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Rabbi Yonah Gross

Halachos from Times of Tragedy and Heroism: Suicide and the Case of

1) Rav Ephraim Oshrey, Shu’t Mimamakim

Question:
two days before rhe horrifving Black Day of the
Kovno Gheto—swvhen some 10000 men, women, and children

were taken away o bz |!l.lrL'|:LTL".:.—|.'\.-:'I:. o of the ;_l\l:l.'rru

dwellers saw his or her biner end coming. Ar that time of con-
fusion, one of the '.'L':-'TE'.".'II\'L| members of the community came
rey e with tears on his cheeks and posed a question of life and

death, He fele thar he could not bear to sce his wife, children,

and grandchildren put e death before his very eves, For the
Crerman sadists had a system for extermination. [n order for th
mufderers o enjoy the suffering of their vietims, as 2 marter of

course they would kill the children before the eves of their par-

ents and the women before the eves of their hushands, Only

after satisfying their bloodlust in this sadistic fashion, would the
put an end o the suffering of these men, Because he felr certain
thar it would be too painful o witness the horrible suffering of
his loved ones, be asked whether he eould terminate his own life
entlier tor avord witnessing the deaths of his loved ones. This way,
besides being spared a horrible death of grear sutfering at the
hands of the accursed murderers, he would also pain burial

among [ews in the Jewish cemetery 1n the ghetto,
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But, flesh with its soul, its blood, you shall not eat. 5But your blood, of your souls, I will
demand [an account]; from the hand of every beast | will demand it, and from the hand of
man, from the hand of each man, his brother, | will demand the soul of man. 6Whoever
sheds the blood of man through man shall his blood be shed, for in the image of God He
made man.
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Halacha 2 - But a person who hires a murderer to kill a colleague, one who sends
his servants and they kill him, one who binds a colleague and leaves him before a
lion or the like and the beast kills him, and a person who commits suicide are all

considered to be shedders of blood; the sin of bloodshed is upon their hands, and they are liable for death at the hands of God.
They are not, however, liable for execution by the court.

Halacha 3 - Which source indicates that this is the law? Genesis 9:6 states: “"When a person sheds the blood of a man, by a
man his blood shall be shed." This refers to a person who kills a colleague by himself, without employing an agent. The verse
continues: "Of the blood of your own lives | will demand an account.” This refers to a person who commits suicide.®
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http://www.chabad.org/8173#v6
http://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8173#v=5
http://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8173#v=6
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12) Griz al HaTorah Parshas Beshalach
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Jewish Law Perspectives on Suicide and Physician-Assisted Dying

Author(s): Steven H. Resnicoff

‘Source: Journal of Law and Religion. Yol 13. No. 2 (1998 - 1999). pn._289-349

88. Rabbi Oshry originally published a multi-volume Hebrew edition of his responsa, entitled

Shut MiMa'amakim (cited in note 85). A condensed one-volume English version, Responsa from
the Holocaust (translated by Y. Leiman), was published in 1989. In the English version, his ruling
is clear: “*Although the man knew he would definitely be subjected to unbearable suffering by the
abominable murderers, and so hoped to be buried among Jews, he still was not allowed to commit
suicide.” Id at 34. Although I personally read the longer, Hebrew version of this responsum as
reaching this same conclusion as to the a priori impermissibility of such a suicide, see Ephraim
Oshry, Shut MiMa'amakim 1:6 at 52 (cited in note 85), at least two commentators characterized
that responsum as ruling in agreement with Besamim Rosh. See Irving J. Rosenbaum, The
Holocaust and Halakhah 39 (Ktav, 1976); and Herring, Jewish Ethics and Halakhah at 78 (cited
in note 39). After reading the views of Rosenbaum and Herring, I phoned Rabbi Oshry, who lives
in New York. He told me that he had ruled that suicide, even in the circumstances described in his
responsum, was a priori prohibited.

11) Minchas Chinuch 425:3
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