JEWISH PERSPECTIVES ON
HEALTH, NUTRITION, FITNESS,
AND EXTREME SPORTS

Many think that religion is confined to the realm of other-worldly matters. Yet, Judaism
rejects this sharp division between secular and religious spheres, and urges us to sanctify
the mundane. The ordinary elements of our life, including our recreational activities, can be
raised to a higher, more elevated - even spiritual - level.

Judaism does not offer specific instructions for all human behavior. However, we can find general
guidance in Jewish sources to help us navigate our personal decisions in all aspects of life. For
example, the Talmudic jurisprudence we use to analyze the Torah’s laws of compensation for
damages can also provide guidance for the physical activities we engage in, whether for fitness or
for fun.

In this class we will explore the Jewish approach to health, fitness, and recreational activity.
Judaism teaches that we have a religious duty to maintain our health and to avoid potential
hazards to it. Even an activity that does not harm anyone else may still not be permissible. In
order to understand why, we will need to address the following questions:

& What does Judaism have to say about keeping healthy?
@ Do Jewish thinkers recommend a particular diet or lifestyle?
@ What is the Jewish perspective on the importance of healthy living?

@ If we believe in God and Divine Providence, why do we need to take steps to ensure
health and avoid danger? Doesn't God take care of us anyway?

@& Which sports and recreational activities does Judaism condone, and which does
it condemn?
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INTRODUCTION:
LIFEIS A GREAT BALANCING ACT

Imagine that you are the custodian of a delicate building, such as the recently re-opened
leaning Tower of Pisa. You are asked to guard it from decay, destruction, and all other
threats to its future. You know that the building will not last much longer without constant
monitoring and upkeep. You could surround it with concrete barriers and steel girders,
but that would hide the beauty of the building, making it virtually unusable. And even this
could not prevent the eventual loss of the building. How do you balance the need to use the
building with the need to protect it?

This presents an interesting metaphot. Judaism teaches that God gave each person a body
to use, but we are required to protect it. This is a difficult balancing act. If we are overly
cautious, we limit our activities and opportunities in life. Yet if we are reckless, we risk
destroying the very body we were given to protect. What is the prudent course and what
are the limitations? (www.aish.com, “Taking a Risk” by Daniel Eisenberg, M.D.)

We can easily recognize the value in healthy living, eating right and getting sufficient exercise.
However, many people these days find it difficult to strike a healthy balance. Overeating can
be detrimental, but excessive dieting may be just as harmful. Exercise is beneficial to the body
in many ways, yet extreme sports can be hazardous to our health. How can we be sure to get
it right, to distinguish between what is healthy and fun versus what is risky and dangerous?

The Jewish approach is that a person must navigate the fine line between a healthy or
hazardous lifestyle. The boundaries emerge from the recognition of our obligation to maintain
good health, and at the same time, to avoid danger. We will begin our exploration of this topic
with the mitzvah of staying healthy and avoiding danger to life and limb.

SECTIONIL. THE MITZVAH TO MAINTAIN
GOOD HEALTH AND AVOID DANGER

PART A. KEEPING WELL

1. Bereishit (Genesis) 2:7 and Talmud Bavli, Taanit 22b - Keep your soul alive!

And the Lord God formed man of dust FTRT D 9D DINRT IR DTOR PP 98
from the ground, and He breathed into his TP W2 DTN Y DN NBwI PORI DN
nostrils the soul of life, and man became a

living soul.

and man became a living soul - (meaning) S T2 NI AR - 7PN w0 DTN T
the soul that I gave you - keep it alive!

The instruction to “keep the soul alive” implies that it is our obligation to do so.
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2. Midrash Vayikra Rabba16:8 - It is up to us to keep sickness away.

Rabbi Acha said: People need to take POY DO IR ROW KT DTN KN 37 DN
precautions to protect themselves from 17D (1 ©727) RAR 9 MRT R0OYY XD
becoming susceptible to disease. How POV DINMIRID ROW R o100 95

do we know this? Rabbi Acha cited the
verse, “The Lord will keep all illness away
from you” (Devarim/Deuteronomy 7:15);
and interpreted it as: it is from you [ie.
dependent on you] that illness should not
come upon you.

3. Talmud Bavli, Ketuvot 30a - We are responsible for our own health.

Everything is in the hands of Heaven, RallyiYaiiyalaigalyal bl te ety
except for [negligence due to overexposure
to] the cold or heat.

We are expected to guard and avoid endangering ourselves by applying common sense.
For example, in normal circumstances one can avoid hypothermia by making sure to dress
warmly when going out when it is freezing. Likewise, one can avoid dehydration by making
sure todrink sufficiently in hot,dry weather. These are basic steps we must take to stay healthy.

PART B. GUARD YOUR LIFE

Aside from the general obligation to take care of our health, the Torah also tells us to make
sure we stay away from danger. As such, it is considered forbidden to purposely expose oneself
to threats of life and limb.

The Torah tells us to “guard your souls,” but from the context, it does not seem to be talking
about avoiding danger.

1. Devarim (Deuteronomy) 4:9,15 - God tells us to take care of ourselves.

Just beware and guard yourself (lit. your IR MOWN 30 TRD WO M I MW P
soul) very well, lest you forget the things 1059 723510 1M’ 19V PIY T WR DT
that your eyes saw, and lest these things :12 027 335 oYM

depart from your heart, all the days of
your life, and you shall make them known
to your children and to your children’s

children.
And you shall guard yourselves (lit. your 95 DPRT RY %0 DINWDI> TN DRI
souls) very well, for you did not see any SWRIT TN 2973 DYOR 41937 DY DN

image on the day that the Lord spoke to you
at Horeb from the midst of the fire.
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The Talmud makes a link between the verses above and the obligation to avoid danger.

2. Talmud Bavli, Berachot 32b-33a - A Roman officer gives us a Bible lesson.

It is related that once, when a certain pious
man was praying by the roadside, a non-
Jewish official came by and greeted him, but
he did not return his greeting. So he waited
for him until he had finished his prayer.
When he had finished his prayer, he [the
officer] said to him, “Fool! Is it not written
in your Torah (Deuteronomy 4:9), ‘Beware
and guard yourself very well, and isn't it
also written (Deuteronomy 4:15), ‘And you
shall guard yourselves very well? When
[ greeted you, why did you not return my
greeting? If I had cut off your head with my
sword, who would have demanded justice
for your blood from me?”

He replied to him, “Be patient and 1 will
explain to you. If, [he went on], you had been
standing before a mortal king and your
friend had come and given you greeting,
would youhavereturned it?”“No,” he replied.
“‘And if you had returned his greeting, what
would they have done to you?” “They would
have cut off my head with a sword,” he
replied. He then said to him, “Then in this
case it is certainly so. If [you would have
behaved] in this way when standing before
a mortal king who is here today and in the
grave tomorrow, how much more so [, when
standing before the supreme King of kings,
the Holy One, blessed be He, who endures
for all eternity?” The official was appeased
immediately, and the pious man returned
to his home in peace.

