ambiguous na tu re of t:araas.

T he Rabbis un derstand t:araas to differ from leprosy, as we ll. T he

i\ lishna's focus is th e co lors of the skin and the eluc idation of the

Levit icus te xt (i\Iegaim I :2). T hey do not identify tzaraas with a spe­

cific ski n disease. The Talmud views tzaraas as a non-con tagiou s co n­

dition . For example , it is written th at if someone first not iced a skin

erup tion tha t se emed like tzaraas during a Fes tiva l, th ey did not have

However, a comparison between

the symptoms of modern-day

leprosy and biblical tzaraas clearly

demonstrate that these two

diseases are distinct conditions.

to have it checked unti l th e Fest ival had ended. Yet, at tha t time, the

co mmo n belief was th at lep rosy was extre mely contagiou s, and th e

Rabbis spoke at length about the imp orta nce of separating from lep­

ers imme diately after the signs appeared [2]. Additi on ally, the Tal­

mud refers to a lep er as a ba'ale ra'atan. which is further support that

the two afflic tions we re not related [6] .

If tzamas is not H a nse n's disease , what is the modern-da y

equivi len t tzaraas? T he re are ma ny diffe ring op inio ns . E.\' Hul se

s tud ied several skin diseases inc ludi ng psoriasis , seborrheic derma ­

titis,jallus , an d alopecia areala , None of the diseases he listed cause

hair to tu rn white except for alopecia areala. Even in the case of

alopecia, the hair takes many weeks to grow an d previou s hair doesn't

lose its p igment. Lloyd Davies sugges ted ne uro de rmatitis or scarle t

fever , bu t both do not cause an y loss of hai r co lor. Katzene lensohn

prese nted th e idea that Izamas was some kind of fun gu s or mo ld .

One such possi ble fungus is trichophytosis which can affec t t he hair

and also a house or clot hing. T he be nefit of lab el ing tzaraas as t ri ­

c hophytosis is t ha t it ca n affect not only the person bu t a lso the

bel ongings which is th e same description of tzaraas in Leviti c us



[2]. Da vid Kap lan believes that pe rhaps there is no disease that

matches up with t:araas a nd t hat a ll the sy m pto ms of tzaraas were

necessar y because they would keep innocent peop le from being

fa lse ly punished . Kaplan be lie ves that the Torah was trying to pre­

vent an unnecessarily negative att itude tow ards the mem bers of th e

communi ty with common sk in d iseases wh ile at t he same t ime

making sure tha t t hose people who had sin ned we re prope rly dealt

with [4] .

Eviden tly, it is d ifficult to pinpoint a specific medical skin affl ic ­

tion as the modern day definition of t:araas . Nevertheless , it is clear

tha t leprosy is not a possibility, and onl y became associated with

tzaraas because of mistransl ations centuries ago . •
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P
syc hone uroi mmunology ( PN I) is a large word for a se em

ing ly simple concept : th e in terac tion between ph ysical bod y

and mental mind. Howeve r, th e scie ntific community did

not accept the ide a th at th e ph ysiological and the ps ycho-

logic al were co nne c ted until rela tively recently until the 1970s, whe n

George Enge l described a concept known as the "biopsychosociu l

model ." Biology could not explain all of th e human physiological states

and resp on ses, so Engel suggested th at th er e must be an interaction

betwe en psych ology, biology, and soc ia l fac to rs. The study of

psych on euro immuno logy h a s be gu n t o ex pl o re En gel 's

"bio psyc hosocial model." [I] New researc h lin king the body an d mi nd

supp orts En gel' s th eory and lead s to a d iscu ssion of the biological

effec ts of psych ological a nd so cia l factors. Resear che rs suc h as Yakir

Kau fman , M .D. have also beg un to broaden the sco pe of mental fac­

tor s that influence the immu ne sys tem to incl ude reli gio n and spiri­

tu ality.

Per ha ps the grea tes t exampl e of the mind 's power ove r the body's

fun ct ion s is the "placebo effect. " Before a drug is ap proved for the

market , t he effects of its si ste r placebo pill mus t be test ed . A pla­

cebo d rug has no ph armaceut ica l imp act on the patients , but , be­

ca use th e pat ien t beli eves it to be th e ac tual d rug, the placebo ca n

cause sim ilar des ired effec ts like th ose of th e rea l medication . In the

case of t he "p lacebo effect", it is th e pa tie nt's mind that is forcin g

th e bio logica l cha nges in their body while th e drug is doing noth ing

at all. [2] Psychoneuroimmunology is th e study of this phenomenon .

