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Selected emails from our listeners

Comments on the Show

Rabbi Yechezkel Ishayek said on you show not to make Brochos on marshamellows
and on any food that he feels damages you.

| guess that would include coke, pepsi, orange soda, cake, cookies, crackers, coffee,
maraschino cherries, hamburgers, hot dogs, cold cuts, cholent, fried chicken, american
cheese and anything in the entire world that this Rabbi didn't feel is healthy.

How could he say that?
What is his source????

Zev Roth

Yechezkel Ishayek Yesterday 0

To: Benjamin Goldschmidt Details
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| am surprised that, while when it comes to vaccines, you don't tolerate pseudoscience,
but when it comes to nutrition and health you don't seem to mind spreading debunked
myths. R' Ishayek spoke about not drinking during, or up to two hours after, eating,
because the water will dilute one's digestive fluids.

This is not correct. See here.
All the best.

Yehoshua Duker

Regarding the issue of obesity in the Frum community, attention needs to be given to
the fact that if Hechsherim are denied to restaurants that have the Israeli flag, then Kal
Vachomer Hechsherim should be removed from all foods containing the poison of
SUGAR that destroys the body and kills people no less than heroin or cocaine. The

guestion is whether anyone is listening.

The Hechsherim placed on mass produced manufactured food are a MICHSHOL
BIFNEI IVER and even worse. We are in danger from having to rely on Hechsherim on
such “food” which is destroying our health in a society of ignorance and lack of true
nutritional education.

David Goldman
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Headlines I1

JewishAction

azine of the Orthodox Union

Is Orthodoxy Unhealthy?

August 1, 2015
by Rabbi Reuven Spolter

About a decade ago, a short time after | arrived in Oak Park, Michigan, | visited
a doctor for a checkup. | already knew the drill. He’d come in, examine me, draw
blood and adjust my medications based on the results. The examination began, and
everything was going well — until the doctor started talking.

“If you don’t lose weight, in ten years you’ll have type-2 diabetes.”

Then the doctor, a secular Jew, added, “You Orthodox eat too much.”

“Why’s he picking on us?” | thought.

But upon further reflection, | realized that he was right. Consider a typical
Shabbat. Friday night begins with a big meal: wine, challah, appetizer, soup, main
course and dessert. Then we might attend a Shalom Zachar: some beer, a couple
pieces of cake. Drag yourself home and conk out. We wake up on Shabbat morning
with a piece of cake and cup of coffee before davening. (For now, I'll ignore the
halachic issues of eating before davening.) After davening, we head for the kiddush,
a mainstay at shuls looking to attract and retain members. At best, we sample a few
pieces of cake and some chips. At worst, we've loaded up on cholent, kugel, maybe
some herring — without a doubt a full meal on any other day of the week. And then we
head home and do what? Eat another meal-and a large one at that. Again with wine,
challah, maybe some chicken, cholent, cold cuts, and dessert. After minchah-seudah
shelishit. At most shuls this is a simple affair, but it’s still a meal; maybe a roll, some
tuna fish, and a piece of now stale cake left over from the kiddush. Often we were
not even hungry for seudah shelishit, but it’s a social thing; everyone’s eating, and
hey, it's a mitzvah! And whether we call it a melaveh malkah or not, what’'s Saturday
night without a slice of pizza (or two or three), a movie, some popcorn too, perhaps?

Orthodoxy, of course, does not demand overeating and unhealthy living. Yet,
especially in America, the Orthodox lifestyle has led many into a dangerous cycle of
overeating and indulgence.

A rabbi | know once lost a great deal of weight. When | asked him how he did it,
he said simply, “I decided that at simchas | was only going to eat one meal, either
at the shmorg or at the sit-down dinner.” Think about it: How many functions do we
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attend at which we eat more than one meal? How many Bar Mitzvahs, school dinners,
weddings?

| started thinking about our unhealthy lifestyle after reading a recent issue of
Jewish Action that featured an article about the challenges of eating healthfully at a
kiddush (Shira Isenberg, “A Kiddush Conundrum,” [winter, 2010]). Soon after reading
it, | received, via e-mail, a number of photos of a frum wedding. The people in the
photographs were total strangers. Yet, looking at them, | was struck by the fact that
they were all overweight — significantly so.