N3 ,7972 SH0nn PO TN TON2 YN
012w 12 1 XDY DR 1% 10 AR o
DPow MRS NN orow Ty 12 pnnn
DONTMNA 210 RO LR 10 R SN
09 WO M T2 wwn P [7 0°937]
Domwn> IRn onwmen [ 0MaT)
DR 20192 %% DA RS % DOw 0 i
THT DR YN R M DI TR TN 0

PN

A2 IR .0I373 JOPORY T 00 1T % TN
7721 X3 0T W2 o 3D T 1Y PN
ARD % 9mR - 2% P nvn - 0w T N
MR - 292 DRI P I0 N TI0 1 DR
X519 TN - .70 R IR DO PR
NDR THW Y AR O M Dp 0737
NN ,T0 - 93P MDY IND DY BT WA P
YYTPI D921 2951) Ton D% T Y
DP9 MWD TYH DYPY 1 RITY RIT 12
05T MR DO TN 1N 0D 1nR DY -

.DOwS 171935 TOM IR WHN

The Talmud even writes that physical danger to life is more severe than a Torah prohibition.

3. Talmud Bavli, Chulin 10a - We must treat danger more strictly than things
forbidden by the halachah.

Physical danger is more severe than the RIDRN KRNI RPHN

violation of Torah prohibitions.
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PART C.STAYING OUT OF HARM’S WAY

From the verses above and their Talmudic explanation, Jewish law establishes that it is a
mitzvah to avoid danger.

1. Rambam (Maimonides), Hilchot Rotzeach VeShemirat HaNefesh 11:4-5 - We are
not at liberty to take risks.

Similarly, it is a positive mitzvah to remove WY MR M) MO0 13 2w Mon 9310
any obstacle that could pose a danger to D’ 119° 9272 AN WHn MWW 10>
life, and to be very careful regarding these SO Iy T M [0 7 009aT] v

matters, as Deuteronomy 4-9 states: Beware
and guard yourself very well.

Our Sages forbade many matters because DR W NH» DMOM DX D137 1377
they involve a threat to life. Whenever a 1901 377 IR IO 92w 59 Mwb Mdo
person transgresses these guidelines, saying: 29 THPR PR N T2 05V DIMRY 711 MDY
“I will risk my life, what does this matter BainniaBabiaRis) R telakei

to others?” or “l am not careful about these
things,” we are to beat him as a punishment
[corporal punishment that a rabbinical
court is authorized to administer].

The issue of steering clear of danger is not limited to mortal threats; even the possibility of
getting physically injured needs to be avoided.

2. Sefer HaChinuch,Mitzvah 538 - One must avoid activities that bring to physical

harm.

The Sages forbade many activities to protect IDWR %75 119737 DN IO 0737 1A
a person from accidents and from physical D IRT PRY DY DIPRI I DOPHA 0
damage. It is improper for an intelligent MR 19 53 WD 1DOY YT 12 W DIND
person to endanger himself. As such, it is PR YD weRw 0277 9% 115 e
only fitting that a person should be careful .0m
to avoid all those things that can cause him

harm.

The prohibition of endangering oneself does not depend on personal preference: Being an
“adventurer” doesn't permit risking life and limb.

3. Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 427:9-10 - Even someone who does not mind
the risk still does not have the right to endanger himself.

The Sages prohibited many things on NI5D D2 ¥OW 23D DYDOM 1IDR 07137713771
account of their threat to life.. Anyone D12 REPDION D727 5Y 121911 9 .. MwD)
who transgresses these things or anything 792 °59 DPINRG 01 DRYI 190K P IR
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like them, saying to himself, “I'm just ST D00 IR PO 02 THPH PR IR
endangering myself, why is it anyone else’s 210 N972 RN POY DN I
concern?” or, “I do not mind [the danger]”

should be punished with lashes. And one

who avoids these situations will be blessed

with goodness.

4. Shulchan Aruch (Rema), Yoreh Deah 116:5 - Even the possibility of danger must
be avoided.

A person should also be careful regarding "D DD TR DRIV D37 HO1 I 1
anything that might put himinasituation of PODY I WMDY W RNDRM R RSO
danger, for we are stricter regarding danger DIPK 32 722 NOR 1991, DR PHOPK 10D
than we are regarding Torah prohibitions, 921...7712°93 PP WX M) PP NNN WD MO
more concerned about possible danger P WO MM, MDD DM D7 DT 9K
than possible transgression. Therefore, it is 553 wo3 1Pob W DI DR NONY oD
forbidden to go to a dangerous place such as SINIPD

alongside a dilapidated wall or out at night
alone, etc... These things are all prohibited
since they are dangerous. One who cares for
his soul will distance himself from them,
and it is forbidden to rely on miracles or to
endanger oneself in any such manner.

The obligation to avoid danger includes steering clear of unhealthy foods and lifestyles.

5. Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried, Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 32:1 - Avoiding danger
necessitates a healthy lifestyle.

A person must distance himself from those PTIRNDTDIITH MALY IR PII2 DINT I
things which harm or weaken the body, PIABT D372 MIY ORI AN IR
and instead accustom himself to things DRIWN IR RIT 191,00 IR DO
that promote health and strengthen the DMWY TR

body. This is the meaning of the verse, “And
you shall guard yourselves very well”

At the same time, one needs to use common sense to find the fine line between one aiming for
a “healthy lifestyle” and somebody whose health concerns bring him to imbalance.

6. Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzato, Mesillat Yesharim (The Path of the Just), Ch. 9 -
Use your common sense.

Another factor that detracts from steadfast 5T TADT N RIT IPIT CToOnD MY
service of God is being overly frightened DTN IR NP R DYD D 4T 10 RN



and cautious. A person might be afraid
of the cold or the heat, another time from
getting hurt, another time from becoming
ill and another time from the wind. About
this behavior the verse declares (Tehillim/
Psalms 37:3), “Trust in God, and do what is
good”..

Be aware that there is appropriate
cautiousness, and there is an inappropriate
level of fear that is based on senselessness.
There is proper trust in God, and there is
plain foolishness. God made man with
common sense and intelligence so that he
can conduct himself in a positive manner
and avoid things that might harm him.
If someone chooses not to act wisely and
exposes himself wantonly to danger, this
is not considered trust - it is foolishness.
This person is a sinner for going against
God's will, for He wants people to protect
themselves.

Caution based on common sense is proper,
whereas fear based on senselessness leads
one to add measure upon measure of
caution.

The rule to differentiate between proper
and improper caution is what our Sages
taught (Pesachim 8b), “Wherever harm is
likely to occur, it is different” That is, one
must take caution when the situation is
likely to cause harm, but in a situation
where it is unlikely, there is no basis for
fear. One must follow one’s own wisdom to
judge each situation.
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NIV R .IOW IR W IR IR 0 YT
DR WY RIT T2 IR 000 000 e
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KEY THEMES OF SECTION

@ The Torah tells us to maintain our health and avoid danger. Matters of danger
are treated with even greater severity than transgressions of Torah law.

& We are not at liberty to take risks to life and limb by putting ourselves in
dangerous situations. Even a minimal possibility of danger must be avoided if
there is a genuine likelihood of harm or injury involved.