PN I is th e study of the interpl ay between the immune system ,

endocrine sys te m, an d central nervou s sys te m. [I] Ne w tech nolo­

gies , suc h as ne uroima ging, fun c t iona l magne tic resonance (FM RI) ,

pos it ron emission tom ography (P ET ), and single photon e mission

co mputerize d tomography (SPECT) allow doctors an d resea rchers

to locat e diffe re nt areas of the bra in and mo nito r ce ntra l ne rvou s

syste m act ivity more close ly. Addi tio na lly, advanc es in mol ecu lar bi­

ology have opened the door to the study of PNI , giving re searc hers

the op portun ity to ob ser ve the ch an ging level s of hormones and pro ­

tein s du ring differe nt psychologica l experie nces .

These scienti fic innova tions have led to severa l stud ies whic h

exami ne t he effec ts of differ ent psychological states on th e bod y and

th e immune syste m. In particula r, research er s focus on th e men tal

condi tio n of stress . St ress tr igge rs two chemica l res ponses in th e body

by init iat ing the "fight or fligh t" resp on se . Firs t, the endocri ne sys­

tem rele ases hormones such as cortisol, ACT H , and CRH, which
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enter in to the blo od st ream and inhi bit th e immu ne sys te m. [2] St ress

also induces th e sympa thetic ner vous sys te m to produce ad re na line.

Ad ren al ine increases hear t ra te , muscle te nsio n, lun g vent ilat ion , and

changes the rat es of t he diges tive sys te m. [3) Prolon gati on of stress

main tai ns th is heightened biologica l sta te which cau ses more wear

an d tea r on the body and inhibits th e body's ability to fight in fecti on.

Different studies have corrobo ra ted the link between stress, de ­

creased immunity, and len gth en ed healing time. Marucha e t al, ( 1998)

te sted th e healing times of stude nts dur ing stressful exam periods

and during vacation. Th e wo unds admi nis ter ed befo re th e exams

The sages make a clear

connection between the body

and soul.

healed forty percent slower tha n the wou nd s ad minist e red during

the vacatio n pe riod . [ I ) In another st udy, by J.K. Kiccol t-Claser, Ie \'­

c is of immunog lobu lin Type A (IgA) decr eased as exam s app roac he d

an d increase d duri ng less stre ssful periods of the year. IgA hel ps pre ­

vent infe c tions in the respirat ory tract , co lds, and the flu. Therefo re,

during stressful periods whe n th e students had lower level s of [gA,

the y we re more susceptible to th e mentioned illnesses. [31Additi on­

a lly, studies have found th at th e level s of proin flammatory cytoki nes

are reduced in stressed perso ns. T he cytokines are crucia l in ti ssue

repair beca use they ward off infec t ion and a ttr ac t fibro blasts and

macrop hages to the br ok en tissue . The decreas ed level s of th e

cytoki nes caus ed by stress th ere fore lea ds to more infections and

slowe r heal ing ti me . [ I]

Data gath ered fro m studies and resea rc h , suc h as the above , has

poi nted to the harm fu l outcomes of stress . Sinc e stress causes th e

body to reac t wit h the "fight or fligh t" res po nse an d to decrease im ­

munity, there mu st be a ca use of the opposi te re laxat ion re sponse .

Yakir Kau fman , cla ims th a t prayer pro duces th is con verse physio logi ­

ca l response . It t rigger s the pa ras ympat hetic nervous syste m to de­

crease the he art rate, b lood press ure, a nd mu scle te nsio n, a nd to

change the pace of th e digestive system . [3]

Furthermore , th e consequences of st ress can be pr even ted not

on ly by ind ucing the op posi te ph ysiol ogic al responses, bu t a lso by



simply relieving a person of the stress itself. Steve Lipman, in the

article "Good for Bod y and Soul," describes how religion can allevi ­

ate stress. He writes, "For many men and women, a daily prayer

service becomes a de facto support group, combining features of

group dynamics and self-help groups." [4] Lipman is highlighting

the fact that spiritual religious service can help reduce stress by

acting as a support group would, thus leading to better health. Sci ­

entific data has begun to support Lipman's article. A Duke Univer­

sity study found that people who attend religious services at least

once a week show lower levels of interleukin-6 in their blood.

