
Pandemic Contagion and the historic 
Rabbinic Literature



Emerging Diseases

Contagious vs virulence

Aids - 780,000 
Cholera - since 19th century - Tens of millions 
Mosquito  - Over 1 million deaths  a year 
Smallpox 300,000,000 in 20th century 





Miasma theory of disease





If the Rambam Were Alive Today: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



My duties to the Sultan are very heavy. I am 
obliged to visit him every day, early in the 

morning, and when he or any of his children or 
concubines are indisposed, I cannot leave Cairo 

but must stay during most of the day in the 
palace. It also frequently happens that one or 

two of the officers fall sick and I must attend to 
their healing. Hence, as a rule, every day, early 

in the morning, I go to Cairo and, even if 
nothing unusual happens there, I do not return 

to Fostat until the afternoon. Then I am 
famished but I find the antechambers filled with 

people, both Jews and Gentiles, nobles and 
common people, judges and policemen, friends 
and enemies – a mixed multitude who await the 

time of my return. 
I dismount from my animal, wash my hands, go 

forth to my patients, and entreat them to bear 
with me while I partake of some light refreshment, 

the only meal I eat in twenty-four hours. 
Then I go to attend to my patients and write 

prescriptions and directions for their ailments. 
Patients go in and out until nightfall, and sometimes, 

even as the Torah is my faith, until two 
hours and more into the night. I converse with 
them and prescribe for them even while lying 

down from sheer fatigue. When night falls, I am 
so exhausted that I can hardly speak 





“	A	plague	of	cholera	broke	out	in	Teveriya	in	1913,	may	it	be	rebuilt…and	many	
inhabitants	fled	from	the	city	to	the	villiages	around…and	with	G-ds	compassion	I	did	
not	want	to	leave,	rather	I	fulfilled	the	words	of	Chazal	“if	there	is	a	plague	in	the	city	
then	draw	in	your	legs”	and	I	established	in	my	house	and	courtyard	“daled	amot	of	
of	halacha

Rav Yaakov Vaknin



Halakhic Issues 
To Flee or Not Flee

Responsa of the Maharil 
(14th-15th century) 

It is not appropriate to stand 
in one place and is better to 
flee. I have seen many great 

sages who have fled to 
another place. 

  
Shulchan Arukh  

(16th century)  
YD 116:5 

Rama: One should flee the 
city in time of plague. It is 

prohibited to rely on a miracle 
or to endanger yourself.





Ramses V c.1000 bce. 
Spots on mummified 

remains of face 
believed to be 

smallpox. 

Smallpox



The Treatment- Inoculation

Louis-Léopold Boilly- 1807 

Constant Desbordes c. 1820 



Reporting on 72 Bostonians inoculated in March 1730, 
Benjamin Frankin noted that only two died while “the rest have 
recovered perfect health.  
“Of those who had it in the common way,” he continued, “ ’tis 
computed that one in four died.”  

“In 1736 I lost one of my sons, a fine boy of four years old, by 
the small-pox, taken in the common way,” he wrote. “I long 
regretted bitterly, and still regret that I had not given it to him by 
inoculation.  
“This I mention for the sake of parents who omit that operation, 
on the supposition that they should never forgive themselves if a 
child died under it, my example showing that the regret may be 
the same either way and that, therefore, the safer should be 
chosen.”  









“	And	from	this,	it	seems	to	me	that	
it	is	permissible	to	perform	a	
smallpox	inocula7on,	even	though	
one	out	of	a	thousand	dies	as	a	
result	of	the	inocula7on.	Despite	
that,	if	the	(small]pox)	enters	his	
body	naturally,	the	danger	is	greater,	
and	therefore	he	is	permi@ed	to	
place	himself	in	a	situa7on	of	a	small	
chance	of	danger	in	order	to	save	
himself	from	a	more	likely	danger.	“	
The	hebrew	expresses	it	elegantly	
 לכן רשאי להכניס את עצמו לסכנה“
 רחוקה כדי להציל את עצמו מסכנה
קרובה״

Tiferet Yisrael
Israel_Lipschitz.



Rambam  
The physician should make every effort that all the sick, 
and all the healthy, should be most cheerful of soul at all 
times, and that they should be relieved of the passions 

of the psyche that cause anxiety. 
Moses Maimonides (1135-1204) 

The Regimen of Health 
"It is known . . . that passions of the psyche produce 

changes in the body that are great, evident and manifest 
to all. On this account . . . the movements of the 

psyche . . . should be kept in balance . . . and no other 
regimen should be given precedence."8 

 

http://www.nlm.nih.gov/exhibition/emotions/notes.html%22%20%5Cl%20%22


Mourning

ערוך השולחן יו״ד שע״ד

שו״ע יו״ד שע״ד



Bikur Cholim and Social Distancing







 אשה שנשאת (או נתארסה) (מ"מ פכ"א ונ"י פ' הבא על יבמתו) לשני
אנשים ומתו לא תנשא לשלישי שכבר הוחזקה להיות אנשיה מתים

 
 

אבן העזר ט:א

שאלת ממני אודיעך דעתי באשה שמתו שני בעליה ממגפה או אחד מהם אם היא קטלנית או לא

 ולפיכך יש לנו להקל בדבר ומטעם זה נעשו בה מעשים הרבה ולא מיחו בידם חכמי 
 הדורות ואפילו בקטלנית גופה נהגו בה התר ואין מי שימחה בידם

שו״ת הרדב״ז תרפ״ב

קטלנית

https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A9%D7%95%22%D7%AA_%D7%A8%D7%93%D7%91%22%D7%96/%D7%AA%D7%A8%D7%A4%D7%91#p-search


Fear of Contagion from the Physician

שו"ת נשמת כל חי חו"מ סימן מט 
Izmir 19th century 

נשאלתי בימי חורפי מקדמוני ביחיד בית הכנסת אחד 
שהיה  רופא חולים ובזמן מגפה ב"מ היה רופא לנגפים 
במגפה והוא רוצה לבא ולהכנס בבית הכנסת והיחידים 

מעכבים בידו שלא להכנס שהם יראים שמא יתנגפו בנוגע 
אליו

I was asked regarding a physician 
member of a synagogue 

who treated patients during the 
plague and who wished to  
pray in synagogue. Other 

congregants protested out of  
concern that they might contract the 

disease. 








