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I.  JEWISH HEALTH 

POLICY STATEMENTS



Jewish law endorses “the unqualified 

statement that the physician‟s right to heal 

is a religious duty and that he who shirks this 

responsibility is regarded as shedding blood.”

- Lord Rabbi Immanuel Jakobovits, Jewish Medical Ethics

(1959), p. 7.



“Prophylactic hygiene [is] raised to the level of 

a legal, national and collective institution . . . .  

Considered in this perspective, the prevention 

of disease becomes the major preoccupation of 

Hebrew medicine.”

- Lord Rabbi Immanuel Jakobovits, Jewish Medical Ethics

(1959), pp. xxi-xxii.



JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Denominational
From “left” to “right”



JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Institutional
Major Jewish agencies & organizations

JFNA Health & Long-Term Care Workgroup

Equal Opportunity & Social Justice:  Health Care

Healthcare Repair:  A B'nai B'rith Agenda for Reform
Statement on Restrictions on Reproductive 

Health Care in Health Care Reform Legislation

Health Care Reform Talking Points 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/0/08/UJCLogo.png


JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Rabbinic
Rabbinic t’shuvot (responsa) by leading poskim



JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Academic
Scholarly works by leading Jewish academics

http://www.ktav.com/product_info.php?products_id=1037
http://books.google.com/books?id=XNh4SXW1vSIC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0
http://www.sunypress.edu/images/Product/large/53609_cov.jpg


JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Symposia
Conferences and special issues of journals



JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  Consensus

1) Obligations to vulnerable populations

2) Social justice (distributive, egalitarian, 

utilitarian, or communitarian)

3) Affordability & access for all

4) Preserving human life as an ideal

But . . . .

Summary of major points across health policy statements



JEWISH HEALTH POLICY 

STATEMENTS:  What‟s Missing
Most rabbinic writing on 

bioethics focuses on clinical 

decision-making and discrete 

medical issues:
 abortion

 stem cell research

 euthanasia

 test-tube babies

 autopsy

 transplantation

 etc.

Less so on public health 

issues, such as the nuts & 

bolts of a putative communal 

responsibility to provide 

(preventive) healthcare for 

the population

“. . . we do have the clear duty to try 

to heal, and this duty devolves upon 

both the physician and society. . . . 

[H]owever, Jewish sources on 

distributing and paying for health 

care are understandably sparse.”

- Rabbi Elliot Dorff, Matters of Life and 

Death:  A Jewish Approach to Modern 

Medical Ethics (1998), p. 281.



II.  A JEWISH MORAL-

THEOLOGICAL LENS:  

THE V’AHAVTA &  

PIRKE AVOT



A D’rash on Two Texts

D’varim (Deut.) 6:4ff.

Text: The Shema prayer‟s 

V’ahavta paragraph

Content: How to “love the 

L-rd thy G-d,” 3-part 

formula:

 ָכל ךָָ-בְּ לְָּבבְּ (“with all your heart”)

 ָכל ךָָ-ּובְּ שְּ ַנפְּ (“with all your soul”)

 ָכל אֶֹדךָָ-ּובְּ מְּ (“and with all your 

might”)

Pirke Avot 1:2 & 1:18

Texts: “Upon three things 

the world stands”; 2 versions

Content:  Expounds on the 

V’ahavta:  how to love G-d 

and the consequences

 ועלָגמילוָהחסדים, ועלָהעבודה, עלָהתורה

(“upon learning & upon worship 

& upon acts of lovingkindness”)

 ועלָהשלום, ועלָהאמת, עלָהדין (“upon 

justice & upon truth & upon 

peace”)



Summary of Our D’rash

1) We are to love G-d.

2) We do this through our actions.

3) Our actions matter:  I.e., this is how we 

attain truth, peace, and justice.

So . . . what ideas & concepts should 

inform our actions?



III.  SALIENT TORAH 

& RABBINIC THEMES



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
B’rit

K’dushah

Tzedek

Chesed

Mip’nei darkhei shalom

Pikuach nefesh

K’lal

Tikkun olam

T’shuvah

Jovel



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
B’rit (“covenant”)

 “Covenantal morality” (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks).

 Governs both our vertical & horizontal

relationships, and both are bidirectional/mutual.

 Through the yoke of torah; the body of positive 

and negative mitzvot (commandments); and the 

collective commentaries of our chazal and the 

halakhic codes & responsa, through the present 

day, we have a sense of what we‟re supposed to do. 

