Halachic Hits of COVID-19: The Vaccine
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1. R’ Yisrael Lifschutz (18th century Prussia), Tiferet Yisrael to Avot, Boaz 3:1
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Even if not for the holy mouths of Chazal that said this to us, we would already know this based on logic, as “G-
d is righteous in all His ways, and is pious in all His actions” (Tchillim 145:17). And we see a number of their
pious ones who aside from [the fact that] they acknowledge the Creator of the world and believe that the holy
Torah is divine, and perform kindness to Jews as well, some of them have done especially good things for
everyone in the world. Like the pious Jenner, who invented the vaccine, which saves tens of thousands of people
from illness, death, and from blemish.

e The obligation to prevent harm
2. Devarim 22:8
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When you build a new house, you shall make a guard rail for your roof, so that you shall not cause blood [to be
spilled] in your house, that the one who falls should fall from it.

3. Rambam (12th century Egypt), Laws of the Murder and Preservation of Life 11:4

o' 32 PRY P2 0 32 WY 12 171302 012 X N2 17 A00w 10 .01 DTN A2 YWY 0IRD) 1320 12 WY 127 92 T0R) A7 70N
N2 DTR A2 99 XY 072 M2 A% Nivy? iR .oonow 71y 77123 RO0 nivy? 200

This requirement applies to a roof, and similarly, to any place that might present a danger and cause a person to

stumble and die. For example, if a person has a well or a cistern in his courtyard, he must erect a sand wall ten

handbreadths high around them or make a cover for them, so that a person will not fall in and die.
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So, too, there is a commandment to remove any stumbling block which endangers lives, and to guard from it, and
to be very careful with this, as Devarim 4:9 says, “Guard yourself, and guard your life.” And if one does not
remove it, and one leaves dangerous stumbling blocks, he fails to fulfill a commandment, and he violates “Do not

place blood.”

e Passive avoidance of danger
e Active prevention/removal of danger

e What about risk?
4. R’ Yisrael Lifschutz (18th century Prussia), Tiferet Yisrael to Yoma, Boaz 8:3
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It appears to me that it is permitted to take the smallpox vaccine. Even if 1 in 1,000 might die from the vaccine,
it is nevertheless a more imminent danger to catch smallpox. Therefore, it is permitted to place oneself in remote
danger to save oneself from imminent danger. There is a clear proof from what the Beit Yosef comments on the
Tur (Choshen Mishpat 326) in the name of the Talmud Yerushalmi, that one is obligated to place oneself in
possible danger in order to rescue his friend from certain danger. So, one who sees his friend drowning in a river
- it is certain that [the friend] will drown if he does not rescue him, and it is impossible for him to be saved in
another way. If one is obligated to place himself in possible danger in order to save his friend, he is certainly
permitted to save his own body through entering possible danger.
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5. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
TN UPYY T IPKRWA 17 12w 791N 29V OwA 190 0010 NTNP2 2'ANY AR 27 TONW AMAT ONIAR 027,77 21271 TR

JIDMAA ARXIND NN ORY DOWIR ATR WO WT OINIATAW AR AT N0 DAPY WO 1R 1Y TR 02191 A1 °120 Hw mawn
One of the contemporary Rabbanim, R” Avraham Hamburg (Rabbi of the city of Hague in the Netherlands and
later in London), published a Sefer called A/im [’'Terufa in which this question is discussed. He cites many
Teshuvos from the Halachic authorities of his time that unanimously ruled that people should receive the smallpox
vaccine in spite of the fact that several people had died as a result.

6. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
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In his Sefer Shu™t Zera Emes (2:32), R’ Yishmael haKohen of Modena, one of the great Poskim of the generation,
recorded his debate with R’ Chaim Yehuda Giron over this question. R’ Giron argued that it was proper to refrain
from vaccination as it had caused the death of several people (though the risk to any individual in the population
was remote). The Zera Emes replied at length, examining whether a person may actively put himself at small risk
of danger in order to avoid another potential danger. He concluded that vaccination was recommended as the
relative risk of the disease is far greater than that of the vaccine.
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R’ Giron replied that, due to his uncertainty, he would refrain from ruling on this matter. The Zera Emes conceded
that although he felt that one should be vaccinated, those who are reticent to rule are entitled to conduct themselves
passively (Shev v’'Al Ta’aseh) and withdraw from the discussion.

7. R’ Shmuel Kamenetsky (21st century USA), Letter (December 14, 2020)
| never ruled regarding the new vaccination for coronavirus patients and every person should consult his doctor
and do as required for himself.

8. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
NMYH AN3Y 19727 X227 (R MR TR 7M) TI0 99RTIY 227 PIRNTD PIX AT 1502 NI XID 021D AR AR YW AR

.'01 992 DwYn 191 22WA QTR P KDY 17197207 WY 1Y 2O 2RI 19 w0 Tan° 9--RD MYonn 17072 R
R’ Abdallah Somech, in his Sefer Zivchei Tzedek (Y.D. 116:41) notes that although the Zera Emes had qualms
about the question of vaccinations, “We remain with our view, and offer praise to G-d for we have expert doctors
who know how to prepare inoculations and nobody has ever been harmed. This is a regular occurrence.”

9. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
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Regarding the COVID-19 vaccines, pharmaceutical companies have conducted clinical studies of efficacy and
safety with full transparency and external oversight. Over 80,000 people have participated in the placebo-
controlled trials to date, and approximately half of the participants received the vaccine. Of the tens of thousands
who received the vaccine, not one died as a result. Of those who received the placebo, six died during the course
of the studies, compared to only two deaths in the vaccine group, and no link was found between their death and
the vaccine.

e Trusting doctors

10. R’ Yosef Karo (16th century Israel), Orach Chaim 618:3
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If the sick person and one doctor say it is not necessary (to eat). And (another) doctor says it is necessary.
Alternatively, the sick person does not say anything and one doctor says it is necessary, and two say it is not
necessary - We do not feed him (i.e. the sick person in either scenario).

11. R’ Yisrael Meir Kagan (19th-20th century Poland), Mishnah Berurah 618:10

JTA1 2220 anW AR 12°ORTY 10272 PR 2OMINRD N TR0 1991 RIT RITT RDITT ORI - 101 IR IR TR RDIN
And one doctor says that he does need, etc. - If that doctor is more distinguished in knowledge than others, one
should take his words into account and feed [the ill person], even though [the ill person and the first doctor
constitute a majority against him.
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However, if the distinguished [doctor] says that [the ill person] does not need [to eat], and two who are not
distinguished say that he needs [to eat], one should follow [the opinion of] the larger number and feed him.

12. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
WHW °197 NI N7 AW 12218 DRPII"ATR ORPINY 101D NMIWA POV, DRI NYITA 1PDRD DYDY DRIV SAITAY 1108
1927 R°27 (7D 12°0) RAPVIR 1"MIAT2 27 MARN DMWY MRT IPoR O°RP2 2RO OR popaw (1D 1°0) MW NINN
.MIYNT% oY% MOR 2R3 ART 390N NIWI 973N NYWA 12T QPRDINT 1IMKRY 7192 D07 PP
It is true that on occasion, the Gedolim question the conclusions of doctors. R’ Yechezkel Katzenellenbogen, the
Gadol haDor of the early 18th century, questioned the doctors of his time who believed that spread of epidemics
were due to poor air quality (“Kilkul ha’Avir”) (Shu”t Knesses Yechezkel 16). During the cholera epidemic of
5633 (1873), R’ Mordechai Ettinger (Ma amar Mordechai 67) quoted the Knesses Yechezkel as support for his
questioning the position of the doctors who advised that even healthy individuals shouldn’t fast on Yom Kippur.
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However, R’ Ettinger ultimately concurred with the doctors. He recalled that 40 years earlier, his great uncle, the
Yeshuas Yaakov, had ruled during the cholera epidemic of 5591 that even healthy people should refrain from
fasting on Tisha b’Av of that year — based upon the opinion of medical experts.
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We see that although the Gedolim do sometimes question the positions taken by doctors, they nevertheless rely
on their opinions when dealing with matters of possible danger.

13. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
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Additionally, | have contended (see Kovetz Zichron Shabsi v'Aryeh, Kovetz 3 m’'Bei Rav, 7), that if we carefully
follow the advice of the experts in their fields, even if they have erred, we will be divinely protected. This is the
concept of “Shomer Pesa’im Hashem”, that anybody who faithfully follows the way of the Torah and acts in
accordance with the common practice accustoms himself to the path that is commonly trod, will protected by
Heaven, even if he thereby endangers himself.

14. R’ Yosef Gavriel Bechhofer, “Shomer Pesa’im Hashem and the Novel Coronavirus,” The Journal of
Halacha and Contemporary Society LXXV

15. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
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In this case, the overwhelming majority of scientific researchers and medical experts are clearly of the view that
the vaccine poses negligible risk of serious danger. This is especially true as the coronavirus pandemic is rapidly
spreading in our communities and the world, causing many deaths each day.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1X6RYYvtL2bnE9m8XATG9PrqaAVNCw3wh/view?usp=sharing

e Isthere an obligation to receive the COVID-19 vaccine?

16. R’ Asher Weiss (21st century Israel), Minchat Asher, “Corona Vaccine in Halachah” (Mikeitz 5781)
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In light of all of the above, it is certainly appropriate for each person to be vaccinated.
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However, | cannot rule that there is an obligation to be vaccinated. Every person is within his rights to refrain
from doing so, and to instead continue wearing a mask at all times and to practice social distancing. However, the
more people who are vaccinated, the greater the feeling of safety and wellbeing will be, which will elevate the
risk of infection. It therefore appears to me that it is Halachically correct, and a pious action, to be immunized
with the coronavirus vaccine.