Interleukin-6 is a protein in the immune system linked to man y age

related diseases. [41

This connection between bod y and ps ychology onl y recently sup-

ported by scientific data is not a new concept. The Talmudists equate

the 248 limbs of the human bod y with the 248 positi ve command­

ments of the Torah. By doing so, the sages are making a clear con­

nection between the body and soul. The connection between this

Talmudic idea and PNI revolves around the definition of health as

given by the World Health Organization: "Health is a complete state

of physical, social, and mental well -being and not the mere absence

of disease or infirmity." The health of a person includes one's spiri­

tual we ll-be ing. The Zohar (I, 170b ) mirrors the physical body with

spiritual elements, thus alluding to this idea. Rabbi Dov Ber, the

1\laggid of i\ Iazritch , explains what the Zohar is trying to convey as a

" small hole in the body is a big hole in the soul". [2] Researchers are

beginning to agree . •
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T
he term , Siamese twins, was co ined as a refe re nce to Eng

and Chang Bun ker, who ac hie ved inte rna t ional fame fol

lowing th eir birth in what was th en Siam , now Th ailand , in

1811 . Sia mese twins, a lso know n as co njoi ne d twins, occur

whe n the monozygote of eac h identi cal twin fail s to com plete ly sepa­

ra te d ue to the incomp lete divis ion of the fe rtilized ovu m. C onjoined

tw ins occu r approximately one in 200,000 b irths, with 40- 60 % del iv­

ered stillborn a nd wit h 35% surv iving just one day. T he ove rall sur­

vival ra te for co njoined twins is between 5 an d 25%. C onjoined twins

are thre e times more likel y to be fema le than ma le.

There are several different types of co njo ined twins :

I. T horacopagus: Bodies fused at th e th orax. T he heart is

always involved in th ese cases; when the heart is shared,

prospect s for a long life, ei ther wit h or without separa­

tio n surgery, are po or (35-40% of cases ).

2. O mp ha lopag us: j oined at the lowe r chest. T he heart is

not invo lved in these cases but the twi ns often share a

live r, d igestive system, diaphragm and other orga ns (34%

of cas es).

3. Pygopagu s (iliopagus): j oined , usually back to back, to

the buttocks ( 19% of conjoi ne d twins).

4 . C ep ha lopagus: H eads fused , bod ies separated. T hese

twins ge ne rall y ca n not survive d ue to severe cerebral

malformati ons.

5. C raniopagus : Sku lls fuse d , but bodi es separate (2%) .

6. Diceph alus: Two heads, one bo dy with two legs and two,

th ree , or four arms .

7. Isch iopagus: Anterior union of the lower hal f of th e body,

either wit h sp ines conjoined at a 1800 angle (6% of cases)

or with the sp ines separate but both the pel vises forming

a sing le big ring which inc ludes two sacrums and two

pu bic symphyses.

8. Isch io-om ph alopagu s: Th e most well kno wn type of con­

joined twins . T he twins are co njoined with sp ines in a Y­

shape . Th ey have four ar ms and usually two or three legs.

Th ese cases can be cha llenging because the twins often

sh are rep roductive and excr etory syste ms.

9 . Parapagus: Lat eral union of the lowe r half extendi ng vari ­

ab le distan ces upward , with th e heart sometimes invo lved

(5% of cases).

10. Diprosopus: O ne hea d, wit h two faces side by side [II·

Un til very recently, th oraco pagus twins wit h conjoi ned hearts

did no t survive for more th an nin e mo nths without surgery to sepa­

rate the m. Earl y attem pts at se para tio n of th oracopagu s twi ns with

conjoined heart s met with littl e or no success . T he first case to

receive wides pread a t tent io n was a procedure per for med at

C h ildren's Hospi tal of Ph iladelph ia in O ctober 1977 by Dr. Evere tt

Koop, who late r becam e Surge on Ge neral of the Unit ed States .

The drama began early in Sep tem ber 1977 , whe n Siamese tw in

girls were born to an O rth odox j ewish fami ly of Torah ed ucat ors in

Although there was no ruling of

a beit din that Baby A was guilty

of any sin and therefore subject to

the death penalty, Hashem Himself

issued such a ruling. There was

a Heavenly edict that no one could

save this child .

Lakewood , Nell' je rse y. The twins wer e airlifte d to C hi ld ren's Hos­

pit al of Philade lphia on Se ptember 15th . Imme diately after the ini­

tial eva luatio n it was obvious to th e phys icians th a t bot h twins would

die u nless se parated. Th e only I' ay one child would survive was if

the other was sa crificed during surgery.

Th e medical case involved Baby A and Bab y B who were fused

from the sho ulder dow n to th e pelvic reg ion . T he twi ns sha red only

one six-c ha mbered he art. Baby B had an es se nti al ly no rmal, four­

cha mbered hea rt that was fuse d to the stunted two-ch ambered heart

of her sister, Baby A. It was impossible to give the two -chambered

heart to Baby A so that she co uld survive for as long as a two-ch am­

bered heart co uld suffice her physiological needs. The only solu ­

tion was to give th e entire six-cham be red heart to Baby B and, there­

fore, to sacrifice Baby A.