@ Included in the requirement to avoid danger is the obligation to develop a
physically healthful lifestyle.
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SECTIONII. RAMBAM’S RECOMMENDED REGIMEN

Having seen that it is a mitzvah to keep well and avoid danger, we will now examine some
specific health advice from one of Judaism’s greatest sages, Rambam (Maimonides). Rambam
was a doctor and regularly treated the local Egyptian ruler, Sultan Al Malik al-Afdal - the
eldest son of Saladin.

Rambam offers a wealth of advice for healthy living both in his magnum opus Mishnah Torah,
as well as in a work composed for the Sultan called Hanhagot Ha-Bri’ut.

It isimportant to note that whereas it is a full mitzvah to maintain health and avoid danger, the
specific recommendations found in Rambam’s works are by his own admission “recommended
behaviors” and not absolute obligations (see Hilchot Deot 4:21; Rabbi Moshe Feinstein,
Igrot Moshe, Choshen Mishpat 2:76). They cannot be absolute, because over the generations
practitioners have learned more about the body and how to stay healthy,and particular details
are constantly updated.

Without dwelling excessively on detailed prescriptions, Rambam’s works, nonetheless, remain
a valuable resource for the fundamentals of good health and nutrition.

PART A. SUPERSIZE ME

A chubby young girl stands with her arms crossed facing the camera. “WARNING: It’s hard
to be a little girl if you're not,” reads the stark copy below her photograph. This striking
message is just one of a series of anti-obesity advertisements dubbed “Stop Sugarcoating,”
released by the Strong4Life campaign and Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta.

ABCNews reported thatthe health organization produced these ads after surveying parents
in two Georgia towns. They discovered that 75 percent of parents with obese children were
not aware that their children were overweight, while 50 percent of parents didn't realize
that childhood obesity was a problem to begin with. And in a state where nearly 40 percent
of children are overweight or obese — Georgia is in 2nd place for childhood obesity rates
nationwide, only behind Mississippi - these statistics are problematic. (Huffington Post,
January 12,2012, by Emma Gray)

These days, obesity is a big problem (no pun intended). Childhood obesity was the first issue
that Michele Obama set out to address upon entering the White House as First Lady. And it’s
not just an issue for children. Today, over a third of American adults are said to be obese, and
the numbers are climbing across the developed world. Although there are many theories as to
the cause of the problem - overeating, food choice, lack of exercise - everyone agrees that the
problem has become epidemic.

The Sages of the Talmud gave much advice on types of food conducive to good health. These
teachings, scattered throughout the Talmud, discuss how the type of food eaten, as well as the
time and manner in which it is consumed, plays a part in health maintenance (see Chulin 844,
Berachot 40a, 54b; Shabbat 10a, 33a, 41a, 188b, 140b, and 152a; Pesachim 108b and 112a, to list
just a few.)

Rambam teaches us that how we eat is at least as important as what we eat.
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1. Rambam, Hilchot Deot 4:1 - Listen to your body for what it needs.

A person should never eat unless he is K21 ,2P7 RO NON DTN DONY KD DOWH
hungry, nor drink unless thirsty. RDY RIS KON N

2. 1Ibid., 4:2 - Do not overeat.

One should not eat until his stomach is full. MmN KON 10275 Konnnw Ty DX Yond 8D
Rather, [he should stop when] he has eaten ANIYawn 237105
to approximately three-quarters of full

satisfaction.

3. 1Ibid., 4:15 - Overeating is dangerous for one’s general health.

Overeating is like poison to anyone’s body. RITY 7O DD M0 DR 95 AND 10X IR
It is the major cause of all illness. Most 5y DRI RO NN ,DROAN 595 Yy
illnesses which afflict a person are caused W DT DODIRD 0D N KON DPR DTN
by harmful foods or by his filling his 12°DR 103 712798 PN W3 RO R 0N
stomach and overeating, even of healthy falmiiofalymiyala)
foods.

This was implied by Solomon in his MY PO WY DM MR WY KT
wisdom, “Whoever guards his mouth and SIROD PH I MDD DI MINn I
his tongue, guards himself from distress” ROR 927om MY Pawdn W Y7 YoRn
(Mishlei/Proverbs 2123); ie, “guards his 9983

mouth” from eating harmful food or eating
his fill and “his tongue” from speaking
[about things| other than his needs.

PART B. EXERCISE

The lack of exercise is now causing as many deaths as smoking across the world, a study
suggests.

The report, published in the Lancet to coincide with the build-up to the Olympics, estimates
that about a third of adults do not engage in sufficient physical activity, causing 5.3m deaths
a year.

That means that about one in 10 deaths from diseases such as heart disease, diabetes and
breast and colon cancer can be attributed to the lack of exercise.

Researchers said the problem was now so bad it should be treated as pandemic. And they
said tackling it required a new way of thinking, suggesting the public needed to be warned
about the dangers of inactivity rather than just reminded of the benefits of being active.
(BBC.co.uk, 18 July 2012, by Nick Triggle)

10
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Rambam long ago recognized how vital exercise is for healthy living. What is interesting
about his approach to exercise is that his recommendations are minimal by today’s standards.
He defines exercise as an activity that increases one’s breathing pace.

1. Rambam,Regimen of Health,Ch.1-Exerciseisdefined asactivity thatincreases
one’s pace of breathing.

Exercise counters the damage caused by
most bad habits adopted by most people.
But not all movements are considered
exercise. Exercise is defined as either
vigorous or mild movements, which if
practiced repeatedly causes one’s breathing
to become heavier. If someone exercises
even more vigorously, this is called exertion
- very strong movement - but not everyone
can bear such effort, nor is it necessary.

It is not proper to engage in physical
exercise unless one’s stomach is empty, and
after emptying the body of its waste, both
urine and stool. One should not exercise
when it is very hot or very cold. The best
time for exercise is in the morning, just
after awakening from one’s sleep and
after cleansing the body of its waste as
mentioned above.

MYIT DRMaT 3 PR oanT meynnam
TR0 5 PRY DWIRG T 03 B WK
TYNOT MYYNNT RPN DY myyunn
R3ai I a7 ol diely B 172 b ln IR A3 ol g e}
W MIBn MOwD WK 77300 IYunn
5y AP TI9Y I MR DI R
RIPI TR AP DIYYRNN 5" I R T
TR 8D mywn DD InR So 85 My

e I3 POR

M 5y DR 2 MYYRNAT AN MR PR
TIWT 5T M 0 NPT AR RODIWENTT
XY DI DINA R MYYBENT Iy RO IR
2N MYYNNTR DNy MM P NP3
NPT AN WD DINT N WK NN OV

JUTON 100 M N

PART C. WASTE MANAGEMENT

In several places, the Talmud teaches about proper habits regarding voiding body waste
and personal hygiene. Rambam sees this issue as a fundamental element of good health
maintenance.

1. Rambam, Hilchot Deot 4:1 - Not to delay.

Mt 53 ROR ,TAR Y37 IDR 1A R ON
ST TP PRI AN ORI PRwnD Pasw

One must never postpone relieving oneself,
even for one minute. Rather, as soon as

one has the urge to urinate or defecate, he
should do so.

2. 1Ibid., 4:13 - Maintain bowel regularity.

