Pandemic Ethics 1
Risking One’s Life to Save Others
Rav Jared Anstandig AAOM
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If two people were walking on a desolate path and there was a jug [Kiton] of water in the
possession of one of them, and the situation was such that if both drink from the jug, both will
die, as there is not enough water, but if only one of them drinks, he will reach a settled area,
there is a dispute as to the halakha. Ben Petora taught: It is preferable that both of them
drink and die, and let neither one of them see the death of the other. This was the accepted
opinion until Rabbi Akiva came and taught that the verse states: “And your brother shall

live with you,” indicating that your life takes precedence over the life of the other.

i RPN .2
IR Y7 0770F Thyn X2 3oy 9907 790780
Do not deal basely with your countrymen. Do not stand on the blood of your fellow: | am the
Lord.
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Concerning the matter itself, it is taught in a baraita: From where is it derived that one who
sees another drowning in a river, or being dragged away by a wild animal, or being
attacked by bandits, is obligated to save him? The verse states: “You shall not stand idly by
the blood of another” (Leviticus 19:16). The Gemara asks about this derivation: But is this
really derived from here? It is derived from there, i.e., from a different verse, as it is taught:
The Torah teaches that one must return lost property to its rightful owner. But from where is it
derived that one must help his neighbor who may suffer the loss of his body or his health? The
verse states: “And you shall restore it [vahashevato] to him [lo]” (Deuteronomy 22:2), which

can also be read as: And you shall restore him [vehashevato] to him, i.e., saving his body.
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Consequently, there should be no need for the additional verse: “You shall not stand idly by the
blood of another.”
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The Gemara answers: If this halakha were derived only from there, I would say that this
matter applies only to saving the person in danger by himself, i.e., that he himself must come to
his neighbor’s rescue if he can, as is the halakha with regard to returning a lost item. But to
trouble himself and hire workers for this purpose, one might say that he is not obligated, just
as he is not obligated to hire workers to recover another’s lost item. Therefore, the verse “Do not
stand by the blood of another” teaches us that he must even hire workers, and he transgresses a

prohibition if he does not do so.
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Rabbi Imi was captured in a dangerous area. Rabbi Yochanan said, “Wrap the dead in his
shrouds. He is going to die and there is nothing we can do but prepare for his burial). Rabbi

Shimon Ben Lakish said, “I will go and kill or be killed.” He went and he saved him.
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One who sees his friend drowning in the sea, or bandits coming against him or an evil animal
coming to him, and he can save him himself or by hiring others to save, and he doesn’t save; or
he hears idolaters are coming or people plot against him or hid a trap and he doesn’t tell him; or
there are idolaters and he could appease them and convince them not to do it, or any of these

things, he violates the prohibition of standing on your neighbors blood.
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In Heghot Maimoniyot he writes that the Jerusalem Talmud concludes that one must put himself
in a place of questionable risk for this. And the Beit Yosef quotes it, and writes that perhaps it is
because one is a doubt and one is certain. But this rule is omitted here and by Rambam. And this

is possibly because the Rif, Rambam, Rosh, and Tur don’t cite this, so he left it off here, too.
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It's slightly bothersome, that it’s in the Beit Yosef in the name of the Jerusalem Talmud, that
even a chance of danger one must place oneself into save his fellow. But, if that’s the case, then
why does the Talmud question the need of an additional verse other than returning a lost object
[certainly, the requirement to put oneself in risk cannot be learned from the rules of a lost
object!]. But, according to the halachik authorities who leave this line out, it works well, for our

Talmud disagrees with the Jerusalem Talmud.
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The authorities quote in the name of the Jerusalem Talmud that one is obligated to put someself
in quasi-risk in order to save his fellow. And the early authorities omit this because our Talmud
proves that one is not obligated to enter oneself in the place of danger. However, everything is

dependent on the issue and one has to weigh it carefully and not protect yourself too much.
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See the Shulchan Aruch that one is not required to endanger oneself to save his fellow. And the
Beit Yosef and later authorities investigated whether one may put themselves at risk of danger in
order to save his fellow from certain danger. And it is possible that one can bring proof from the
Talmud in Berachot about Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa... and you can learn from this story because

it was an actual event.
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In accordance with what | wrote, “lo taamod” is like all other prohibitions, one is not obligated to
put oneself in potential dander to save someone for definite danger. For to avoid other
prohibitions, are you not obligated, but it is forbidden to put oneself in potential risk...

Therefore, there is no requirement to enter into potentially dangerous state in order to save a

friend.
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But, there is a difference between this prohibition and others, for other ones one is prohibited to
put oneself in potential risk in avoid violating... but here, to save a fellow, which would be
avoiding a transgression, it is permissible to put oneself in potential risk since a life could be

saved.
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It also seems to me that one could say that a doctor, since the wat of the world is that the doctor
knows diseases gives help, and if not healthy and ill could be in danger. Accordingly, by acting
this way he is following the way of the world, him putting himself in potential risk is not

prohibited.

P02 O3 D127 T2 2WN 12 N 7R INDIND N2V D212 KOV 12 TWW RDINTT NPT T7WH01 NRT TN (V)
WO DR KW RI7T 1PIRI 20157 IN0IID 712V 7190 MMPA? 01277 D07 7N 771PNAW 12 AnI7aY,7100
Also, in my humble opinion, since a doctor does this for a living, he is allowed to put himself in

potential risk, as we see that the Torah permits a worker to endanger imself for his work.
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The expression “for he sets his soul upon it” explains why one must be so precise when paying
a laborer his wages: For what reason did this laborer ascend on a tall ramp or suspend himself
from a tree and risk death to himself? Was it not for his wages? How, then, can his employer

delay his payment?
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Anyone who can save another person’s life is obligated to do so based on “you shall not stand
idly by.” However, most authorities have ruled that one is not obligated to put themselves into

possible danger in order to save someone else even from certain danger.
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However, when it comes to healthcare professionals the ruling is different. Indeed, doctors and
other essential healthcare providers are permitted to care for patients even if there is a concern
that it endangers their life, and certainly according to all opinions there is no prohibition against
entering a possible danger. Therefore, medical workers may treat contagious coronavirus
patients, but with the obligatory precautions for such interventions in order to be well protected.
They must be especially careful about all precautions to avoid contracting the disease. The words
of the rabbinic authorities should be headed: “There is no clear fundamental rule when it comes
to how much danger a person should engage in to save another person. Rather it is also based on
the case and should be weighed carefully, but one should not protect themselves excessively or
be overly cautious.” As it says, anyone who is overly careful for themselves at the expense of
others will ultimately come to experience that fate. And not every distant concern is called
doubtful “pikuach nefesh,” and if there is no possible concern of death there is an obligation to

save, and this determination is given over to the wise and expert.
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I’ve already addressed this in many places, to what extent a person has to endanger himself to
save his friend. And | explained that it is a matter of the risk that he is entering for the sake of the
danger to the person he is saving... that he puts on himself corresponding to the great danger that
he is saving his friend from. And, anyone whose position has a societal function to save, it is
permitted to risk life, like police, firefighters, or rescue divers... And even though one has the
right to endanger oneself in a small danger to save others, one does not have the right to risk
ploni to save almoni.