| remember when the frum community of Oak Park waged a battle to open a
kosher Dunkin’ Donuts in the area (for reasons | cannot fathom, the parent company
was giving the franchise a hard time about going kosher). After the battle had been
won and the store opened, | got a call from a local columnist. When he asked me how
| felt about the victory | said, “I'm not sure that we’ve struck a blow for the waistlines
of Orthodox Jews, but it’s a great win for our community. | only hope we can bring the
same energy to more important issues down the road.”

| call upon Jewish organizations to undertake a study of the collective health of
Orthodox people. | worry about the long-term health of Orthodox Jews, especially in
America. | fear an epidemic of heart disease, diabetes, and of course, unnecessary
deaths resulting from complications of obesity.

Our community rightly protects the value of life. We'll fight for the right to cling
to every last second of life, devoted to the notion that every moment is precious and
holy. And yet, at the very same time, under the banner of frumkeit, we’ve adopted a
lifestyle that’s literally going to cut years and perhaps decades from our lives.

Copyright © ou.org
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Maintaining Good Health as a
Halachic Imperative

he consistent, well-documented rise in obesity rates in the United States and

throughout the Western world has not skipped over the Orthodox Jewish
community, as a casual glance at waistlines in a typical synagogue will show.
In fact, there are some indications that Orthodox Jews are even more likely to
be dangerously overweight. Already in 2011, Israel’s Ministry of Health issued
a report stating that obesity rates were seven times higher among the country’s
ultra-Orthodox population than among secular Israelis. The report cast the
blame on the prominent place occupied by food in religious observance, as well
as the tendency among ultra-Orthodox Jews not to engage in serious physical
activity.!

In light of the well-known risks associated with overeating and obesity —
most notably, type-2 diabetes and heart disease — the widespread unhealthful
habits in the Orthodox Jewish world, such as overeating and lack of physical
activity, are troubling. Halacha very clearly and emphatically requires us to avoid
activities and habits that endanger our physical wellbeing, and to implement
reasonable measures to ensure our personal safety and health. This essay will
present just a small sampling of the halachic literature on this critically impor-
tant topic, and show the severity with which halacha approaches the religious
imperative to care for one’s physical wellbeing, in the hope of spurring discus-
sion and generating greater awareness of this mitzva.

DMWY TRN DNINYN

Numerous poskim famously cite as the source of this obligation the verse in
Sefer Devarim (4:15), nymwaib Tn onnwn. For example, the Peri Megadim (O.C.
328:6) writes that a seriously ill patient may not refuse to take his medication, due
to the command of n>mwa% Txn onmwn. It should be noted that the Rambam
(Hilchos Rotzeiach 11:4) and the Shulchan Aruch (C.M. 427:8) cite as the source
of this requirement an earlier verse from that same chapter in Devarim (verse
9): TRN TWA1 MW 72 WN P1. The Gemara in Maseches Berachos (32b) cites both

1. The findings were reported by Ynet on September 1, 2011.
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256 HEADLINES 2: HALACHIC DEBATES OF CURRENT EVENTS

verses in the context of the obligation to care for one’s physical wellbeing and
to avoid danger.

The Chasam Sofer, in one of his responsa (Y.D. 241), indicates that this
requirement constitutes an outright Biblical obligation and that the entire
institution of pp 1 — liability for damage caused to people — was established
as a safeguard to the obligation of nnnwn. By imposing financial liability for
damage, the Chasam Sofer explains, the Torah incentivizes responsible and safe
conduct. It therefore appears that at least in the Chasam Sofer’s view, maintain-
ing one’s physical wellbeing constitutes a Torah obligation.?

The Levush (116:1), by contrast, writes that this requirement was enacted by
Chazal, and the Biblical source was noted merely as an xnanox (an allusion in
the Biblical text to a law enacted later).3

Regardless, the halachic obligation to refrain from dangerous activities is
codified in the conclusion of the Choshen Mishpat section of the Shulchan Aruch.
After noting the example of drinking unprocessed water without first inspecting
it for insects, the Shulchan Aruch writes:

IR ;79299 DINRY NN ,NRYA 100N 210 INIRY TN KRR IR DT HY 120 D
210 NI72 RN PHY DNN NN ,NITIN NN IMR PIN ;]I PN 1R

Whoever violates these and similar matters, saying, “I will endanger
myself — why does anyone else’s opinion about this matter to me?” or
“I am not careful about this,” he should be given lashes for his betrayal.
And one who is careful in this regard — a blessing of goodness shall
come upon him.