P 5O PHY YYD PR 0IR PTNwr obhwh
IRIDI2 D173 550 71 9 D SwS 31
DOV DOROM SIPI REY IR PI0I 9 108 9D

One must always keep his bowels loose,
throughout his life. One should ideally
be in a state closer to diarrhea than to

11
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constipation. A key principle in medicine DN3
is that whenever a person holds in his

body wastes or when it is difficult to void,

difficult illnesses are likely to come.

Rambam continues with his own prescriptions to cure constipation.

3. Ibid., 4:14 - A general prescription for health.

Another rule given for physical health: As POt 50 AT MNTIED IR MR DD T
long as someone exercises regularly and PYDY YA PRI 79T Y Dnynn DINY
strenuously, does not eat to satiation and 59IR YDPORY, PN MY YO R OOM PR, PO
maintains regular bowel movements, no DY MOIRN

illness will befall him, and he will continue
to be strong even if he eats harmful foods.

KEY THEMES OF SECTION 11

& Rambam presents aregimen for healthy living based on basic principles of
nutrition, self-control and exercise.

& Rambam warns against the dangers of over-eating, telling us to never eat to full
satiation.

@& Rambam also prescribes exercise as fundamental to healthy living, although he
does not see a need for extreme exertion. He considers any physical action that
causes a person to breathe more heavily as exercise.

@& One key area of Rambam’s regimen that would not be intuitive to us today is his
focus on regular and prompt relief of bodily waste.

SECTIONIII. THE PHILOSOPHY OF
HEALTHY LIVING

We have seen that it is a mitzvah to keep healthy and that Jewish sources even provide
guidelines for doing so. But let us ask the following question: Why are we obligated to keep
ourselves healthy and avoid sickness? After all, it's my body and my life - why can’t I do with
it what I please? Who's stopping me?

Judaism’s answer is that God tells us what we can and cannot do with our bodies. God gave us
a body and breathed the soul of life into it. And He did so for a purpose, not for nothing. We
simply do not have the right to damage or destroy the body that was lent to us, as it were, to
fulfill our task in this world.

12
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PART A. WHO’S BODY IS IT?

This kindness will I show:

Go with me to a notary, seal me there

Your single bond; and, in a merry sport,

If you repay me not on such a day,

In such a place, such sum, or sums, as are

Expressd in the condition, let the forfeit

Be nominated for an equal pound

Of your fair flesh, to be cut off and taken

In what part of your body pleaseth me.

(William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Act I, Scene I11)

With these words, Shakespeare’s famous Jewish character Shylock presents the conditions of a
loan to Bassanio. He will lend him free of interest, but if Bassanio defaults on the loan, then his
friend Antonio will have to repay Shylock with a pound of his flesh. Would such a condition
be valid in Jewish law?

The answer is a categorical NO! Judaism teaches that our bodies are not our own; they are on
loan from God. For that reason, not only are we not allowed to repay a loan with a pound of
flesh, we are not allowed to injure ourselves intentionally, even minimally.

1. Talmud Bavli, Bava Kamma 91b - We are not allowed to purposefully injure
ourselves.

A person is not allowed to injure himself. IPXY3 5INY XY DTN PR

A fascinating outgrowth of this principle relates to a law of due process. Rambam, based on
a Talmudic ruling, writes that a person who confesses to having committed a sin (in spite of
there being no witnesses) is not punished by the court.

2. Rambam, Hilchot Sanhedrin 18:6 - A Jewish court will not administer
punishments on the basis of self-incriminating testimony.

The Sanhedrin may not execute or T2V TN PPN RO PIHN PR PITI0N
administer lashes toa person who confesses POV M ROW 7T 9272 NPT 7070 Xow
committing a transgression, since it may M PPN Mo DO KT WO N
be that this person has become insane. He 0 RDY T S0 py Pobwm ovaa
might be one of those embittered people SO D WY ROW 937 NN RD W

who are anxious to die and thrust swords
into their bellies or throw themselves from
the rooftops. Likewise, this person might
confess committing a sin that he did not
commit, hoping to be executed.

13



JEWISH PERSPECTIVES ON HEALTH, NUTRITION, FITNESS, AND EXTREME SPORTS

Radvaz (a prominent commentary on Rambam ) explains why capital or corporal punishment
is different, with regard to confessions, than monetary punishments.

3. 1Ibid., Commentary of Rabbi David ben Solomon ibn Zimra (Radvaz) - Although
apersonis believed in admissions of monetary debt, for matters of life and limb,
a person lacks authority to cause himself injury.

A person’s life is not his own property; TP PIP KON WP DTN SW WD) PR
it belongs to God, as the verse says “the 39977 (7,1 DRPID) 31 °° MW IR
souls are mine” (Yechezkel/Ezekiel 184). MPoPY W R 9373 MR PPN KD
Therefore, a person’s confession cannot WD PR R MMND PIR NI DT N0
affect that which belongs to someone else, Y1991 0T DTV TIRMI 1T DY IRTIT IO
the punishment of lashes being a partial DIX PR 19 MY IR NI ORI DIN PRI
form of execution. A person’s money, MW AP TWPW WYY 5y MM X
however, is his property. In monetary cases PIP WD) PRY D PN oY

we say that a person’s confession has the
strength of the testimony of a hundred
witnesses. But just as a person does not
have the right to kill himself, so he cannot
cause himself to receive capital or corporal
punishment by confessing a crime. His life
is not his property.

The implications of this concept for medical treatment are far-reaching, and beyond the scope
of this class. For more on this topic see Rabbi Dr. Akiva Tatz, Dangerous Disease and Dangerous
Therapy in Jewish Medical Ethics.

An interesting example of this halachic question is the issue of cosmetic surgery, which
involves injuring oneself for a constructive purpose. Is this permitted? In practice, because of
the constructive purpose of the injury, most authorities are lenient concerning this question
(see Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Shut Igrot Moshe, Yoreh De’ah, Vol. 2, No. 66).

A similar question arises concerning dieting; Is it permitted to cause oneself pain by
withholding food, when this is done for cosmetic purposes (of looking slimmer)? This question
was addressed by Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, one of the foremost Torah authorities of the twentieth
century. After explaining that a diet recommended by a doctor for health reasons is not only
permissible but mandatory, Rabbi Feinstein goes on to address the issue of dieting for looks.

4. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Igrot Moshe, Choshen Mishpat Vol. 2 No. 65 - The pain
of dieting is offset by the pleasure of looking better.

The issue we need to address is whether M DA P YT IR D3R DY P
it is permissible to cause oneself pain by JIIPOIBY IND IND DR NTO PR oM
dieting if the diet is only for the sake of DT D MR 9503 AN 3 Py DI
enhancing appearance. See what 1 wrote Man DAY vwd 92TT XP D R
earlier (in Choshen Mishpat Vol. 1 No. 103), TOI0D IPLINZ IND MR IR D
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namely that it is permissible to abstain 555 SN 7t awn KT own P IPnwn
from drinking wine for monetary profit MDY MDD FTTIR MY RETT MR
or some other benefit. This is because the PRI DT MR PP D SR MR IRWD
person does not experience any discomfort. Y MRON I PO MRDY D R
On the contrary, he is pleased to be gaining 00 PINI R I AW WINTI MR

the money he earns or other benefits he
receives thereby. The supposed discomfort
is the result of his desire to drink wine, but
his desire to earn money is stronger, which
is obvious since he agreed to forgo wine, and
this is therefore not considered discomfort.