17. “COVID-19 Vaccine Guidance,” Presented by the Orthodox Union and the Rabbinical Council of
America (December 15, 2020)

[The following is shared based on the guidance of our poskim, HaRav Hershel Schachter x"v%>w and HaRav

Mordechai Willig x"v>5w, with the support of HaRav Dovid Cohen x"v*%w.]

...the conclusion of our poskim is that, pursuant to the advice of your personal health care provider, the Torah
obligation to preserve our lives and the lives of others requires us to vaccinate for COVID-19 as soon as a vaccine
becomes available...

This guidance is intended as general guidelines and should not be construed by any individual as, or be substituted
for, medical or other professional advice. Personal decisions regarding the vaccine should be discussed with your
healthcare provider. Moreover, this guidance is formulated based solely on currently available information.
Events and information continue to evolve and may impact the applicability of this guidance.

18. Rabbi Gidon Rothstein, “Please Don’t Think the Vaccine Can Save Us,” torahmusings.com

I worry many of us think about the vaccines in a way that contradicts basic Jewish belief. I am not discussing
practice, | stress; practically, I am among the many Orthodox Jews who fully believe we are obligated to act
within the natural realm, according to the best understanding of nature in our time. I fully believe we are obligated
to trust reputable doctors and follow their recommendations, which until now has meant adhering to the
restrictions on socializing (as | have and continue to do) and the requirements of mask-wearing, to do our best to
stem the coronavirus using our best human understanding of how it spreads and what we can do to prevent further
suffering or death, Gd forbid, or reduce it to its bare minimum.

With the advent of vaccines, people tend to say as more and more of us take the vaccine—as we all should—we
will eventually reach herd immunity, where enough people in society cannot get the virus so it will no longer be
adanger. The problem is that we who believe in Gd, Who continues to be involved with creation, cannot subscribe
to that phrasing. First, even scientists agree there is much we still do not know about these vaccines. They
accurately say their research gives us good reason to expect the vaccine will have this effect, leading to this
outcome (one we all want, cessation of pandemic, permission to return to the good parts of our previous lives).

Should, halilah, the Creator decide we did not yet merit a return to normalcy, the vaccine would be irrelevant.
This could happen in ways people would still see as natural: the coronavirus could mutate, for example, as
scientists in the UK say it recently has to become more infectious. Thank Gd, that mutation does not appear to
mean it can overcome the vaccine or that it is deadlier, but it could mutate again. Or, we might discover large
classes of people react to the vaccine differently than the volunteers for the trials. Or...well, lo nitkenu alilot, Gd
has many, many ways to bring unexpected results.


https://www.torahmusings.com/2020/12/please-dont-think-the-vaccine-can-save-us/

As others have noted, a tiny virus has brought the world to its feet in the year 5780, or 2020, where before this
virus, many, many people were completely certain humanity pretty much had life in control. It unfortunately
reminds me of Gittin 56b, where Titus thinks he can compete with Gd; when the sea threatens to drown his ship,
he claims Gd only has power on the sea, only to have his life then upended and ruined by a gnat.

We need to remember the gift Gd gave us of real contributions to the world can blind us to how completely
powerless we are any time the Master of the Universe decides otherwise. The usual regularity of nature can fool
us into thinking those are “laws,” instead of a limited invitation to participate in building the world. At any point,
as has happened in the past, our Father in Heaven could decide it was time to run things His (pardon the gendered
pronoun) way, and it would turn out all the laws of nature we thought we knew had loopholes we never saw
coming...

So, practical recommendation: speak carefully. The vaccine and/or herd immunity will not deliver us from
coronavirus, even as we are obligated to take the vaccine and work towards herd immunity. Those are our ways
of providing a natural vehicle for Gd’s salvation to express itself. If we are fortunate, we can help the process, do
more to merit Gd’s healing, and Gd will sooner allow us to exit this time of trouble. We hope and pray that is
true, can then credit researchers and healthcare workers for their hard work in serving as the vehicle of relief.

It’s as Mordekhai said to Ester at the turning point of the Megillah: salvation will come to the Jews one way or
other, the question is whether she will be wise enough to make herself the means. She chose well, and is a central
figure of our holiday of Purim. Similarly, in the first paragraph of his Laws of Hanukkah, Rambam writes the
time of trouble continued until the G-d of our forefathers had compassion on the Jews, provided salvation, and
rescued them from the Greeks. Only then does he mention the Hashmona’im, Matityahu and his family.

They were how the salvation came, and deserve credit for being so, but it came from Gd, as it always does. | hope
we all make similarly good choices in how we think, speak, and act about this terrible time and the way out of it,
joining in becoming the avenues through which Gd helps us all back to better times.

*[Minchat Asher translations from http://web.colby.edu/coronaguidance/files/2020/12/Rav-Asher-Weiss-Covid-
19-Vaccine.pdf]
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