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Who is Wise? One Who Eats Well?:
Maimonidean Perspectives on Health and the Good Life
Drisha Winter Kollel, Session |

I: Framing from the Guide

a) Ta’amei HaMitzvot and the “Welfare of the Body”
The Law as a whole aims at two things: the welfare of the soul and the welfare of the body. As
for the welfare of the soul, it consists in the multitude’s acquiring correct opinions corresponding
to their respective capacity....As for the welfare or the body, it comes about by the improvement
of their ways of living with one another. As for the welfare of the body, it comes about by the
improvement of their ways of living one with another. This is achieved through two things. One
of them is the abolition of their wronging each other. This is tantamount to every individual
among the people not being permitted to act according to his will and up to the limits of his
power, but being forced to do that which is useful to the whole. The second thing consists in the
acquisition by every human individual of moral qualities that are useful for life in society so that
the affairs of the city may be ordered.

...man has two perfections: a first perfection, which is the perfection of the body, and an ultimate
perfection, which is the perfection of the soul. The first perfection consists in being healthy and
in the very best bodily state, and this is only possible through his finding the things necessary
for him whenever he seeks them. These are his food and all the other things needed for the
governance of his body, such as a shelter, bathing, and so forth . This cannot be achieved in
any way by one isolated individual. For an individual can only attain all this through a political
association, it being already known that man is political by nature.

It is also clear that this noble and ultimate perfection can only be achieved after the first
perfection has been achieved. For a man cannot represent to himself an intelligible even when
taught to understand it and all the more cannot become aware of it of his own accord, if he is in
pain or is very hungry or is thirsty or is hot or is very cold. But once the first perfection has been
achieved it is possible to achieve the ultimate, which is indubitably more noble and is the only
cause of permanent preservation Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Pines, 111:26.

b) The Rambam’s Rejection of the Body?
And so, the totality of purposes of the perfect Law there belong the abandonment, depreciation,
and restraint of desires in so far as possible, so that these should be satisfied only in so far as
this is necessary. You know already that most of the lusts and licentiousness of the multitude
consist in an appetite for eating, drinking, and sexual intercourse. This is what destroys man's
last perfection, what harms him also in his first perfection, 1 and what corrupts most of the
circumstances of the citizens and of the people engaged in domestic governance. For when
only the desires are followed, as is done by the ignorant, 2 the longing for speculation is
abolished, the body is corrupted, and the man to whom this happens perishes before this is
required by his natural term of life; thus cares and sorrows multiply, mutual envy, hatred, and
strife aiming at taking away what the other has, multiply. All this is brought about by the fact that
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the ignoramus regards pleasure alone as the end to be sought for its own sake. Therefore God,
may His name be held sublime, employed a gracious ruse through giving us certain laws that
destroy this end and turn thought away from it in every way. He forbids everything that leads to

lusts and to mere pleasure (Guide Il 33).

II: Grounding in the Mishneh Torah

Mishneh Torah, Transmission of the Oral
Law 42
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The main object of the matter being, that no
man shall have a need of any other
compilation in the world for any law of the
laws of Israel, but this compilation shall be a
cyclopedia of the whole Oral Torah together
with a code of the statutes, customs and
edicts which were enacted since the days of
Moses our Master until the close of the
Talmud, even as they were interpreted for us
by the Gaonim in all their compilations which
were compiled by them since the Talmudic
era. Therefore, have | named this compilation
Mishnah Torah; for, when one studies Holy
Writ first and thereafter reads this Work, he
obtains herefrom a complete knowledge of
the Oral Torah, having no need to read any
other book in between them.
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Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De’ot 1:4
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The straight path is the mean disposition
found in each and every tendency of all the
human tendencies. Such tendency is
removed from both extremes an equal
distance, and is not nearer to one than to the
other. Therefore have the wise men of yore
commanded that man should ever review his
tendencies, estimate them, and direct them
toward the middle-path so that he will be
sound in body.
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lll: Chapter 4 of Hilkhot De’ot

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De’ot 4:1
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Seeing that the maintenance of the body in a
healthy and sound condition is a God-chosen
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way, for, lo, it is impossible that one should
understand or know aught of the divine
knowledge concerning the Creator when he is
sick, it is necessary for man to distance
himself from things which destroy the body,
and accustom himself in things which are
healthful and life-imparting. These are: never
shall man partake food save when hungry,
nor drink save when thirsty; he shall not defer
elimination even one minute, but the moment
he feels the need to evacuate urine or feces
he must rise immediately.
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Next, pick at least 2-3 mishnayot from somewhere in the perek to learn in Havruta. I've
reproduced the whole chapter at the bottom of this source sheet, or, if you prefer, you can find it

on sefaria here.