Elsewhere (O.C. 613:5), the Shulchan Aruch rules that walking through mam i on
— a gushing river — is forbidden due to the danger entailed, even if the water
does not extend any higher than one’s waist. The contemporary application of
this ruling would be going into the water at a beach where no lifeguard is present.

Another vitally important contemporary application of the requirement
to avoid danger is road safety. In a published collection of Rav Yosef Shalom
Elyashiv’s letters (Kisvuni Le-Doros, p. 315), a letter appears bearing his and other
leading sages’ signatures,* lamenting the sore lack of awareness of this halachic
imperative and urging greater caution in this area:

2. The Chasam Sofer here mentions not only nnanwn, but also the prohibition of Tmyn xY
7v1 07 Yy — ignoring the life-threatening danger facing others (Vayikra 19:16) — and &Y
a1 onT wwn — having hazardous items in one’s possession (Devarim 22:8).

3. See Rav Asher Weiss, Minchas Asher, Devarim 7:1.

4. The other rabbis who signed the letter were Rav Simcha Kook, Rav Shmuel Eliezer Stern,
and Rav Naftali Nussbaum, who were members of the 5772 mmon mvary o nm
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17373 N2IN2 TN 23NN DTRIY DYITH MNNN RN WO 910 NPRY NN 7N
797 MW MANIARTY .RNDIRN RNIDD RPN DTN 1NAR 197 ,0WITHRA NN 177 29 HY
NN DYVINN N2YAN PITPTA DTN NINN 72 TN NINN 27P2 DX NTH PAYa RN
TIOMY NPT T0INN DITIN IPYNA 1N NIDD PADY IR NI1IDH DD DIITI MVIN
9270 NIMNY P7O0N TNIN TDINN TWR PN 2121 TH? 27p2 NANTYN N2T VIO W AT
1091 NN WNN MY NIDDI THXY TIH0N TNYAY DMWY InwnY N2Inn Y 1IN
T2 MW INTAY R MINPYNNN NIDTAY 11T 0T .00 MIAPYI NI MINOR

.23 991 HxNYY WY 191 Nom

The obligation to protect one’s body and life is among the great obliga-
tions to which a person is bound as an outright requirement accord-
ing to the law of the sacred Torah. Indeed, our Sages said, “Matters of
danger are stricter than matters of prohibition.” To our dismay, there is
grave disregard of this matter even among our camp, and even Torah
students, who are careful about halachic details, are negligent with
regard to road safety and enter situations of danger or possible danger
— may Hashem guard and protect them! This is mostly due to a lack of
knowledge and education about this matter. The problem is especially
pronounced among children and youth, who, due to a lack of adequate
education about the severity of this matter and the great obligation to
guard their lives, sometimes place themselves in real life-threatening
danger. Numerous tragedies have been caused as a result... May it be
His will that in the merit of the awakening of the public to exercise care
and caution as required, we will all earn protection and safety from all
harm...

The sources cited thus far have all dealt with the obligation to avoid hazardous
activities and situations. The Rambam, in a famous passage in Hilchos Deios
(4:1), speaks of the need to also lead a healthy lifestyle by accustoming oneself
to habits that promote health and avoiding habits that threaten one’s wellbeing:

NY*TN 92T YT IR PDW IWAR IR INYW RIN DY 1I7TH DYV R G130 N DIRIN
IARY PNINDI QN DR PTIRND DIATH INRY DTIR PPNINY IR 79297 1YIN RIN RNIAN
HYNNM PIINN 07172

Since having a healthy, complete body is among the ways of God, as it
is impossible to understand or know anything about the Creator if one

— “The Rabbinic Council for Road Caution and Safety” Before appending his signature,
Rav Elyashiv wrote, '22% m>72 "y ,00mwai% 781 onnwn orph Tr %3 9y — referencing the
Gemara’s interpretation of the command n»mwaib 7&n nninwn as an obligation to care
for one’s personal safety.
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is ill — a person must therefore distance himself from things that harm
the body and accustom himself to things that strengthen [the body] and
maintain health.