This was a major ethica l issue with ramifica tion for the abortion

de ba te and neon atal salvage . Dr. Koop, a deeply re ligious ma n and
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fully aware of the ethical import of this case , referred the case to the

courts so as not to have any accusation of premeditated murder lev­

eled against him . In addition, all the nurses and doctors at Children's

Hospital consulted their religiou s authorities . The twins' parents con ­

sulted Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Rosh Yeshiva of Tifereth Jerusalem in

New York. Rav Moshe sent his son -in-law, Rabbi Moshe Tendler, Ph .D.,

to meet with Dr. Koop and his staff to determine the facts . The first

halachic concern established was that they were dealing with two sepa­

rate human beings, each with their own brain and nervous system. Dr.

Koop recommended that the twins be separated as soon as possible

because there were signs the heart was failing and could not maintain

the load of supplying blood to both infants . It was emphasized that

even with surgery, the chance was slim that one baby could be saved .

Siamese twins, up to this point, had never been separated from a ven­

tral connection, especially with a shared heart and liver.

On October 3rd, the ICU nurse assigned to the twins noticed

changes in the heart rate, the respiration rate, and the electrocardio­

graph ic tracings . This was reported to Rav Moshe who then posed

the key question: Was Dr. Koop certain that the six-chambered could

only be given to Baby B and not Baby A? Dr. Koop responded that

there was no doubt that only Baby B could be helped by the surgery,

because , in addition to the shared heart and liver, Baby A had a cir ­

culatory defect that would not permit her to survive for any length of

time, even with the six-chambered heart.

While the team put together for the surgery was awaiting Rav

Moshe 's decision , they began to get impatient. Dr. Koop quieted

the group with the following statement :

The ethics and morals involved in this decision are too com ­

plex for me . I believe they are too complex for you as well.

Therefore I have referred it to an old rabbi on the Lower

East Side of New York. He is a great scholar, a saintly indi­

vidual. He knows how to answer such questions. When he

tells me , I too will know [2].

After much discussion, on October 6th , Rav Moshe instructed

Rabbi Tendler to call Dr. Koop and instruct him to go ahead with the

surgery.

One of the fundamental rules of halacha in Mishna (Ohaloth

7:6 ), states that one life may not be sacrificed for another, with

the exception of a fetus to save the life of the mother during de ­

liver y. This is only permissible if the head of the fetus has not

been delivered. The Talmud in Sanhedrin (72b) poses the ques­

tion, "W hy shouldn't the infant be sacrificed even if the head has

appeared , since the infant is endangering the life of the mother?

Isn't the infant a rode], a pursuer?" Rambam states (Hi/chot

Rot zeach I :9) that Jewish law regards it as not only permissible ,

but as mandatory, to eliminate a rode] when it is necessary to do

so in order to preserve the life of the victim . The Talmud responds ,

"No, Heaven is the pursuer. " It is an act of G-d and we cannot

assume that the infant is the attacker, and therefore cannot be

killed . If the head of the fetus has been delivered, then the fetus

now is a separate entity and is granted the full rights and priv i­

leges as an adult. The most important of these privileges is the

right to life. Rambam agrees with this reasoning in his Hilchot

Rotzeach ( I :9) . Rambam states that "O nce the head has appeared

we longer intervene because we cannot destroy one life for th e

sake of another. For this is the natural law." Rav Moshe compared

the twins to the classic case of the conflict for survival between

the mother and fetus . However, because Baby A had no indepen­

dent ability to survive , in halach ic terminology she would be clas ­

s ified as a rode], pursuing her siste r and threatening her life . Fur­

ther testing revealed that Baby A was receiving blood from two

apertures leaking from the four chambered heart and if not for

that contribution of blood, Baby A would have died in utero [2] .

A second approach was suggested based on the Talmud Yerushalmi

(Terumot 8:4 ) which discusses the incident of Sheva ben Bichri , who

led a rebellion against King David. Yoav's army chased after him and

laid siege to the town in which Sheva was hiding. Yoav demanded

that the town turn over Sheva ben Bichri and only then would he

cease the siege . The Gemara rules that it is forbidden to hand over

one Jewish life, even if all must forfeit their lives. However, if one

individual is singled out , as in the case of Sheva ben Bichri , the

halacha states that he should be handed over and everyone else be

saved. Resh Lakish argues that this ruling only applies when the per­

son is guilty of a death penalty, like Sheva ben Bichri. While Rav

Yochanan states that this is not a prerequisite. The Rambam (Hilchot

Yesodei HaTorah 5:5) agrees with Reish Lakish that if the person that

the pursuers demand is liable to the death penalty, as was Sheva ben

Bichri, it is permitted to turn him over in order to save the rest.