IV: Closing Sections of Chapter 4

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot De’ot 4:20-3
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Whosoever trains himself in these ways
which were pointed out, | assure him that he
will encounter no sickness all of his days,
until he will die of old age; he will need no
doctor; his body will be sound and well
preserved throughout his life, unless his body
be bad from its very formation or if there be a
visitation of a pestilence or famine upon the
world.
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But all of the aforesaid good rules none but
the healthy should follow. One who is sick, or
he who has a diseased limb, or one who
followed bad habits for many years, for each
of such there are different ways of cure and
rules of conduct, according to the nature of
his ailment, as it is more clearly stated in the
book of medicine. As a rule a change in
routine of life is the germ of disease.
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Wherever there is no doctor of medicine to be
found, whether one is healthy or whether one
is sick, it is not advisable for any one to
deviate from the rules of conduct laid down in
this chapter, for each of these leads to a good
goal.
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In any city where these ten conveniences are
not found a disciple of the wise is not
permitted to live: a physician, a surgeon, a
bath-house, a comfort-station, running water,
as a river or spring, a house of worship, a
school teacher, a recorder, a collector of
charity, and a tribunal with police powers.
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IV: Two Approaches to Reading This Strange Text

a) Grounding in Hazal

Shem Tov ben Abraham ibn Gaon, ad loc.
(1283 — c. 1330)
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Seeing as the maintenance of the body in a
healthy and sound condition brings about a
good end:

Each of the things in this chapter are
gathered from the words of physicians from
the sayings of our Rabbis z”l, and are made
explicit throughout the Talmud. Berakhot 49,
Shabbat 38, 82, and 129, and the final
chapter of Pesachim, Gittin 69, and several
places in Ketubot. And these particulars are
explicit and needed for everyone, and
everyone agrees about them.
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b) Scientific Consensus

These are the chapters | have gathered, not that | have written them, but | have chosen them,
from the works of Galen, ... the works of Hippocrates ... and | have meticulously investigated
them Rambam, Pirkei Moshe (trans. From Arabic).




Appendix: Chapter 4 of Hlkhot De’ot

Mishneh Torah, Human Dispositions 4

(1) Seeing that the maintenance of the body
in a healthy and sound condition is a
God-chosen way, for, lo, it is impossible that
one should understand or know aught of the
divine knowledge concerning the Creator
when he is sick, it is necessary for man to
distance himself from things which destroy
the body, and accustom himself in things
which are healthful and life-imparting. These
are: never shall man partake food save
when hungry, nor drink save when thirsty; he
shall not defer elimination even one minute,
but the moment he feels the need to
evacuate urine or feces he must rise
immediately.

(2) Man shall not eat his stomach-full, but
should reduce about one fourth of the
quantity which would sate him; nor shall he
drink water during the meal, save a little
mixed with wine; but when the food will
commence to be digested in his bowels, he
may drink whatever quantity he needs,
nevertheless, he should not drink over-much
water even after the food was digested. He
shall not eat before a thorough examination
of self whether there is a need for
elimination. Man shall not eat without
warming his body either by walking before
mealtime, by some manual labor, or by
some other form of exercise which will tire
him. As a general rule, he shall exercise his
body and tire it every day during the morning
so that it will commence to perspire, when
he shall rest a little until his spirit will be calm
then eat. If he take a warm bath after hard
exercise it is still better, after which he
should rest a little then eat.

(3) Ever after a man eats, he should remain
for a time sitting in his place, or leaning on
his left side; he shall not walk, ride
horseback, tire himself, exercise his body, or
ramble about ere the food in his stomach is
digested; and he who does ramble about or
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tires himself after eating invites upon himself
bad and serious ailments.

(4) The day and the night consist of
twenty-four hours. It is enough that a man
should sleep a third of it, which is eight
hours. But it should terminate at the end of
the night, so that from the time he
commences his sleep till sun-dawn will be
eight hours. As a consequence whereof he
will arise from his bed before sun-up.

(5) Man shall not sleep with his face
downward, nor with his face upward, but on
his side; at the beginning of the night on his
left side, and at the end of the night on his
right side. He shall not sleep immediately
after meals, but wait about three or four
hours after eating. He shall not sleep in the
day-time.

(6) Things which soften the bowels, as
grapes, figs, morus nigra, pears, cucumis
melo, cucumis sativus, or cucurbita, man
shall eat before partaking of the principal
dishes, and not mix it with the other food, but
wait a bit till it leaves the esophagus, then
take his meal; and things which stiffen the
bowels as pomum granatum, quince, apples,
or persicum he may eat right after the meal.
But of these he should not eat in large
quantities.