 Our obligations to G-d translate into obligations 

to our fellow humans. 



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
K’dushah (“holiness”)

Our mission statement, as Jews, is to “redeem 

the sparks,” to unlock the innate holiness in all 

creation.

We do this by striving to follow the path of 

mitzvot and act in accordance with moral & 

ethical principles in our dealings with people.

 Every person is a reflection of G-d‟s k’dushah.  

That‟s why we are to love them like we love 

ourselves:  we are one, in G-d.

 Respecting the needs of others honors their 

innate holiness and reverences the L-rd.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Tzedek (“justice”)

 Related to tz’dakah:  in the vernacular, 

“charity,” but really “justice.”

Other terms for justice:  din & mishpat.

 R’difat tzedek v’shalom:  pursuit of justice & 

peace.

 “Justice, justice (tzedek, tzedek) shall you 

pursue, that you may live . . .” (Deut. 16:20).

We are obliged to ensure that people who are not 

as advantaged as us do not suffer as a result of 

a lack of something essential to their well-being.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Chesed (“mercy”)

 Also can mean “love” or “lovingkindness” (as in 

g’milut chasadim).

 The great rabbinic sages & mystics explained that 

justice must be tempered/balanced by mercy.

 “You are to love the stranger in your midst, 

because you were strangers once” (Deut. 10:19).

We must be merciful to the less fortunate, as we 

have been in their shoes; we are to act out of 

compassion.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Mip’nei darkhei shalom (“for the sake of 

peace”)

 This phrase appears throughout the talmud & the 

midrash.

 “All that is written in the Torah was written for the 

sake of peace” (Tanh ̣uma Shoftim 18).

Our actions “for the sake of peace” take 

precedence over allegiance to any secular ideology.

 For the sake of peace, we are to forego focusing 

solely on ourselves, on our immediate welfare, on 

“being right,” and instead attend to “doing right.”



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Pikuach nefesh (“to save a life”)

 “To save a life” supercedes all other negative 

mitzvot (except three:  those forbidding idolatry, 

adultery, & murder).

 “. . . neither shalt thou stand idly by the blood of 

thy neighbor” (Lev. 19:16).

 A guiding principle for Jewish bioethics, both 

clinical & public health ethics.  It encompasses 

the duty to heal.

When a life is on the line, little else matters—

certainly not one’s political ideology, financial 

well-being, or ritual piety.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
K’lal (“peoplehood”)

 As Jews, we see ourselves as a community, as a 

people—not as a conglomeration of separate, 

disconnected individuals linked only by a 

voluntary social contract.

We Jews operate under a communal perspective 

regarding:

 identity (who we are)

 redemption/salvation (why we are here)

 obligations to others (what we are to do)

 A central task for us is to work together to 

repair the world, to fix the broken, to heal the 

sick—we are G-d’s agents in this work.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Tikkun olam (“repair of the world”)

 Implies healing & restoration, in a communal 

context.

 An especially popular concept among Jewish 

liberals & progressives and within Jewish 

Renewal (but a defining concept for all Jews).

 E.g., Tikkun, the Jewish political magazine 

edited by Rabbi Michael Lerner.

 The presence of the poor or needy amongst us is 

a sign of the world’s brokenness and of our 

failure to take seriously G-d’s charge to us to 

“[d]evote yourselves to justice” (Isaiah 1:11-17).



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
T’shuvah (“repentance”)

 Also means “return,” as in turning back from 

transgression or aligning oneself with moral & 

ethical precepts (e.g., halakhah).

 A legal decision in the Jewish responsa literature 

is also known as a t’shuvah (pl. t’shuvot).

 The ongoing healthcare crisis could be viewed as 

a crisis in Jewish moral commitment, perhaps as 

a marker of our apostasy.

How we address this issue (healthcare) speaks to 

how we, communally, recognize our pressing 

need to return to obedience to G-d.



SALIENT TORAH & 

RABBINIC THEMES
Jovel (“jubilee”)

Obligation to restore things to G-d‟s created order.

 All things belong to G-d; they‟re only on loan for a 

season.  After a time, they must be restored to Him.

 Evocative of several of our themes:

 the presence of a moral gold standard

 our covenantal obligations to “the poor among us”

 pursuit of “justice, justice” supercedes most else

 the communal dimension of personhood

 If some people’s needs aren’t being met, through 

no fault of their own, G-d requires of us a 

redistributive justice more thorough than any 

secular government could dare to legislate.