Rav Moshe concludes that it is clear that in our case, where both

twins would have died, it was permissible to sacrifice one to save th e

other, because Baby A could not survive no matter what surgical plan

was followed. Although there was no ruling of a beit din that Baby A

was guilty of any sin and therefore subject to the death penalty,

Hashem Himself issued such a ruling. There was a Heavenly edict

th at no one could save this child . Therefore , Baby A was class ified as

if she were Sheva ben Bichri, for whom there was no hope of sur­

vival. Thus, because of the congenital heart defects in Baby A, she

had been designated for death and it was therefore permissible to

hasten that death so that her sister might survive .

On October I I th , at 10:40 AM , Dr. Koop tied off the carotid ar­

tery feeding blood to the brain of Baby A. Death was instantaneous.

Quickly, the major blood vessels of BabyNs partial heart were blocked.

Four hours later the surgery was completed . Baby B was back in the

ICU and the body of her sister was brought home for burial [3] . Sadly

enough , Baby B died 47 days later from causes unrelated to the sur­

gery, as a result of contracting hepatitis B from a blood transfusion

[4] . It has been said that Dr. Koop was rewarded for awaiting Rav

Moshe's decision by later becoming the U.S. Surgeon General. •
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F
or sp iritual Jews, the periods prior to , during, and after Rosh

HaShanah are intense , with ind ividu als asking for forgive

ne ss a nd pray ing for a happy and healthy New Year. For gas

tronom ic Jews, the highlight of Rosh HaShanah is its fine

foods and superb meals. For Jews combining both traits, the trad i­

tional holiday foods, served in plentiful portions, are symbolic omens

for the coming year ( Horayos 12b ) and serve to strengthen the spiri­

tual mindset of the observant Jew. This ar tic le discusses some Tal­

mudic thoughts, coupled with medical information , on wine , apples,

and honey - food items consumed on Rosh HaShanah

Wine

All meals of th e majo r Jewish holidays, includi ng Rosh HaShanah ,

commence with hiddu sh (t he sa nc tifica t ion of the ho lid ay with

wine ), netilot yadayim (the ritua l washi ng of th e ha nds), and Iunno tzi

(t he bless ing of the bread ). Wine , the firs t food item consumed at

holiday me al s, "gladde ns the heart" (Te h il lim 104 :15).

Win e has medicinal propert ies , as noted in Bava Basra (58b) ,

"At the he ad of all cures am I, win e. In a place where there is no

win e , th er e , medicinal herbs will be re qu ire d" to cure di se ase s .

Yesterday's med icina l herbs are tcd ay's ph armaceuticals; wine has

pharmacological properties mimicking th erapeutic drugs . For ex­

ample , resveratrol, a polyphenolic antioxidant in red wine, mimics

aspirin ; both inhibit aggregation of blo od platelets and playa role

in prevent ing thromboses and myocard ial infarctions [ I J.
Rav Huna sta ted, "If one drinks wine regul arl y, even if his hea rt

is clo sed as that of a virgin, wine will ope n it " (Bava Basra 12b).

Furthermore , as st ated in Zechariah (9 : 17), "An old wine will op en

the mouths of the maidens in song." Rav Hurta 's statement impli es

th at the hea rt , the symbol of emotions and feel ings, is opened by

wine , cau sing an inh ibited pe rson to express inner feel ings. How­

ever, pe rh aps Rav Huna's sta tement can be taken literally: the regula r

consumption of \\ ine , albei t in mod er atio n, causes the heart and

it s acc ompanying blood vessels to rema in open . There is muc h in­

form ati on in the literature to suggest th at consumption of red wine

le ads to a health y he art. Res veratrol inhibit s production of

endothelin -I , which , when overproduced may cause thickening of

the bloo d vess els and atherosclerosis . In addi ti on, the alcohol (e tha­

nol ) component of red wine promotes th e e leva tion of high-density

lipoprotein cholesterol, a protective factor against atherosclerotic

cardi ovas cul ar disease [2] .

Th e ocula r effects of win e a re noted in Pesa ch im (92 a) : "O ld

wine .. . illu mina tes the eyes ." Similarl y, in Tann a De 'Bei Eliahu

Zut a (# 13) it is stated , "Wine gi ve s pleasur e to old people, make s

the ir hea rts happy, refresh es the ir souls , and illuminates th eir eyes ."