This point is self-evident. The same applies MR DRIT NI wHN M DD XM
to women who diet. They are happy to M WIRTD...AD 7RI TNV PRI oD
abstain from eating for the benefit of losing IYLENY Sy Mrwn K9 vyY»TIa Y
weight and becoming more attractive. RabaiaYaish3lylplal 7alyial

Again, we must remember that life is a balancing act. Rabbi Feinstein is not speaking about
the kind of cosmetic dieting that leads to health problems or eating disorders. This type of
dieting is certainly unjustified by the perceived gain, because of the very real damage it causes.

PART B.SERVING THE CREATOR

While we have no right to let ourselves get sick, it must be remembered that being healthy is
not an end unto itself. It serves a greater goal - that of fulfilling the purpose of our creation
and existence.

1. Rambam, Hilchot Deot 4:1 - Being healthy is required for intellectual

achievement.
Maintaining a healthy and sound body DWR *97TH DD R AW I PRI
is part of the formula for serving God - DYTD 2T YT IR PV WOR R N R
for when one is ill, he cannot understand DIN PP TIY 925 AN KM RN
the Creator or attain any knowledge of PO AN DR DUTIRD D920 M8y
Him. Therefore, one must avoid anything DOMIBM DD DT WDRY

harmful to the body and develop healthy
habits that strengthen the body.

2. Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher, Arba’ah Turim, Orach Chaim 155 - One needs to be
healthy in order to serve God.

It is a mitzvah to conduct oneself in a W T 12 70 MY P M
balanced manner and behave in a way that ATAYD PIM RT3 RIPW O IMNMID MO
preserves health, so that he will be healthy 1990 XA

and have the requisite strength to serve the
exalted Creator.
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3. Rabbi Moshe Rivkes, Be’er HaGolah, Choshen Mishpat 427:10:90 - Putting
oneself in danger reveals disregard for the purpose of creation.

In my humble opinion the reason why the nPRY 5y AMNN APmOY oyon 799
Torah commands us to guard our lives is DWR PR RI3 7Uapnw Dyon X0 wo
because the Holy One, blessed is He, created TR IMOTH PR DIRITD 112 170N
the world in His kindness to bestow good QIO IR WD NN PN ORI INTIY
upon His creations - so that they might DAY 121 991 PR >T20D mwa 8P DD
recognize His greatness and perform .0omYa 2N PY

His service in fulfilling His mitzvot and
keeping the Torah. As the verse states, “All
that is called in My name, I created for
My honor” (Yishaya/Isaiah 437). This is
ultimately in order to give them reward for

their effort.

When someone places himself in danger, it IWNI NI ORI MRS WEY 1R 190D
isasif he is rejecting the will of his Creator, 75 PRI IO 1A XY 0TI 8D 817 R
as if he desires neither His service nor His S0 9N RPN St

reward, and there is no greater dishonor
and impudence than this.

KEY THEMES OF SECTIONII

& Judaism teaches that we do not own our bodies, and therefore we are not at
liberty to harm them. We cannot take our own lives or put them in peril.

@ Rather, our bodies are “on loan” to us from God, Who gave them to us for a
reason. Putting our lives in danger indicates indifference for the purpose God
had in giving them to us in the first place.

SECTIONIV. ACTIVITIES THAT ENDANGER
ONESELF

We have seen that we are charged with maintaining our health, and we are not permitted to
cause ourselves harm. The principles outlined above raise the question of engaging in activities
with a high risk of injury or death: In which cases is it permitted to engage in such activities,
and when will this be included in the obligation to guard ourselves from harm?

Before we answer this question, we will address a fundamental problem related to risk-related
activity: As believers in an all-powerful God, why should we worry about getting harmed at
all? Insofar as we believe in Divine Providence - meaning that all that happens is purposeful,
without any random element - why should we worry about getting hurt in dangerous
situations?

16
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The concept of danger implies that the chances of getting hurt in one situation are greater than
another. But if we do not believe in chance, and realize that God runs the show, why should we
be obligated to avoid situations that appear dangerous?

PART A.REAL DANGER

Judaism maintains that our world functions according to the laws of nature as God determined.
It is beyond the scope of this class to explain why this is so (see the Morasha classes on
Hashgacha Pratit and Free Will). What this means for our purposes, however, is that danger is
a reality.

1. Sefer HaChinuch,Mitzvah 538 - God expects us to follow the laws of nature and
not to rely on miracles.

God pays attention to each detail of every
individual. He is aware of all their deeds.
All that happens to anyone, whether good
or bad, follows His decree and command
according to [the person’s] merit or sin, as
our Sages say (Chulin 7b): No person even
bangs his finger unless it has been decreed
so from above.

Nevertheless, each person must protect
himself from natural harmful happenings.
God created the world and built it on the
foundations of natural law. He decreed that
fire consumes and that water extinguishes
a flame. Likewise, nature decrees that if a
large rock falls on a person’s head it will
crush his skull; and that if someone falls
off a high roof to the ground he will die.
God graciously infused the bodies of men
with souls and intelligence with which
he can guard himself from harm, and He
placed both body and soul within the
domain of natural processes that control
and activate them. God made it such that
the human body is subject to the laws
of nature, as His wisdom saw fit, and He
commanded man to protect himself from
danger. This is because nature - which he
is part of - will act upon him if he does not
take precautions to protect himself...

Consequently, the Torah has commanded
us to guard our homes and environs in
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order that we do not die through our DIIO 1IBNY DI TR0 DY WMol 1903
negligence. We may not put our lives in 25w [ RNwID MR 09715 NN] 19927
danger and rely on miracles. In fact, our D317 PRy PR DI 9y I

Sages say that if a person relies on a miracle
to save him, a miracle will not occur (Torat
Cohanim, Parshat Emor, 8).

Since we live in a natural world, which functions based on natural laws, we are susceptible
to harm. Therefore, we are charged with taking necessary precautions to protect ourselves. In
fact, God has given us the ability to avoid getting hurt and to avoid situations that are likely to
cause us injury.

2. Talmud Bavli, Ketuvot 30a with Commentary of Tosafot - In most instances a
person can avoid getting hurt by taking simple precautions.

Everything is in the hands of Heaven, DM DOPRH I, D v 5o
except for [negligence due to overexposure
to] the cold or heat.

The Talmud says, “A person should never Ty OR DPWH (3% AT Naw) SIBRT XM
place himself in a dangerous place,” and WEY MWD N2 NHOR IOD DIPKI DTN
this implies that people are capable of PIAN N3P NORT M3 PP 19) MIYNOT 1
protecting themselves from harm. So RTY RITT LY MWD N AW 1 DN
too (regarding the Talmudic statement 1 Yoy PRIA‘YD AN WYY mnid 1w
whereby) it is forbidden to walk alongside DY DIR MWD 1D MWOR X DINRI DMWY
a shaky wall. These rulings imply that 7 DR DN VY W SR 0dwh omp
a person can protect himself from the Ao

consequences of his own negligence.
Certainly, it is within a person’s power
to cause himself to die. When someone is
forced into a dangerous situation, however,
he is powerless to protect himself. But no
one is forced to suffer hypothermia or
dehydration - a person can usually choose
to protect himself from such things.