The Rambam proceeds to delineate numerous measures that ought to be taken,
and those which should be avoided, in order to maintain good health, based on
the medical knowledge of his time.

Similarly, the Shulchan Aruch (Y.D. 116) sets forth laws forbidding the
consumption of potentially hazardous foods. He begins with the prohibition
of pYun mn — drinking water that was left exposed and may have thus been
contaminated by a snake’s venom. (The Shulchan Aruch then adds that this law
does not apply in societies in which snakes are uncommon.) In the next pas-
sage, the Shulchan Aruch codifies the prohibition against eating meat together
with fish, which was thought to cause leprosy. Later (116:4), the Shulchan Aruch
warns against ingesting human perspiration, which was considered toxic. He
also forbids placing in one’s mouth objects that may be infected by germs, as well
as consuming foods or beverages that had been kept under a bed overnight, as
such foods were believed to be contaminated (116:5).

It clearly emerges from the Shulchan Aruch’s rulings that one may not ingest
foods or beverages that are deemed harmful to one’s health. Presumably, then,
the Shulchan Aruch would forbid nowadays the regular consumption of foods
and drinks deemed harmful by the mainstream medical community, such as
those with high sugar and salt content, excessive quantities of carbohydrates,
or foods with high levels of fat and cholesterol. If halacha forbids the consump-
tion of meat with fish due to the belief that it could potentially cause leprosy,
then it would certainly forbid excessive consumption of sugar, or overeating
in general, which today’s medical experts have universally and unequivocally
deemed dangerous.

NTOINN RNIOO RYNAN

The Gemara in Maseches Chullin (9a-10a) establishes the famous rule of xnn
RO RN ’NOY — halacha treats matters of physical danger with greater stringency
than it treats matters of ritual law. The practical implication of this rule is that
although halacha allows relying on statistical probability in matters pertaining
general ritual prohibitions (issurim), with respect to physical harm, even small
risks of physical danger must be avoided.

The Gemara there discusses a case in which a kosher animal was slaughtered,
whereupon a beast of prey took the slaughtered animal’s intestines. When the
intestines were retrieved, they contained perforations. If these perforations were
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caused by the beast that preyed on the slaughtered carcass, then the animal
would be kosher, but if the perforations were present before the slaughtering,
then the animal would be a nav (stricken with a terminal illness), and its meat
may not be consumed. The Gemara rules that one may rely on the statistical
probability that the perforations were caused by the beast, and had not been
present before nvnw. However, the Gemara rules differently in the case of a fruit
that was pecked at by a bird, and in which one later saw holes. Although the
holes were most likely caused by the bird’s pecking, the fruit may not be eaten,
given the remote possibility that the hole resulted from the bite of a snake whose
venom may now be present in the fruit. The Gemara explains that when the issue
at stake is a possible violation of the Torah’s dietary code, one may rely on the
statistical probability that the food is kosher. When, however, the concern is one
of physical safety, then a heightened level of caution is required. Even though
the holes in the fruit are most likely benign, halacha forbids consumption of the
fruit because of the minute risk that the holes signify the presence of venom.

The Gemara proceeds to note the aforementioned example of pYun wn — the
prohibition against drinking water that had been left exposed overnight, which
may have been contaminated by a poisonous snake. This prohibition applies
even to cases of P9nn om pavo, where it is uncertain whether the water had been
left uncovered. In parallel cases involving ritual laws, the Gemara observes,
we would certainly allow relying on the statistical probability that the water
is permissible. However, since the concern pertains to physical danger, we are
required to avoid water if there is any doubt regarding its safety.

Accordingly, the Rama (C.M. 116:5) rules, mo>x pavn MdL PoOY ANV WING W
— one must be stricter in situations of uncertainty involving danger than in
situations of uncertainty involving ritual prohibitions.