(7) When man desires to have fowl and beef
in one meal, he should eat the meat of the
fowl first; eggs and poultry in one meal, he
should eat eggs first; meat of the flock and
meat of the herd in one meal, he should eat
the meat of the flock first; he should ever eat
the lighter food first and the heavier food last

(8) During the summer season he should eat
his food cold, and not much spices, and
partake of vinegar; during the rainy season
he should eat his food warm with a liberal
dose of spices therein, and partake of some
mustard and asafetida. And, in this way he
may continue to do in cold zones and in
warm zones, in each and every place that
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which is fit for it.

(9) There are some extremely bad foodstuffs
and it is proper that man should not eat them
at any time. For instance, the large, salted,
old fishes; or stale, salted cheese; or
cummin and mushrooms; or old, salted
meat; or unfermented wine; or stale odorous
victuals; and likewise all kinds of food of a
bad smell, or of extremely bitter taste, are to
the body like poison. And there are some
foodstuffs, while bad, are not as deadly as
the former; it is, therefore, advisable for man
to partake of them but little, and at long
intervals; nor shall he accustom himself to
make of them his staple food, or to partake
of them constantly along with his staple food.
For instance, large fishes, cheese, or milk
older than twenty-four hours; meat of big
oxen and big rams; beans, lentils, pease,
bread made of barley, unleavened-bread,
cabbage, leek, onions, garlick, mustard and
raddish are all bad food, and it is inadvisable
for man to partake of these save only a very
small quantity, and during the rainy season
only. But during the summer season he
should not eat of them at all, save, however,
beans and lentils are unfit to eat, neither in
summer season nor in rainy season.
Pumkins should be eaten during the summer
season.

(10) There are still other foodstuffs which are
bad, but not as bad as these. They are:
water fowl, young pigeons, dates, bread
toasted in oil, or bread kneeded in oil, fine
meal wherein no trace of bran was left, brine
and herring-brine. Of these it is unfit to eat
much. A wise man, who can control himself,
and not be carried away by his desires, who
would not eat of the named foodstuffs
altogether, save when he needs them as a
drug, behold, he is a strong man.

(11) Man should ever avoid himself from
fruits of trees, surely not to partake
overmuch thereof, even dried, not to mention
fresh; but unripe fruits are daggers to the
body. Likewise are Carobs ever bad to eat.
And all citrous fruits are bad, and must not
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be eaten but in small quantities during the
summer season, or in warm zones. But figs,
grapes and almonds are ever good to eat,
whether dry or fresh; of them man may eat
all he is in need of, but he should not make
them part of his diet permanently,
notwithstanding that they are better than all
other fruits of the trees.

(12) Honey and wine are bad for the young
but good for the old, particularly in the rainy
season. A man needs during the summer
season but two-thirds of the food he
consumes during the rainy season.

(13) Man should ever endeavor to have his
bowels soft, near a bit to looseness. Here is
a general rule in medicine: As long as there
is either complete constipation or the voiding
comes with great effort, it is a warning of
impending serious ailments. What with shall
man cure his bowels if they be somewhat
constipated? If he be young, he shall eat
every morning salted things, scalded, spiced
with olive oil, brine and salt, but without
bread; or drink hot extract of spinach, or of
Carob mixed with olive oil, brine and salt; if
he be old, he should drink in the morning
honey in warm water, and wait about four
hours, then he may eat his breakfast; this
way he shall continue one day or, if needed,
three or four days, until his bowels will
become soft.

(14) And yet another rule was laid down with
respect to the health of the body; As long as
a man works, and tires himself out to the
extreme, and does not eat to his full satiety,
and his bowels are soft, no ailment will visit
him, and his strength will increase, even
though he partakes of foods which are
considered bad.

(15) But whosoever sits idle and takes no
exercise, or who witholds eliminations of his
bowels, or whose bowels are constipated,
even though he will eat only good food and
keep himself up after the prescribed medical
rules, he will suffer pain all his life, and his
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strength will fade away. Ravenous eating is
as deadly to the body of every man as
poison, and is the base of all sickness; for,
most diseases which visit man are not
possible save either because of bad food, or
because he fills up his bowels with
overmuch food, even though the food be of
good quality. Concerning this Solomon in his
wisdom said: "Whoso guardeth his mouth
and his tongue guardeth his soul against
distresses" (Prov. 21.23), meaning, that
whoso guards his mouth against bad food
and ravenous eating, and his tongue from
speaking aught but of the things he needs,
guards his soul against distresses.