We can avoid getting sick or hurt by avoiding situations in which such things are liable to
happen. If we are negligent, however, then we will be guilty of causing our own suffering,
In the following section of this class, we will discuss the parameters of responsible behavior
and negligent behavior. First, we will look at another reason why it is forbidden to endanger
oneself.
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PART B. DIVINE SCRUTINY

There isalsoa more spiritual reason that makes us susceptible to harm in dangerous situations.
Since danger is real, the way God judges us in times of danger differs from the norm. When
someone exposes himself to danger, it is as if he has invited God to scrutinize whether or not
he deserves to be saved from that danger. He might need special merits to come out unscathed.

1. Talmud Bavli, Shabbat 32a - During times of danger, people are more likely to
be punished for their sins.

And when are men’s deeds examined? - Said TP P WY DN - PPTIN R AN
Resh Lakish: When they cross a bridge. Isa PV RIR 2RO I WX W By DY
bridge the only instance? - This means any 7!

situation similar to a bridge.

Rabbi Yannai would examine [the stability SIORT PHYD? ORY 037933 PP ORY 029
of a bridge] and then cross over. Rabbi % 0D DPpHI OTR TY DR D9WH
Yannai thus [acted] according to his PRAY DRY.DI D PRAY PR DY - D3 1D P
personal teaching, for he taught, “A man PP oI - DI

should never stand in a dangerous place
saying that a miracle will be wrought for
him, for the miracle might not occur. And
if a miracle does occur, it will reduce his
merits.”

2. Ibid., Commentary of Rashi - Circumstances of danger arouse Divine scrutiny
of mitzvot and transgressions.

When a woman is healthy, there are times TPIMY DBYD MNTID RTD TWRT
when her merits will suffice and the DAN Y PR Mupna M PRI PN
accusing angel will not be able to draw D - DDIY 1278 MO NN YN
attention to her sins. But when she is on the DIP N7 PIRT DR ,TPWYDY Iy PIom
threshold of danger and needs a miracle JRY DR

[during childbirth], then her sins and
actions are taken into account to determine
whether or not she deserves a miracle.

We find another example of this principle concerning other forms of danger.

3. Talmud Bavli, Rosh HaShanah 16b - Being in danger brings one’s transgressions
to God’s attention.

Rabbi Yitzchak said: There are three things PIMY PO DT AWOW PR 237 MR
that cause a person’s transgressions to be L0 PP T OR ,DIR S
scrutinized: [walking alongside] a shaky

wall...
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This principle is also at play in the biblical account of Yosef and his brothers. When Yosef
insisted that his brothers go home to fetch their youngest brother Binyamin and bring him
down to Egypt, their father Yaakov was hesitant to send Binyamin down to Egypt, fearing that
he might suffer an accident along the way. There was more reason to fear for his safety on the
road than had he remained safe at home.

4. Bereishit 42:4 with Commentary of Rashi - Yaakov is afraid to send Binyamin
into a dangerous situation.

But Yaakov did not send Yosef’s brother 93 PIIR IR PP MR RS [0 1IN %33 1IN
Binyamin along with the others, “lest :)IDR MNP 1D WX
misfortune befall him,” he said.

Rashi: Even at home, could not misfortune PP 13 TR %37 TR, OR BRI’ 8D A
befall him? Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov said: 9D YA 30PN ORI NN

From here [we learn] that Satan accuses
la person] at times of danger (Bereishit
Rabbah 91:9).

KEY THEMES OF SECTION IV

@ A basic Jewish belief is Divine Providence over all that happens to man. Yet,
there is also a clear recognition that we live in a physical world that functions
according to the laws of nature - which is also the Divine will. Therefore,
danger is a reality to be reckoned with.

@ In dangerous situations, we are liable to get hurt or killed just by virtue of
being in the wrong place at the wrong time. It is up to us to make sure not to be
negligent in submitting ourselves to risks that we don’t need to take.

@& Danger is risky for an additional reason: It arouses Divine scrutiny. Whenina
dangerous situation, a person’s merits are reviewed to determine whether or not
he deserves to come out unscathed.

SECTION V. RECREATION AND RECKLESSNESS

Recreational pastimes that involve physical activity are popular in today’s society. Sometimes
they are done for purposes of exercise, and sometimes just for recreation and fun. These
activities can include sports that are somewhat dangerous, like skiing, mountain biking and
kickboxing.

While most common sports such as football, soccer and basketball are generally safe, they
still carry risks of injury. Some activities, like skydiving, bungee jumping and BASE jumping,
are appealing precisely because they challenge our fear of death. Are any of these activities
sanctioned by Torah law? Where should we draw the line between recreation and recklessness?
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Several factors determine whether a person is permitted to place himself in a dangerous
situation. Since our focus here is on sports and recreation, we will stick to those factors that
may be relevant to our discussion. As such, we will explore two key issues: risking safety to
earn a livelihood and taking “reasonable” risks.

PART A.RISKY BUSINESS

Mark Sutton, the stuntman who parachuted into the opening ceremony of the 2012 Olympics
in London dressed as James Bond, was killed on Wednesday in a wing-diving accident in the
Swiss Alps. He was 42. Mr. Sutton, a former Gurkha rifle officer for the British Army, died
after jumping from a helicopter and crashing into a mountain ridge only minutes from the
French border near Trient, Switzerland, the Swiss police said. Wing-diving is an extreme
sport that involves using a special jumpsuit with wings that allow the wearer to glide. Wing-
divers usually end their jump using a parachute. (Mark Sutton, Parachuting Stuntman at
Olympics, Dies at 42, Reuters, August 15 2013).

Tests performed on a group of retired NFL players revealed that more than 40 percent
suffered from problems such as depression and dementia, adding to a growing pile of
evidence that repeated sports-related head traumas can lead to lasting neurological issues.

Analyzing 34 ex-professional football players (average age 62) on benchmarks such as
memory, reasoning, problem-solving and behavior, researchers from the Center for Brain
Health at the University of Texas at Dallas found that 20 tested normal while the rest
suffered from depression, various deficits in memory/thinking or a combination of these
issues. (Maureen Salamon, US News & World Report, June 29,2012)

As indicated in the article above, professional football has its risks. Because of these risks,
the popularity of tackle football among youth has decreased in recent times. A report from
nytimescom (Ken Belson, May 11 2014) says: “Amid widespread and growing concerns about
the physical dangers of the sport, the school board here approved plans in February to shut
down the district’s entry-level, tackle-football program for seventh graders in favor of flag
football. There was little objection.”

Jewish law will advise that recreational activities recognized as dangerous should be avoided,
unless precautions can be taken. However, halachah relaxes its prohibition against danger
when a person’s livelihood is at stake.