Int er estingly, medical studies co mplemen t Judaic texts. Sci enti fic

sources ha ve indicated the health benefits of moderate red win e

consumption on retinal disease in th e elderly. Age-related macular

degen eration (AiVl D) is the leading ca use of blindness in adults 6 5

yea rs of age and older. Obisesan et al. [3J noted a negative corre la-

Medical benefits associated with

the consumption of specific food

items were noted centuries ago by

our Talmudic sages

ti on bet ween moderate cons umpt ion of wine and the dev el opment

of Ai\I D among older people . Ai\I D and other retinal disease s, suc h

as p roliferative vit reore t inopat hy, are associated with oxid ati ve

stress. It was suggested that resverat rol, the key antioxidant polyphe­

nol in red wine, may be responsibl e, in part, for the health benefit s

of mod erate wine consumption on retinal disease [4 J.
Win e has positive health effec ts on the brain and on the thin k­

ing process , as noted in Eru vin (6 5a) : "Anyone who is settled wi th

a clear mind , after dr inking wine , conta ins the att ributes of 70

judge s" (i.e ., of the Sanhedr in ). Rec ent reports asso ciat e th e dail y

co ns u mption of a few glasse s of red wine (3 to 4 per day, i.e ., 250

to 50 0 rnl) with a dim inished ris k of Alzheimer's dise as e and of

cognitive defic its [5J.
In Ber achos (5 1b) it sta tes th at old win e is benefici al for the

intestin es . The bacterium , Helicobacter pylori, is associa te d wi th

gast ric ulcers. Red wine exerts anti mic robi al effects to H. pylori [6 J

a nd the dai ly intake of wine may pr event the development of gas­

tri c ca nc e r [7 ]. Addit ion all y, re d wine co n ta ins > 200 di ffe rent

polyph eno ls, many of whic h , du e to the ir antioxidative and ant i­

in flamma tory properties , inhi bi t th e initiation of cancer. For ex­

ample , Briviba et al. [8] noted that red wine polyphenols inhibit
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the in vitro proliferation of human colon carcinoma cells .

Moderate wine consumption has also been associated with

healthy bone development. Abba Shaul said, "I was one who buried

the dead and I would look at the bones of the deceased. Through

my observations I learned the following . One who would regularly

drink undiluted wine , his bones were burned, one who regularly

drank overly diluted wine , his bones were dry, and one who would

drink properly diluted wine, his bones were well lubricated" (N iddah

24b). And moreover, "Old wine . . . makes the posture erect"

(Pesachim 92a ). Felson et al. [9) observed that women who drank

at least 7 oz/week of alcohol had higher bone densities at most sites

than women with the smallest intake of alcohol «I oz/week). Thus ,

it was concluded that an alcohol intake of at least 7 oz/week was

associated with high bone density in postmenopausal women, an

effect possibly related to the augmentation of endogenous estrogen

levels by alcohol. Similarly, men who were heavy drinkers (~ 14 oz/

week) also had higher bone densities than light drinkers. Ganry et

al. [ 10] noted that moderate drinking (e .g., 1-3 glasses of wine/day)

was associated with an increase in trochanteric bone mineral den­

sity in elderly ambulatory women . In an investigation of whether

the intake of different alcoholic beverages was associated with the

outcome 2_ years after first-time lumbar disc surgery, Rasmussen

[II] observed that the intake of wine correlated with a good prog ­

nosis .

The data cited above reflect the positive health effects of wine

consumption on specific body functions . The Talmud also presents

a blanket statement regarding the health effects of wine , "O ld wine

is good for one's entire body " (Pesachim 92a). Consumption of red

wine has been associated with protection against lung cancer ; a

57% lower risk of developing lung cancer was noted in consumers

of wine , as compared to those who did not drink red wine at all.

Another study noted that men who consumed four or more glasses

of red wine/week reduced their risk of prostate cancer by 50%

(Peregrin, 2005). In yet another study, the link between wine drink­

ing and total mortality risk (all causes combined) was evaluated .

The results of various population studies showed that intake of wine

seemed to have a beneficial effect on all causes of mortality. Sev­

eral studies noted that in subjects consuming wine in moderat ion ,

the risk of mortality from all causes was 20-30% lower than in ab­

stainers [12]. As Rav Chanin bar Pappa once said, "Anyone in whose

home wine is not poured like water, is not in the category of being

blessed" (Eruvin 65a).

Chazal recognized the problems associated with the over-con­

sumption of wine (see Kesuvos 65a; Megillah 12b; Niddah 16b ;

Eruvin 64a; Yavikra Rabbah 12: I ; Bamidbar Rabbah 10: I ), as did

the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism. Although

separated by many generations, both suggested that wine consump­

tion in moderation can be beneficial, perhaps one or two drinks/

day. Both groups also recognized that alcohol affects people in dif-

ferent ways [2). For example, Rabbi Yehuda bar Ilai suffered from

headaches for 7 weeks after consuming the 4 cups of wine on Pesach

night (Niddah 49b). Many of the positive health effects of red wine

cannot be duplicated with the consumption of beers or liquors .

