


What “Brain Death” Presents

Knowledge of our tradition

Unclear sources

Knowledge of physical reality

Evolving scientific information

A culture of healthy debate

An inflammatory culture

A compelling argument

Conflicting “good guys”



 Does this recognize heartbeat and respiration?

 Or does this recognize only respiration?

 Is respiration merely a sign of cardiac function?



Humans… as well as domestic and wild animals do 

not communicate tumah until their lives depart. If 

their heads are cut off, then they communicate 

tumah even if they still spasm, as in the case of a 

spasmodic tail of a lizard. (Oholot 1:6)

This occurs in some types of creatures, when the 

mobilizing force is not spread through all of the 

organs from a single foundation and source, but is 

scattered through the body. (Commentary of 

Maimonides)

• How do we reconcile this with Yoma 85a?

• What about “spasms” which last longer?

• What about integrated function which does not 

originate in the brain?



• Why does Maimonides group the severed neck 

with the punctured esophagus?

• Why does Maimonides term this person “living”?



Important Ethical Questions

Is the organ recipient murdering the 

donor?

Should society impose a litmus test upon 

organ recipients?