What is the rationale underlying this distinction between xno and x1ox?
Why does halacha require us to avoid even slight possibilities of risk to our
physical wellbeing, while allowing us to rely on statistical probability with regard
to ritual prohibitions?

The answer to this question appears, albeit somewhat ambiguously, in the
comments of the Chasam Sofer (Chiddushim on Chullin):

7INIT RON VR I I PR MO0 VIYNN 12 AT HAR RNDR — 1a0Y Hp ;v nn
NID02 2”7RWN X117 HY TNDY PNN RIN NDI0N HY PATIY MY ,200 HY 7Y vy
20091,wA1 VWY R7R JINDN VIPININ Y AT DR MWV

The distinction is easy to understand: With regard to prohibitions, even
if he ends up with the minority, which is non-kosher, he is not guilty
of any violation, for he acted appropriately by relying on the majority,
and the One who forbade nav allowed him to rely on the majority. By
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contrast, when it comes to risk to life, if he ends up with the minority
and endangers himself, his life cannot be retrieved. This is obvious.®

The Chasam Sofer explains that God Himself, who introduced the Torah’s pro-
hibitions, stipulated that one need not avoid slight risks of violation in certain
situations of uncertainty. The loss of human life, however, is permanent, and so
God indeed expects us to exercise great caution to maintain our physical well-
being. The Torah forbade certain activities, but also allowed performing those
very activities in certain doubtful situations. When it comes to maintaining our
physical wellbeing, however, not only is suicide forbidden, but, given the high
value the Torah assigns to human life, it mandates exercising special caution to
protect it even in situations that entail only a slight risk of harm.®

The Status of “Mystical” Dangers

Several poskim distinguish between two different types of hazards: activities
that are scientifically established as dangerous, and those which are considered
harmful due solely to mystical theories and beliefs. This distinction was pro-
posed by Rav Meir Eisenstadter (Imrei Eish Y.D. 60) in response to a question
posed by a man who was considering selecting as a match for his daughter
someone whose name was the same as his. Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid, in his
famous tzavaa, or ethical will (#23), warned that a girl's marriage to a man with
the same name as her father could pose danger. This man was therefore wary of
such a match, despite the fact that the young man was otherwise a perfectly suit-
able mate for his daughter. Although the Noda Be-Yehuda (Mahadura Tinyana,
E.H. 79) claimed that Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid issued these warnings only
to his descendants, the man wrote to Rav Eisenstadter that he has heard that his
family descends from Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid. Therefore, in light of the
rule of X1o7rN XML ® NN, he felt that perhaps he should not pursue this match.

In his response, Rav Eisenstadter dismisses the factor of X moxrn k1o xvnn,
claiming that this principle applies only with respect to natural dangers. The
dangers of which Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid warned are mystical by nature,
and not grounded in natural science. When it comes to mystical risks, Rav
Eisenstadter writes, we need not be concerned in situations of uncertainty, as

5. See also the Chasam Sofer’s comments in Maseches Avoda Zara (30a).

6. We should also note the comments of Rav Moshe Rivkis in Beer Ha-Gola (end of
Choshen Mishpat): 11190 103 R91INT1202 RY NXIT IR IRNIA 11X ORIN 1IRI 1RY DR 790107
TN MY RNMPrar H1vt 19 — one who endangers himself demonstrates a disregard for the
life given to him by God in order for him to serve his Creator and thereby earn reward.
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we are in situations of potential natural danger. Rav Eisenstadter conceded,
however, that he had no source supporting this distinction.

Rav Amram Blum (Beis Shearim, Y.D. 196) suggests proving this theory
from a passage in the Rambam’s commentary to the Mishna (Yoma 83a), where
he writes that a gravely ill patient may not eat on Yom Kippur food to which
people ascribe mystical healing powers. The Rambam asserts that eating on Yom
Kippur is permitted only if the food will naturally sustain the person so that he
can survive, but not if it is considered therapeutic only according to mystical
teaching, because such remedies are not scientifically verified and their benefit
is therefore questionable.” Therefore, if a seriously ill patient’s only remedy on
Yom Kippur is eating food that is perceived to have mystical healing powers, the
patient may not eat that food.® Rav Blum reasons that if the Rambam discounts
the effectiveness of mystical remedies and does not permit violating Yom Kippur
to employ an allegedly life-saving mystical remedy even when one is already in a
state of danger, he would certainly not require one to avoid an action that would
potentially be harmful according to mystical belief. These comments seem to
support Rav Eisenstadter’s hypothesis that the rule of x1107xn xndo 8NN does
not apply to mystical dangers.®