Thus , although the alcohol component in the red wine may con ­

tribute to the overall health benefits , other constituents in red wine

(notably, the polyphenols ) play an active role in promoting health

Apples

"Dip the apple in the honey" is a favorite holiday song of chil­

dren . It is customary that meals on Rosh HaShanah include food

items symbolic of a healthy, prosperous, and productive new year.

Although it may seem obvious that these meals include honey, as it

symbolizes sweetness (see Orach Chayim, Hilchos Rosh HaShanah),

why specfically an apple? Apples are not even one of the seven ag­

ricultural species for which Eretz lsrael was blessed. A hint of the

special status of the apple is noted in a tosefos in Berachos (37a ).

The Talmud discusses the general blessing of borei nefashos and

the tosefos explain the expressions in this blessing as follows . The

phrase, "their deficiencies ," refers to items that supply an

individual 's fundamental needs , such as bread and water, and the

phrase, "all that He created," refers to the extras, such as apples

and similar foods, non- essentials for life but which HaShem cre­

ated for people to enjoy. Of all the possible food choices that could

have been mentioned , the tosefos focused on the apple!

A connection between apples and Rosh HaShanah is implicated

when Ya'akov came to Yitzchak to receive his blessing. Ya'akov en­

tered and Yitzchak sensed the aroma of Can Eden emanating from

Ya'akov's garments and stated, "My son's fragrance is like the fra ­

grance of the field which is blessed by HaShem" (Bereshis 27:27 ).

Rav Yehudah, the son of Rav Shmuel bar Shilas, said in the name of

Rav that the odor was of a field of apples (Ta'anis 29b ). Rashi ex­

plains that the fragrance refers to a "field of apples," which in

kabbalistic terminology alludes to Can Eden. The garment worn by

Ya'alwv originally belonged to Adam HaRishon, thus explaining the

connection between the garment's aroma and Can Eden. Rabbi Gold

[13] cited a view in the Zohar Chadash that the day on which Ya'akov

received the blessing from Yitzchok was Rosh HaShanah.

Apparently, the main and possibly the only citations explicitly

mentioning apples in Ta'nach are in Shir HaShirim (2:3 and 2:5 ).

"Like the fruitful, fragrant apple tree among the barren

trees of the forest, so is my Beloved among the "sons"

(translated as , false gods ). In His shade 1 delighted and

there I sat , and the fruit of His Torah was sweet to my

palate" (2: 3).

In Perek Shirah (3 :27) , this pasuk (2:3) is designated to the apple

and its concluding phrase , "sweet to my palate," is a source for dip­

ping the apple into honey on Rosh HaShanah.



The other pasuk in Shir HaShirm which mentions apples is:

"Sustain me in exile with dainty cakes. Spread fragrant

apples about me to comfort my depression - for, bereft of

Your Presence" (2:5).

Rabbi Zlotowitz [14] cited Tractate Soferim (16:4) to explain

that this pasulc allegorically refers to Israel's love-sickness for

HaShem, while awaiting for their redemption. The "dainty cakes"

are a reference to Israel's longing for well-founded halachos and

"apples" as a reference to Israel's desire for agaddas.

Apples have medicinal properties. Rabbi Gold [13] noted a tosejta

(Bava Metzia 7:2 ) that grapes and apples were brought to the sick;

Y. Levinson [15], a nutritionist, quoted a Zohar (Acharei Mas), "Just

as the apple heals all, so the Holy One, blessed be He, heals all."

Today, apples, fruits, and vegetables in general, are considered to

have many health-promoting effects. Cancer and cardiovascular dis ­

ease, the two leading causes of death in the United States, have

been linked to lifestyle choices, in particular, to diet. The majority

of epidemiological studies linking diet and cancer have noted a re ­

duced cancer risk in those who consume a diet rich in fruits and

vegetables. A diet rich in fruits and vegetables also affords protec ­

tion against coronary diseases [16].

Much of the protective effects of fruits and vegetables are at ­

tributed to their phytochemicals, non-nutrient plant chemicals, such

as carotenoids, flavonoids, isoflavonoids, and polyphenolic acids.

Phytochemicals serve as antioxidants, to protect against oxidative

stress resulting from the metabolism of the foods we ingest. When

compared to many of the commonly consumed fruits in the Ameri ­

can diet, apples, after cranberries, have the second highest level of

antioxidant activity. Furthermore, apples have the highest portion

of "free" phenolics, those that are readily available for absorption

into the blood stream. It is important to note that the health ben­

efits associated with apple consumption apply to the consumption

of the entire fruit, i.e., the peel and the flesh. Various varieties of

apples afford different degrees of health effects, with Fuji and Red

Delicious apples having the highest antioxidant activity [16].

