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

Approach 1: 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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Approach 2: 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).

Approach 3: Halakhah, (Sometimes) without Obvious Grounding in Hazal

Deut. 4:15
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The LORD spoke to you out of the fire; you
heard the sound of words but perceived no
shape—nothing but a voice.

He declared to you the covenant that He
commanded you to observe, the Ten
Commandments; and He inscribed them on
two tablets of stone.

At the same time the LORD commanded me
to impart to you laws and rules for you to
observe in the land that you are about to
cross into and occupy.

For your own sake, therefore, be most
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careful—since you saw no shape when the
LORD your God spoke to you at Horeb out of
the fire—

R. Chaim David HalLevi, Aseh Lekha Rav
2:1 (1976)
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Many have asked me, both in print and in
writing to do so, so here, | will clarify the
halakhic basis for prohibiting smoking (which |
have given a ruling about in a television
program). Therefore, | do this in print in the
hopes that the population who treats
halakhah as obligatory will make a strong
effort to refrain from smoking.

The warning against [smoking] is based in
Torah, in the verse “But take utmost care and
watch yourselves scrupulously” (Deut. 4:9)
and in the verse “For your own sake,
therefore, be most careful” (Deut. 4:15). From
these verses, our rabbis learned that there is
an obligation to be careful and to guard our
lives. (See Berakhot 32b).

And Maimonides rules this way, and these
are his words: “Any stumbling block, that
poses a mortal risk—one must distance
oneself from and guard oneself from it, as it
says “But take utmost care and watch
yourselves scrupulously.” And our rabbis
prohibited many things because they pose a
mortal danger, and anyone who violates
them, and says “l do not care about this,”
receives lashes.
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And if the questioner should ask: All of the
halakhic decisors quoted above seem, on a
plain reading, to be talking about “guarding
the body” in relation to the mistaken practice
of idol worship, “since you saw no shape
when the LORD your God spoke to you.”
And it seems to me that this is the question
that Maimonides sought to answer in his
fourth chapter of Hilkhot De’ot, and these are
his words: “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
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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... “

And the list is very long. Maimonides’s
intention is very clear: if the Torah
commanded us to guard our bodies, lest we
forget what happened at Sinai and the giving
of the Torah, and what was seen there and
what was not seen there, so that we would
not make the mistake of engaging in idol
worship, our rabbis, in their great wisdom,
understood, the hidden meaning that comes
out of the words of the Torah. If it is possible
to command us to perform actions or refrain
from them, then, for a person whose health is
unstable or weak, for a person who because
of his health, has unclear thoughts, it is
sufficient for him to perform or to refrain.
And from here, the conclusion is clear, from
the very first, that one must guard one’s
health, so that then one will be able to
perform the commandments given at Sinai.
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And it is also useful to point out, with special
emphasis that, in Hilkhot De’ot, Maimonides
described clear practices for a person to help
them guard their heath, including how to eat,
and the like, which foods cause damage to
one’s health, when it is best to eat them (what
season of the year), and how much of them it
is damaging to eat, how they interact with the
digestive system, exercise, and how to sleep
and when, bathing and cleanliness,
bloodletting, sexual relations and the like.
And not all of the things that Maimonides
mentions were derived from our Rabbis in the
Talmud. Many of them were written according
to medical knowledge, and some of them
even go against the words of our rabbis in the
Talmud (though this is not the place to
describe them).

At the beginning of the chapter it says: “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,” and then follows the long list.

And Maimonides writes all of this in his large
halakhic code, “The Strong Hand” [=The
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Mishneh Torah], and Maimonides did not just
intend to give good advice, because, if he had
wanted to do this, he would have written it in
his many different books, or in his many
letters.

Rather, here, Maimonides intended to give a
halakhic ruling, about this fundamental, basic
obligation, of “he maintenance of the body in
a healthy and sound condition is a God-
chosen way,” which is based in the verse “be
most careful.”

And now, even though these words are based
on medicine, because they have become part
of a halakhic decision, they are said to
everyone with the holiness of halakhah, like
every other ruling explained there, and just as
no person would guestion the ruling about the
prohibition on suet [prohibited fat] or blood or
similar, so too he needs to relate to the
rulings related to danger to one’s health,
because it has been given the holiness of
halakhah.
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Approach 4: Non-halakhic advice

Igrot Moshe Yoreh Deah 2:174 (Dec. 1964)
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And on the matter of smoking cigarettes:
because there is a concern that a person
could be harmed by this, it is good to avoid it,
but to say that it is prohibited because of the
prohibition on mortal danger, because many
people do it, and in the gemara, we learn
about cases like this that “God guards fools”
(B. Shabbat 129, B. Niddah 31), and
especially because many great scholars of
Torah of the past and today smoke [there is
no prohibition against smoking.] And,
according to my feeble mind, there is no
prohibition against holding out a lit match so
that someone who smokes [can light
cigarette], even for those who are especially
stringent about the possibility of mortal
danger.
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B. Shabbat 129a
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The Gemara explains: On the third day of
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the week, what is the reason that one does
not let blood? It is because the planet Mars
is dominant during the even hours. Since it
is a planet of blood, and the even hours are a
bad omen, that combination gives cause for
concern. The Gemara asks: On Shabbat
eve, Mars also dominates during the even
hours. The Gemara answers: Since the
multitudes have already become
accustomed to letting blood on Shabbat eve,
the verse: “The Lord protects the simple-
hearted” (Psalms 116:6) applies in this
case.
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https://www.sefaria.org/Psalms.116.6