Rav David Sperber (Afarkasta De-Anya 1:169) draws proof from elsewhere in
the Rambam’s writings: a responsum (Peer Ha-Dor 146) regarding the status of
a mbop — a woman who was twice widowed. Chazal appear to forbid marrying
such a woman, but the Rambam insists that this was intended as a suggestion for
those concerned about the possibility that the woman possesses some dangerous
mystical powers. The Rambam thus ridiculed those who questioned whether
the obligation of m2 (marrying one’s deceased brother’s wife if the brother had
no children) applies if the widow is a nbvp. Clearly, according to the Rambam,
one may be lenient with regard to potential mystical dangers in situations of
uncertainty, as such dangers need not be taken so seriously to begin with.1

7. The Rambam’s formulation is 7107 121011 NYTH T8N IR ,WIYN OM *.

8. Below, we will show that others disputed this position of the Rambam concerning mysti-
cal remedies.

9. We should note, however, that one could distinguish between actively taking mystical
remedial measures on Yom Kippur, which the Rambam maintains is not permitted,
and knowingly performing an action mystically associated with dangers, which even he
might forbid. As such, the Rambam’s comments regarding the situation of an ill patient
on Yom Kippur do not necessarily prove that one may run the risk of violating Rabbeinu
Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings in situations of uncertainty. (See also next note.)

10. In truth, however, it seems very difficult to prove from the Rambam’s comments that
Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings need not be observed in situations of uncer-
tainty. The Rambam denied, or at least doubted, the veracity of mystical, non-scientific
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Similarly, Rav Sperber elsewhere (3:264) cites the comments of Rav Avraham
David of Buchach, in his Mili De-Chasidusa commentary to Rabbeinu Yehuda
Ha-Chasid’s tzavaa, who writes that one may be lenient in regard to Rabbeinu
Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings if there is any kind of question or doubt."

Numerous other poskim also follow this view that one may disregard mysti-
cal dangers in situations of uncertainty.!?

Others, however, disagree. Rav Eliezer Deutsch (Chelkas Ha-Sadeh 25) cites
the comments of the Chida (Birkei Yosef, Y.D. 339:8) regarding the practice to
discard water that was drawn from a well in the vicinity of a deceased person.
This practice is codified by the Shulchan Aruch (Y.D. 339:5), and one of the rea-
sons given (as noted by the Shach) is that the Angel of Death places a drop of the
deceased’s blood in this water, and drinking it is thus considered dangerous. The
Chida raises the question of whether this custom applies even to water drawn in
the vicinity of a deceased gentile, and he concludes that there is no conclusive
answer. One should therefore discard this water, because X1 xn xn1dL RPNHN.
This clearly indicates that in his view, mystical dangers are no different from
natural danger with respect to the rule of xXmo»xn xndv X PNN even in doubtful
situations.

The Chida here is consistent with the view he expresses elsewhere in Birkei
Yosef (O.C. 301:6). The case under discussion is writing an amulet on Shabbos
to cure a patient who had ingested poison. The Chida rules that it is permis-
sible to violate Shabbos in order to save a gravely ill patient through a mystical
remedy. In direct contrast to the Rambam, who, as we saw, forbade breaking the
Yom Kippur fast for the sake of utilizing a mystical life-saving cure, the Chida
permits Shabbos desecration to save someone’s life through a mystical remedy.
The Chida clearly accepted the position that mystical medical guidelines and
procedures are halachically equivalent to natural ones, and thus, Shabbos may
be violated for a life-saving mystical procedure just as it may be violated to save a
persons life through natural means. By the same token, according to the Chida,

safety measures and precautions altogether, and he would not have afforded any legiti-
macy to Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings to begin with. Those who accept the
validity of Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings clearly do not accept the Rambam’s
rejection of mystical theories, and so the Rambam’s views on the subject are of no
practical relevance in determining the extent to which these warnings must be heeded.