Health effects specifically linked to consumption of apples in­

clude a reduced risk of lung cancer, asthma and chronic obstruc­

tive pulmonary disease, cardiovascular disease and, in particular,

death from coronary heart disease and type II diabetes [16]. Re­

cently, Liu et al. [17] showed that whole apple extracts prevented

mammary cancer in a laboratory rat model, in a dose-dependent

manner, and at doses comparable to human consumption of one,

three, and six apples/day.

In addition to its phytochemicals, apples contain nutritional fi­

ber, both insoluble and soluble fibers. Pectin, a major soluble fiber

in apples, has the potential to lower the blood level of cholesterol.

Apple peels, which contain insoluble (or, non-digestible) fiber, are

noted for their anti-constipation and anticancer effects. A medium

apple with its skin contains about 3.5 grams of fiber, an amount

higher than that in one medium banana or orange, one peach, _

large pear (with its skin ), and three prunes (Levinson, 1995 ). The

phrase, "an apple a day keeps the doctor away," may, in fact, have

some validity.

Dates

Dates, the fruit of the date palm tree (of lulav fame ), are one of

the seven agricultural species for which Eretz Yisroel was blessed.

In relating the goodness of Eretz Yisroel, the Torah (Devorim 8:8)

uses the phrase, "a land flowing with milk and honey." Here "honey"

refers to date, not bee, honey (Sifre: Yonathan ben Uziel ). The Bnei

Yisaschar (cited by Gold) notes that the Hebrew term for honey,

d'vash, has the same gematria (n umerical equivalent) as the He ­

brew phrase, Av HaRachamin ( Father of mercy), thus evoking Di ­

vine mercy and compassion. Moreover, dates (tamar in Hebrew)

are one of the symbolic food items eaten at the Rash HaShanah

meal and their consumption alludes to the destruction (yitamu ) of

our enemies (Tur Orach Chaim 583).

Health benefits related to the consumption of dates as noted by

our sages (Kesuvos l Ob; Gittin 70a) include the following: dates

warm the body, satiate the appetite, loosen the bowels, provide en ­

ergy, and, although sweet, do not lead to an addiction for rich foods.

When eaten after the morning breakfast and the evening dinner

(I.e., after a full meal, Rashi), dates nullify a person's worries, in ­

testinal sickness, and, hemorrhoids, apparently related to their laxa­

tive effect (Kesuvos lOb). The positive health benefits of date con­

sumption may explain the statement in Berachos (57a ), envision­

ing dates in a dream as a sign for the termination of a person's sins.

Rabbi Joseph Ba-Gad, rash yeshiva of B'nai Akiva's Yeshivat

Nachalim, apparently is a testament to the health benefits of dates,

and he "has been, for about 40 years, eating dates, with boiled wa­

ter and milk, instead of breakfast and dinner." He consumes only

one meal at noon and completes this meal with several dates [18].

With this diet, he is in the "best of health, cheerful, and full of

energy" [19].

The above-noted citations from the Talmud stress two main

health benefits of date consumption: (a) dates are a source of en­

ergy and (b) dates, possibly because of their laxative properties,

prevent intestinal disorders. There is much science in support of

these health benefits. Dried dates, because of their sugar content,

are a high energy food, as well as a good source of potassium and

iron. The total carbohydrate content in dried dates ranges from 44

to 88%. Dried dates also have a high content of dietary fiber, rang­

ing from 6.4 to 11.5%, and apparently accounting for their laxative

effects [20 ]. Diets high in dietary fiber have been linked to a re ­

duced risk of "pressure diseases," such as varicose veins, hemor­

rhoids, and hiatus hernia, and diseases of the colon, diverticular

disease, appendicitis, and the occurrence of polyps of the large in-
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te st in es [21] . The high conte nt of both free and total phenols in

dri ed dates provide much an tioxida nt act ivity [22], probabl y ac ­

countin g fo r its a me liora t ive effec t o n ethanol -induced gas t r ic ul ­

cers in laboratory rat s [23 ) and its anti m utage n ic properties tow ard s

benzo(a lpyren e using teste r str ain s of Salmonella [24].

Appare ntl y, we are livi ng in t imes in wh ich the medi cal ben e fits

assoc ia ted with the co nsumption of spe ci fic food item s th at we re

not ed centuries ago by our Talmud ic sages ar e no w graduall y bei ng

corrobo ra ted by resea rc h cond ucted in labora tories throu ghout th e

wor ld . •
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