(16) The way of proper bathing: A man
should bathe once every seven days, but
never at meal-time, nor when hungry, only
when the food will commence to be
digested. His whole body one should wash
in warm water of a temperature which does
not scald the body; save the head on which
he may use water of a temperature which
would scald the body. Then he should wash
his body in lukewarm water, then in water of
a temperature lower than that, until he
should finish washing his body in cold water.
But upon his head he shall use neither
lukewarm nor cold water. During the rainy
season he should not bathe in cold water.
He should not bathe before he will perspire
and tire out his whole body; neither should
he remain long in the bath-house, but as
soon as he will perspire and tire his body he
should wash freely and depart. He should
examine himself before he enters the
bath-house and after his departure if there
be a need for elimination of the bowels.
Likewise one should examine himself that
way continuously before and after meals,
before and after coition, before and after
exercise, before and after sleeping, totaling
ten times.

(17) On leaving the bath-house he shoud
dress and cover his head in the outer room,
so as not to expose himself to a draft, the
precaution being necessary even during the
summer season. After he departs from the
bath-house he should linger a while till he be
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composed in spirit, and rested in body, and
be rid of the warmth, after which he may eat.
If he sleep a while, after leaving the
bath-house, before he partakes of a meal, it
is very good. He should not drink cold water
immediately after leaving the bath-house,
needless to say that he should not drink
while in the bath-house. If he be thirsty when
leaving the bath-house, and is unable to
restrain himself he should mix the water with
wine or honey and drink. If he massaged
himself with oil while in the bath-house, in
the rainy season, after taking a plunge, it is
wholesome.

(18) Man should not make a constant
practice of blood-letting, and he should not
let blood save when there is an extraordinary
need for it. He should not let blood either
during the summer season or during the
rainy season, but a little in the spring (during
the days of Nisan) and a little in the fall
(during the days of Tishri). After his fiftieth
year he should never let blood. Neither shall
he let blood and go to a bath-house on the
same day, nor let blood and start on a
journey, nor on the day he returns from a
journey; and on the day of blood-letting he
should eat and drink less than his
accustomed portion. On the day of
blood-letting he should rest and not tire
himself, nor take exercise, nor walk about.

(19) Semen is the vigor of the body, its very
life, and the light of the eyes, and its too
frequent emission sets decay in the body,
wastes its strength, and ends life itself,
which is as Solomon in his wisdom said:
"Give not unto women thy vigor" (Prov.
31.3). Whosoever indulges in sensuality
ages before his time, his strength fails him,
his eyes become dim, a foul odor issues
from his mouth and from underneath his
arms, the hair of his head, eye-brows, and
eye-lids fall out; the hair of his beard, under
his arms and his feet grow heavier, his teeth
fall out, and many more ailments besides
these come upon him. Doctors of medicine
said: "One in a thousand die of other
diseases, and the rest of the thousand from
overindulgence of sex. Therefore, must man
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be careful in this matter, if he desires to lead
a good life. He should not yield to an urge
save if his body be in good health and
exceedingly vigorous, with involuntary
erection despite diversion, and a pressure
on the genitocrural arteries accompanied by
warm wave over his body, when there is a
hygienic need of relief. But he should not still
an urge when sated and not when hungry,
but after the food in his bowels be digested.
Care should be taken, before and after,
whether there is a need of elimination.
Neither standing nor sitting; neither in the
bath-house nor on the day of bathing;
neither on the day of blood-letting nor on the
day of departing for or returning from a
journey; neither preceding nor following all
these.

(20) Whosoever trains himself in these ways
which were pointed out, | assure him that he
will encounter no sickness all of his days,
until he will die of old age; he will need no
doctor; his body will be sound and well
preserved throughout his life, unless his
body be bad from its very formation or if
there be a visitation of a pestilence or famine
upon the world.

(21) But all of the aforesaid good rules none
but the healthy should follow. One who is
sick, or he who has a diseased limb, or one
who followed bad habits for many years, for
each of such there are different ways of cure
and rules of conduct, according to the nature
of his ailment, as it is more clearly stated in
the book of medicine. As a rule a change in
routine of life is the germ of disease.*Baba
Batra, 146; Ketubot 112. G.

(22) Wherever there is no doctor of medicine
to be found, whether one is healthy or
whether one is sick, it is not advisable for
any one to deviate from the rules of conduct
laid down in this chapter, for each of these
leads to a good goal.

(23) In any city where these ten
conveniences are not found a disciple of the
wise is not permitted to live: a physician, a
surgeon, a bath-house, a comfort-station,
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running water, as a river or spring, a house
of worship, a school teacher, a recorder, a
collector of charity, and a tribunal with police
powers.'Sanhedrin, 17. C. G.
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