11 RP DN YI2P AL PRI T2 PN 937273 129,792 TIY WVN PRI PYPNR RINT Y3 RINNDR 7T Y. See
also Even Yekara, E.H. 15; Kenesses Yaakov, p. 121.

12. Rav Shlomo Kluger, Tuv Taam Va-Daas, Mahadura Telisan 2:198; Rav Menachem
Mendel Schneersohn, Tzemach Tzedek, E.H. 27:6; Rav Schneur Zalman Fradkin, Toras
Chesed, E.H. 5:5; Rav Shimon Greenfeld, Shu”t Maharshag 2:240.
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one must exercise as much caution to avoid mystical risks as one must to avoid
dangers posed by natural forces.

Similarly, Rav Chaim Palagi (Ruach Chayim, E.H. 62:15) writes that one must
heed Rabbeinu Yehuda Ha-Chasid’s warnings even in cases of uncertainty, given
that they involve risks of danger. Rav Palagi rules that this applies even in situa-
tions of Xpav pav — where there are two different uncertainties involved. Since
the person’s physical wellbeing is at stake, he must avoid even a slight possibility
of risk.®* A contemporary posek, Rav Yaakov Chaim Sofer, follows this view in
his Borchi Nafshi (pp. 136-147), citing many authorities who require avoiding
mystical dangers even in situations of uncertainty.

In concluding this section, we should note the significance of the fact that
such a debate exists. Several poskim discount the effectiveness of mystically-
based safety and health measures. Certainly, then, it would be wholly irrational
to turn the tables and treat mystical risks with greater severity and concern than
natural risks. Hence, if we are careful — as we should be — not to eat meat with
fish and to eat them with separate utensils, due to the belief that eating them
together can cause leprosy, we cannot be any less strict when it comes to the
scientifically confirmed risks of an unhealthful diet. It is simply inconsistent to
regularly consume hamburgers, French fries, and soda while making sure to
keep the burger separate from fish! Our strict compliance with the guidelines
of contemporary health professionals is as halachically mandated as complying
with the Shulchan Aruch’s warning against eating meat with fish, and perhaps
even more so.

Endangering Oneself for a Mitzva

Some have argued that indulging on Shabbos and Yom Tov is acceptable, and
perhaps even to be encouraged, given the mitzva to enjoy oneself through food
and drink on these occasions. Even if a person’s cardiologist warns against
excessive consumption of red meat and fried foods, for example, he might

13. Rav Shlomo Kluger issues a similar ruling in his Ha-Elef Lecha Shlomo (E.H. 46) regard-
ing the situation of a mabvp. Even in a case in which a woman’s n5vp status hinges on
two uncertainties, he writes, one should not marry her, given the risk entailed. This
ruling, at first glance, appears to contradict Rav Kluger’s position expressed elsewhere
(see above, n. 12) that the rule of x1o2xn x>0 ®NN does not apply to the custom to
discard water drawn near a deceased person, as the risk of danger is mystical by nature.
The likely explanation is that Rav Kluger viewed marriage to a n19vp as posing natural,
rather than mystical, danger, as the deaths of her previous husbands may likely testify
to an illness that she transmits to her mates. This theory was, in fact, suggested by Rav
Sperber (Afarkasta De-Anya 3:263).
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nevertheless insist on enjoying hefty portions of cholent and fried chicken at
his synagogue’s kiddush, at the Shabbos table, or at his grandson’s bar-mitzva,
since he is, after all, fulfilling a mitzva. Assuming the food poses no immediate,
life-threatening risk, and the concern relates to the potential adverse long-term
effects of these foods, is such an argument valid?

A similar question is raised by Rav Yom Tov Lipman Halperin (Oneg Yom
Tov 41), who addresses the case of someone for whom eating matza poses
danger, but who insists on eating matza despite the risk entailed. Rav Halperin
cites Rashi’s comment in Maseches Yevamos (64b) that if someone circumcises
an infant on Shabbos who is exempt from the bris mila obligation, he is guilty of
Shabbos desecration. The case under discussion pertains to an infant whose two
older brothers had died after being circumcised and is thus presumed to suffer
from hemophilia, and hence exempt from bris mila. Since there is no mitzva to
circumcise this child due to a health concern, this circumcision does not justify
Shabbos desecration. Rav Halperin applies this principle to other mitzvos as well,
concluding that whenever one is absolved of a mitzva due to the risk it poses to
his physical wellbeing, there is no value whatsoever in performing the mitzva.
He receives no credit for the mitzva; he actually violates halacha by unnecessar-
ily exposing himself to danger.