1. Devarim 24:15 and Bava Metziah 112a - One is allowed to engage in risky
behavior for the sake of one’s livelihood.

You must give him his wage on the day Y D WHRT PP R KDY 1IDW 1NN MmN
it is due, and not let the sun set with him SR THY RIP RO1IWDI MR R RIT ORI R
waiting for it. He is a poor man, and he RVA AN T

risked his life for it. Otherwise, he will
complain to God about you, and you will
be accused of sin.

21



JEWISH PERSPECTIVES ON HEALTH, NUTRITION, FITNESS, AND EXTREME SPORTS

“.and herisked his life” - Why did this man 252 7717199 7 301 W) IR KW I PORY
ascend a ladder, suspend himself from the 5y 8D - 7PN MY IR J0MY 1R 70NN
tree, and risk death itself? Wasn’t it for his 770
wages?

The wording of the Torah thus indicates that a person may risk his life for the sake of his
livelihood.

In the next source we will see that an endeavor that might be too dangerous for sport is still
permitted for the sake of one’s livelihood. The following legal opinion from the 18th century
analyzes thisissue in regard to hunting. After discussing the issues of causing pain to animals,
wasting them as a resource, and developing the character trait of cruelty, Rabbi Yechezkel
Landau turns to the issue of safety.

2. Rabbi Yechezkel Landau, Noda B’Yehudah (Tinyana), Yoreh Deah 10 - Hunting
is permissible for livelihood but not for sport.

[ have thus far discussed the matter of
distancing oneself from hunting from
the perspective of proper conduct. Now 1
wish to add that there might be an actual
sin involved, too, since anyone who hunts
must enter forests, exposing himself to
great danger from the many beasts lurking
there. The Torah says, “And you shall guard
yourselves very well”.. So how can a Jewish
person place himself where wild animals
roam?

Yet, even here, somebody who is poor and
needs to hunt for his livelihood is permitted
by the Torah to do so, just as merchants who
travel the seas. Whatever a person needs to
do for his livelihood must be permitted, as
the Torah says, “..and he risked his life for it
And our Sages say: Why did this man ascend
a ladder, suspend himself from the tree, and
risk death itself? Wasn't it for his wages?

But somebody whose intent is not for
purposes of sustenance, but simply
wants to satisfy the whims of his heart
by going where wild animals lurk, and
thus endangers himself, fails to fulfill the
dictum: “And you shall guard yourselves
very well”
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Based on this premise, professional tackle football will actually be less of a problem than
amateur football (see below), even if the danger element is actually greater. The issue of
danger in professional sport is addressed in a ruling given by Rabbi Moshe Feinstein.

3. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Igrot Moshe, Choshen Mishpat Vol.1 No. 104 - One may
play a professional sport that involves some risk to both players.

[ was asked if it is permissible to play ball
professionally despite the danger of getting
hurt, as happens to one in several thousand
players who all expose themselves to such
a risk. I answered that it seems to me to
be permissible based on what the Talmud
says in Bava Metziah 112 on the verse “and
he risked his life for it”... This implies that it
is permitted to engage in a livelihood even
if it involves a slight risk. Also, it should be
permitted when there is a remote danger
of killing others, for what is the difference
between the prohibition against killing
others and the prohibition against killing
oneself? Killing oneself is also prohibited as
murder, but it is permissible to take the risk
for the sake of livelihood when the chances
are minimal.

Seeing assuch isthe case, it isalso permitted
when the minimal risk involved concerns
injuring someone else. If this would not
be so, how would it be permitted for the
owner of a tree to hire a worker to climb it?
Yet, this reasoning is only true if the other
person takes the risk willingly. Otherwise,
it would not be permitted to put others in
even the slightest risk, if they are unaware
of it or if it is against their will.

PAwHD D3OI TN DX TARD PR
2R 2w 14v53 HRI RIPI DNTOT NP
JoNoNY DORR NN TARD YR 100R
33 wNDN RAT POAD ¥ TS smawm
NIOR I3 RS PORIT RIP DY 2D 77
MO0 WWR RPRWD AN DIONND mnT
NP WWR Y AR K0m I IPIRD
NI ORDT MM MO PN PN DN
W INEY IR A2 OXT MBI 0T W
T P WWH M0 1Y AR R NOK

039D N

POD @2 M3 DINR MO0 wwra o) 9N
IR 19 RP RY DR O3 Y P wwna
T DAR MR MWD 1R SYa R
MO DI 9 MRS RPYT X 72000
PODI AR DIO7D I 10 PR ORTIT WINT2
DO 137 8D N W RO 1OR NR T P

O DI pooa AN

We are permitted to pursue a livelihood even if it involves danger. Becoming a professional
athlete would certainly qualify under this category. Now, what if 1 want to play football
without joining the NFL? Assuming that there is some risk of injury at the recreational level,
will this be permitted?
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PART B. BEING NORMAL

Forbes.com ranked the top 10 sports using the estimated number of injuries for people of
all ages. The rankings do not take into account varying participation rates, which partly
explains why many popular sports yielded the greatest number of injuries.

The numbers show, surprisingly, that of all the activities you might participate in this
summer, or throughout the rest of the year, basketball had the highest estimated number of
injuries, with more than 529,000 during 2006, followed by bicycling, at over 490,000 and
football, at over 460,000. Rounding out the top five are riding an ATV, moped or mini-bike,
with more than 275,000 injuries,and playing baseball or softball, with over 274,000 injuries.
The injuries reported ranged from getting elbowed in the mouth duringa basketball game to
a fractured femur following an ATV rollover. (Allison Van Dusen, “Most Hazardous Sports,”
www.forbes.com, May 29, 2008)

Many people get hurt playing basketball. Does this mean it should be classified asa “hazardous
sport” that Jewish law will forbid? Does the popularity of playing basketball change its legal
status? The general rule for these matters is that it is permitted to act in the normal ways of our
society, even if doing so poses some risk of injury.

1. Talmud Bavli, Yevamot 72a (see also: Shabbat 129b, Ketuvot 29a, Avodah Zarah
30b, Nidah 45a) - It is permitted to rely on Divine protection and engage in an
activity whose danger is disregarded by most people.

These days, since the masses disregard the IO [10p D5N] ,0%39 13 WIT RITRM
danger, “God protects the fools” (Tehillim ST DORND
116).

When enough people willingly engage in an activity that might otherwise be considered
dangerous, it becomes normative behavior. True, the behavior might be foolish, but because it
is the social norm, it is permitted to rely on Divine protection and do as the Romans do.

2. Rabbi Elchonon Wasserman, Kovetz Shiurim, Ketuvot 136 - Since we must
function as normal human beings, any danger posed by normative behavior is
considered “unavoidable.”

A person is not obligated to refrain from ROM0Y,PIR TIT X300 YIS 397 DIN PR
acting in what is considered normal WY IRY WY AR NMHOWS 17 PR IPRI N
behavior. As a result, it is as if people are 9953 IR 2 1T KO D3N, DDWT N
incapable of protecting themselves from T R MIY DR MW R DRI, DRND
this danger, and therefore God protects DODW 10 MWD R RO W3

him. In cases where a person is capable
of protecting himself, however, he is
not considered an innocent [whom God
protects]. If such a person does not protect
himself, then he is guilty of endangering
his life, and he may not be protected by
God.
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The Talmud does not say that normal behavior isn't dangerous. Rather, the principle is that
we are permitted to expose ourselves to danger when it is normative behavior. Statistically,
driving a car is probably more dangerous that any sports activity - but it is permitted because
society has decided that this is a “reasonable risk”

3. Rabbi Mordechai Yaakov Breish, Chelkat Yaakov, Choshen Mishpat 31:8 - We
can rely on Divine protection to engage in everyday behavior even though it
might be dangerous.

