Medical Ethics: Alternative Medicine
R' Mordechai Torczyner - forczyner@torontotorah.com

Defining "alternative medicine"
1. Chatam Sofer Yoreh Deah 45
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Experience is a more honest witness than all of the theories founded upon proofs.

Is untested medicine legitimate?
2. R' Avraham Yitzchak Kook, Daat Kohen 140
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The simple explanation of the words of the Sages, “’And he shall heal’ - From this we see that the Torah permitted a
doctor to heal,” indicates that the knowledge involved in medicine is uncertain. Were it clear, how could anyone think
there was no obligation to heal2 Would one not be violating, ‘Do not stand by the blood of another’ for [not
intervening to prevent] any trouble which befell a person, even trouble from Heaven! Even a lion is from heaven, and
yet we are instructed to save people from lions and there is no concern of "G-d strikes; how may | heal2" So, too, in
meical treatment.

3. R' Nachum Rabinovitz, Bishvilei haRefuah 3:117
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We have seen that saving lives overrides Shabbat, but I'd have thought that this was limited to saving someone who

was drowning in a river, or someone pursued by wild animals or bandits, but saving via medicine would not be the

act of "saving lives" permitted by the Torah.

s alternative medicine prohibited as "sorcery"?2
4. Mishnah Shabbat 6:10
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One may travel [on Shabbat] with a locust's egg, fox's tooth or a #zaluv person's nail, for medical purposes, per
R' Meir. The sages said this is prohibited even during the week, due to Emorite practices.

5. Mishnah Yoma 8:6
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We do not feed a person from the liver of a rabid dog which bit him. R' Matya ben Charash permits it.

6. Rambam, Commentary to Shabbat 6:10
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People who traffic in segulot imagine that if they would hang a nail from the tree of tz/ivah on someone with chronic

fever, it would help him. The law follows R' Yosi (R' Meir2), because our rule is that something medicinal is not subject

to "Emorite ways", and the Torah did not say "Do not walk in the paths of the nations" regarding this.

7. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Shabbat 19:13
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One may travel with garlic skin or onion skin on a wound or in a bandage on a wound... and with a locust egg or

fox tooth or a tzaluv person's nail, or anything hanging on him for medicine, if doctors say it helps.



8. Rambam, Commentary to Yoma 8:6
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The Sages say one may transgress only to heal in a clear way, such that logic and experience mandate it. One may

not heal with segulot, because their nature is weak and its capabilities are not logically mandated, and they are

untested.

9. Rambam, Guide of the Perplexed 3:37
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They said explicitly that medicinal treatments are not subject to "Emorite ways", meaning that anything mandated by
natural studies is permitted, and anything else is prohibited... Do not be troubled by their permission of a #zaluV's nail
or a fox's tooth, for in their day they thought these were medical products of testing... Anything proven by testing may
be practiced, even if logic does not dictate it.

10. Responsa of Radbaz 5:153
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One could explain the master's view thus: Segulah medicines are not medicines at all, and lack even potential healing

to justify violating biblical laws of Shabbat or eating biblically prohibited foods.

May a Jew rely on untested medicine?
11. Mishneh Berurah 328:6
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Should the patient fear that they will violate Shabbat for him, they should compel him and convince him, for this would

be foolish piety.

12.R" Avraham Gombiner, Magen Avraham 328:6
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If the patient says, "l need this medicine," and the doctor says he doesn't, we listen to the patient. If the doctor says
the medicine would harm him, we listen to the doctor.

Does a practitioner of alternative medicine have malpractice protection?

13. Talmud, Shevuot 26a
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When Rav Kahana and Rav Asi were before Rav, one swore that Rav had said X and the other swore that Rav had

said Y. They came to Rav, who confirmed the view of one of them. The other asked, "Am | guilty of swearing falsely2"

He said, "Your heart forced you."

Can alternative medicine override kashrut and Shabbat?
14.Rashi to Yoma 83a
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"We feed him of its liver" — Even though doctors do this, it is not a complete medicine such that we would permit non-
kosher meat for it.

15.R' Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Tzemach Tzedek Orach Chaim 38
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Because it is not a tested treatment; were it tested, it would be permitted despite being segulah.



16.R" Avraham Gombiner, Magen Avraham 328:1
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See Yoreh Deah 155; we require a known medicine, or a medicine recommended by an expert.

17.Talmud, Yoma 83a
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R' Yannai said: If a patient says he needs [food] and the doctor says he does not, we listen to the patient; Proverbs 14

says, "The heart knows the bitterness of its spirit." But this is obvious! I'd have thought we would say the doctor knows

better.

18. Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Avodah Zarah 11:11
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One may chant over the bite of a person who has been bitten by a scorpion or snake, even on Shabbat, to settle his

mind and strengthen his heart, even though this does not help at all. He is dangerously ill, so they permitted this to

keep his mind from being "forn'.

19.Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Shabbat 2:2
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The rule is that Shabbat is like a weekday for a dangerously ill patient, for all of his needs.

20. Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 330:1
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A woman who is giving birth is like a dangerously ill patient, and we violate Shabbat for any of her needs... And we
light a lamp for her, even if she is blind.