IV.  LECH L’CHA:  

HOW DO WE “GO 

FORTH”?



“The L-rd said to Abram, „Go forth from your native land and from your 

father‟s house to the land that I will show you.  I will make of you a great 

nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you shall be a 

blessing.  I will bless those who bless you and curse him that curses you; 

and all the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you.  Abram went 

forth (“Vayelech Avram”) as the L-rd had commanded him . . . .”

- B’reshit (Genesis) 12:1-4



LECH L’CHA:

Four Challenges

1) Policy

2) Economic

3) Political

4) Moral



LECH L’CHA:

Policy Challenges

Couched in conventional bioethical terms, how to 

meet obligations of justice & beneficence without 

violating principles of nonmaleficence & autonomy

Not solely in a clinical/individual context, but in 

the communal context of population health:

 How to elevate access for underserved or vulnerable 

populations without threatening that of everyone else?

 How to foster social justice for some without sacrificing it 

for others?

 How to provide care for less advantaged people without 

creating entitlements that put others at financial risk?

These challenges produce economic challenges.



LECH L’CHA:

Economic Challenges

Command economy vs. free market (inevitabilities of 

central planning & State-socialism; see Mises, Hayek, Hazlitt, etc.):

 Abrogation of the discovery process

 Inefficiency

 Creation of shortages

 Inevitability of rationing

 Most-favored status for political allies; in this context, could 

mean State-sanctioned refusal of care for out-of-favor groups

Current administration may have earnest motives, 

but has not translated these into viable strategies.  

Will create more problems than are solved.

These challenges produce political challenges.



LECH L’CHA:

Political Challenges

Threats to effectively addressing these issues in the 

current political environment:

 Woeful polarization of discourse

 Instransigent Congress which refuses to read its own 

legislation (H.R. 3962/H.R. 3590)

 Ideological White House unwilling to negotiate

 News blackout on minority party proposals (H.R. 2516, H.R. 

3970, S. 1099, H.R. 2520, H.R. 3218, H.R. 3400, H.R. 3700)

 Decision-making based on nonce political calculus rather 

than on careful policy deliberation, economic realities, or 

moral principles

Not yet convinced this situation will change much 

next week; the players may simply reverse roles.

These challenges produce moral challenges.



LECH L’CHA:

Moral Challenges

Jewish consensus on certain basic points:

 Do moral values & principles influence health policy?  YES

 Should they?  YES

 Are we obliged to work for constructive social change?  YES

 According to only certain ideological perspectives?  NO

 Are we in breach of our covenantal obligations if we eschew 

this responsibility?  YES

 Should concern for justice, mercy, saving life, & preserving 

peace take precedence over political calculation?  YES

“[Rabbi Tarfon] would also say:  It is not incumbent 

upon you to finish the task, but neither are you 

free to absolve yourself from it” (Pirke Avot 2:16).



TAKE-HOME POINT

Regardless of political & economic preferences, or level of 

halakhic observance, the rabbis would be near unanimous in 

support of an obligation to provide for the healthcare of 

those unable to afford it or provide it on their own.
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TAKE-HOME POINT

Regardless of political & economic preferences, or level of 

halakhic observance, rabbis would be near unanimous in 

support of an obligation to provide for the healthcare of 

those unable to afford it or provide it on their own.

This is a red-letter moral issue for rabbinic Judaism.

It‟s hard to imagine any organized Jewish entity—religious, 

communal, or rabbinic—that would sanction a purely 

laissez-faire or social Darwinist or Randian approach or 

something similar. 

Such a view might even be considered a chillul Hashem in 

some quarters.  The anarcho-libertarian or minimal-state 

end of the spectrum, at least when it comes to healthcare, 

would probably have close to zero traction among observant 

Jews, regardless of affiliation or political preference.



“The Jewish demand that everyone have access to health care does not 
necessarily mandate a particular form of delivery, such as socialized medicine:  
any delivery system that does the job will meet these Jewish standards. . . .

“However, the fact that more than forty million Americans have no health 
insurance whatsoever is, from a Jewish point of view, an intolerable 
dereliction of society‟s moral duty. . . .

“While the specific form of health care system may vary, Jewish ethics 
definitely demands that American Jews work to ensure that the United States, 
as a society, provides health care to everyone in some way.”

- Rabbi Elliot N. Dorff, Matters of Life and Death (2003), pp. 307-309.