Itisclear that one can rely on the verse, “God PRI DORAD I N9 DY b v
guards the foolish,” as the Talmud says. NORS 1YY Y 0N, TR VAT LRI
Would it occur to you that because of the AR PIND IR RN OIS 790 PT D LY
prohibition against entering a dangerous DIP’Y PMNIDR 70010 DYT MR WPy
situation we should prohibit traveling in 297 DYDY DY DDYD BD WHINDT DY
a car or airplane even though we know P7,77390 DIPHA OIR TN OX DY1N 190NN
how many accidents and mishaps happen M 02371317 9357 11D

to those who travel in them? Rather, since
a great number of people engage in these
activities, they are permitted.

This brings us back to sports. Some of the most common sports have the highest injury rates.
For instance, basketball, bicycling and baseball account for the most frequent number of
injuries. Nevertheless, the high degree of participation in these activities will categorize them
as “normal” behavior, despite the risks involved. If a person wishes to play basketball for his
recreation (as well as for his fitness), it is therefore permitted for him to do so.

It will likewise be permitted to go skiing. Although not everybody does it, society sees skiing as
something entirely normal, something that many enjoy doing. This being the case, and in spite
of the risk of injury, skiing will come under the category of permitted.

By contrast, extreme car racing is far from being a social norm, and it will not be permitted to
go racing - unless this is the way one makes a living,

An interesting distinction in this matter is raised by Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger (Germany,
nineteenth century).

4. Rabbi Yaakov Ettlinger, Binyan Zion 137 - There is a difference between
behavior that presents an immediate danger, and behavior that may present a
future danger.

How is it permitted to travel on the seas or DY T2TH° NRE?Y D5 TS M PN
through a desert, two of the activities for PRY W DY MMAS POIRY 3TN
which a person is obligated to publically %y aym mopd oud? nbnnd® amn
thank God for having been saved? How TMRIT D 2YR DIMWHIY TIND DRIBYN
is it permitted to purposely enter into a NI IR PO MO0 KDY Py PR Ny

situation of danger and to transgress the
verse “And you shall guard yourselves very
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well”? It must be that since initially the
danger had not yet presented itself, we can
rely on statistics (most people who engage
in these activities are not injured).

According to Rabbi Ettlinger, permission is only given to social norms that do not involve
imminent danger. Going on a sea journey poses a danger in case of a storm, but not if the seas
remain calm.

Because on embarkation there is no imminent danger, we rely on the majority of people. Even
according to this distinction, it will remain permitted to ski or even to skydive (if that is a
social norm)), since there is no imminent danger in either of these activities.

It is noteworthy that Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (Igrot Moshe, Choshen Mishpat 2:76) wrote
that smoking should be discouraged, as should all other unhealthy habits, yet it cannot be
prohibited outright. The reason for this is that only a minority of smokers are afflicted by
health problems, and for such circumstances the “God protects the fools” principle applies.

Yet, if smoking was a well-trodden path in 1964, when Rabbi Feinstein’s first teshuvah
(responsum) on the topic was written, it is far less trodden today. Society today no longer
regards smoking as a tolerable risk, and even outlaws smoking in all public places, including
bars. Moreover, we know today that smoking will damage the smoker’s health in a majority
of cases. The “social norm” argument will therefore not apply to smoking today (Teshuvot
Rivevot Efraim 8586). We cannot apply the “God protects the fools” principle where the fools
are clearly not being protected (Rabbi Avigdor Neventzhal, Asyah 5:2261).

KEY THEMES OF SECTION IV

@ Itis permitted to pursue a livelihood that involves some risk of injury or death.
Included in this category are professional sports.

& We are also allowed to engage in “normal behavior” even when it is risky. Once
an activity becomes a social norm, it is considered as if people are incapable
of protecting themselves from the danger, and they can, therefore, rely on God
protecting them.

@ Unlike in the past, smoking today is not a social norm, and it will not fall under
the category of “God protects the fools.”
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CLASS SUMMARY:

WHAT DOES JUDAISM HAVE TO SAY ABOUT KEEPING HEALTHY?

The Torah instructs us to keep healthy and avoid danger to life and limb. It is our own
responsibility to take care of our health and stay out of harm’s way.

The Torah tells us to “guard ourselves,” to make sure that we do not get hurt or killed. That
means we need to avoid dangerous situations or things that can harm us. As such, we need
to stay away from health hazards.

DOJEWISH THINKERS RECOMMEND A CERTAIN DIET OR LIFESTYLE?

The Talmud in many places gives recommendations of types of foods to eat and kinds of
behavior conducive to healthy living,

Based on the Talmud and his knowledge as a doctor, Rambam developed a regimen for
healthy living, the key features of which are: controlling food intake, exercise, and regular
bowel movements.

WHAT IS THE JEWISH PERSPECTIVE ON THE IMPORTANCE OF HEALTHY
LIVING?

The obligation to maintain one’s health stems from the notion that our bodies are not our
own; they are on loan from God. He created them to be used for a certain purpose and
places responsibility for their upkeep on us.

Since we are here for a purpose, the most productive way to fulfill that purpose is in a state
of good health.

IF WE BELIEVE IN GOD THEN WHY DO WE NEED TO TAKE STEPS TO
ENSURE HEALTH AND AVOID DANGER? WON'T GOD JUST TAKE CARE OF US
ANYWAY?

God created a physical world that runs for the most part according to the laws of nature
that He determined. Therefore, physical danger is a reality of the world we live in. Someone
who ignores this will pay the consequences.

Additionally, because danger is real, a person needs extra Divine assistance to be saved
from it. Therefore, someone in a dangerous situation is judged as to whether or not he
deserves that extra help. The humble person will realize that it is not a good idea to submit
himself to such Divine scrutiny.
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WHICH SPORTS AND RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES DOES JUDAISM CONDONE,
AND WHICH DOESIT CONDEMN?

While it is generally forbidden to do something that is dangerous, Judaism recognizes the
need to earn a living. As such, someone whose profession comes with health hazards is
still allowed to keep the job. Hence, professional athletes are permitted to play dangerous
sports.

Even if sport is not your profession, it is still permitted to engage in sports. It is permitted
to do something considered a normal activity in one’s society.

This permission will not apply to those activities that society sees as being dangerous, and
only done by “danger freaks.” In addition, the principle won't apply to smoking today.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED
READING & SOURCES

Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Lerner, Shmirat Ha-Guf Ve-Ha-Nefesh, Vol. I, Introduction

Rabbi Dr. Avraham Steinberg, Encyclopedia of Jewish Medical Ethics, Entry: Preventative
Medicine

Rabbi Shlomo Cohen-Duras, Sikun Atzmi Le-Matarot Sport in Techumin, Vol. 22
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