Rav Moshe Sternbuch cites Rav Halperin's comments in his Teshuvos
Ve-Hanhagos (2:241) and suggests a distinction between different levels of risk.
In the case of a child whose two older brothers died as a result of bris mila, the
child can be presumed to be genetically incapable of surviving a circumcision.
Therefore, given the high risk, there is no mitzva whatsoever to circumcise this
infant. However, in situations in which doctors warn a patient that eating matza
or drinking wine poses a small risk of danger, it is possible that one fulfills
a mitzva if he partakes of the matza or wine against the doctor’s advice. Rav
Sternbuch asserts that under such circumstances, where the mitzva entails just
a small risk of danger, people of spiritual stature may apply the principle, 1mw
Y1727 »7 ®Y me¥n — “He who observes a command will know no evil” (Koheles
8:5). Indeed, Rav Sternbuch observes, there are accounts of great tzaddikim who
exposed themselves to a degree of danger for the sake of performing mitzvos.

Rav Sternbuch refers to the comments of the Tiferes Yisrael commentary to
the Mishna (Berachos 1:3) allowing one to expose himself to a small degree of
risk for the sake of a mitzva. The Tiferes Yisrael notes the precedent of Rabbi
Akiva, who risked his life while he was in prison to fulfill the mitzva of netilas
yadayim (Eiruvin 21b). Thus, as long as the level of danger is low, one may expose
himself to such risk for the sake of fulfilling a mitzva.

Nevertheless, Rav Sternbuch concludes that it is preferable for a person not
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to fulfill a mitzva under such circumstances, when it poses a small risk, as such
allowances are reserved for spiritual giants like Rabbi Akiva.™

Of course, this would depend on the level of risk involved. Rav Yitzchak
Zilberstein (Chashukei Chemed, Yoma 84b) addresses the question of whether
one should travel on dangerous roads in Israel for the sake of a mitzva. He
mentions the example of a doctor who is asked to come and treat a patient or
a mohel who is asked to perform a bris in communities in the West Bank when
the roads to these areas are being targeted by terrorist sniper fire. Rav Zilberstein
concludes that if these roads are safely traveled by thousands of motorists every
day, and shootings take place on very rare occasions, one should not refuse to
perform the mitzva due to the danger involved. As long as the risk of danger is
very slight, one should be prepared to expose himself to such a risk for the sake
of a mitzva.

Returning to the question concerning eating heartily on Shabbos and Yom
Tov despite health concerns, the halacha would likely depend on the level of risk
involved. If occasionally breaking one’s diet does not pose any significant health
risk, then it would seem perfectly acceptable to indulge for the sake of enhancing
one’s Shabbos and Yom Tov observance. If, however, the doctor warns that even
occasional indulgence can be harmful, the mitzva of enjoying Shabbos and Yom
Tov would not be legitimate grounds for risking one’s health.

14. The Menoras Ha-Maor (3:18) writes that an especially pious person who is exceedingly
meticulous with regard a particular mitzva may perform that mitzva even in situa-
tions of grave danger, and rely on God’s protection. Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein cites this
source in his Chashukei Chemed (Sukka 23a) amidst his discussion of the story told of
Rav Chaim Yaakov Rotenberg, who erected a makeshift sukka in a Nazi labor camp
during the Holocaust in order to fulfill the mitzva of sukka, despite the obvious danger
involved. Rav Zilberstein suggests that either Rav Rotenberg felt that he would not likely
be discovered in the short time it took him to build the sukka, eat a portion of bread,
and dismantle the sukka, or he relied upon this view of the Menoras Ha-Maor. He also
raises the possibility of making an exception during Tnwn nyw — periods of religious
persecution against Jews, when it would be deemed admirable to risk one’s life for the
sake of fulfilling mitzvos.





