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Hurricane Sandy: Rescuing Those 
Who Put Themselves in Danger

In advance of Hurricane Sandy, which ravaged the Tri-State region in late October 2012, state governments 
issued mandatory evacuation orders to residents of coastal sections (known as “Zone A” in New York City), 
anticipating the devastating storm surge that flooded these neighborhoods. The authorities emphasized at 
the time that residents in these areas who refused to evacuate would be endangering not only their own 
lives, but also the lives of the first responders who would have to come rescue them during the storm.

As the storm began its onslaught, New Jersey Governor Chris Christie spoke to the press about those who 
chose to remain in harm’s way rather than evacuate. “They’re going to have to ride out the storm there until 
at least 7 o’clock tomorrow morning,” he said. “I cannot in good conscience send rescuers in as the storm is 
about to hit in the next hour, nor can I send them in the dark given all the various hazards… So for those of 
you who are on the barrier islands who decided it was better idea to wait this out than to evacuate, and for 
those elected officials who decided to ignore my admonition, this is now your responsibility. We will not be 
able to come and help you until daylight tomorrow.” (Quoted in “Christie Blames Atlantic City Mayor.” Politico 
Magazine. October 29, 2012. Retrieved on March 12, 2013.)

BACKGROUND

Do not stand by idly while your companion is killed; I am G-d. .לֹא ַתֲעמֹד ַעל ַדם ֵרֶעָך ֲאִני ה׳

Do not stand by watching idly as your friend’s ox or sheep 
wanders away; rather, return them to your friend. If your friend is 
not close by and you do not know who [to return them to], you 
should bring [the lost object] into your house and keep it with 
you until your friend comes looking for it, and then you should 
return it to him.

לֹא ִתְרֶאה ֶאת ׁשֹור ָאִחיָך אֹו ֶאת ֵשיֹו ִנָדִחים 
ְוִהְתַעַלְמָת ֵמֶהם ָהֵׁשב ְתִׁשיֵבם ְלָאִחיָך. ְוִאם לֹא 

ָקרֹוב ָאִחיָך ֵאֶליָך ְולֹא ְיַדְעתֹו ַוֲאַסְפתֹו ֶאל תֹוְך ֵביֶתָך 
ְוָהָיה ִעְמָך ַעד ְדרֹׁש ָאִחיָך ֹאתֹו ַוֲהֵשֹבתֹו לֹו.

The following source in the Torah teaches us the obligation to save others from life-threatening situations:

Vayikra 19:16

However, a second source for this obligation exists as well, based on a verse teaching the mitzvah of 
hashavas aveidah, returning a lost object:

Devarim 22:1-2

THE OBLIGATION 
TO SAVE 
ANOTHER 
PERSON’S LIFE

Headlines
Halachic Debates of Current Events

BY DOVID LICHTENSTEIN

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ From a halachic standpoint, is there an obligation to try to rescue people who knowingly put themselves 
in life-threatening situations? Does the standard mitzvah of saving lives apply even in such circumstances, 
or does a person’s willingness to endanger his life absolve others of the responsibility to help him?
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Where is the source that if you see your friend either drowning in a river, being 
dragged by a wild animal, or attacked by bandits, you must save him? It is the verse, 
“Do not stand by idly while your companion is killed...” (Vayikra 19:16)

[The Gemara questions:] Is that halachah really derived from this verse? It would seem 
there is a different source, as seen in the following beraissa [in the context of returning 
a lost object]: 

If one is in danger of losing himself [lit. losing his body], what is the source 
that there is a mitzvah to return “it” to him? “And you should return it to him…” 
(Devarim 22:2) [The same verse that teaches us the mitzvah of hashavas aveidah, 
returning a lost object, teaches us that we must also return a person’s lost “self.”] 

[The Gemara is hence left with a question: We seem to have two sources which both 
teach us the same thing. Why do we need both?]

[The Gemara answers:] If we only had the source [written by hashavas aveidah], I 
would have thought one only needs to rescue his friend alone, [thereby returning his 
friend’s “lost” life] but would not need to go out of his way to hire other people to help 
him. [The verse of “Do not stand by idly while your companion is killed,” however,] 
teaches us that one is obligated even to spend money to rescue his friend’s life.

גופא: מנין לרואה את 
חברו שהוא טובע בנהר או 
חיה גוררתו או לסטין באין 

עליו שהוא חייב להצילו? 
תלמוד לומר ״לא תעמד 
על דם רעך.״ והא מהכא 

נפקא? מהתם נפקא: אבדת 
גופו מניין? תלמוד לומר: 
״והשבתו לו!״ אי מהתם 
הוה אמינא: הני מילי – 

בנפשיה, אבל מיטרח ומיגר 
אגורי – אימא לא, קא 

משמע לן.

If someone purposely loses his own possessions, we pay no 
attention to him… for example, if he throws his wallet into a 
public street… Even though it is forbidden for an observer to 
take the wallet for himself, there is no obligation [for the one 
who found the wallet] to return it….

המאבד ממונו לדעת, אין נזקקין לו, כיצד... השליך כיסו 
ברשות הרבים והלך לו וכל כיוצא בזה... הרי זה אבד 

ממונו לדעתו, ואף על פי שאסור לרואה דבר זה ליטול 
לעצמו, אינו זקוק להחזיר....

How does this latter source relate to saving someone’s life? The Gemara explains:

Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 73a

Consider the following comments of the Rambam and the Minchas Chinuch:

Rambam Hilchos G’zeilah V’Aveidah 11:11
Moshe ben Maimon (Maimonides) (1138–1204)

As this Gemara explains, the Torah provides two distinct sources for the obligation to rescue another 
person’s life: one verse commands us to “return” another person’s “lost” life, and the other forbids us from 
standing by idly when another person is being killed.

THE VIEW OF 
THE MINCHAS 
CHINUCH ON 
SAVING THOSE 
WHO PUT 
THEMSELVES IN 
DANGER

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ How can this Gemara help us understand whether or not one is obligated to save people who put 
themselves in danger?

 ■ Consider the full extent of the above analogy: If saving a life is analogous to returning a lost object, what 
would be analogous to rescuing those who knowingly put themselves in danger?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ How might this halachah shed light on whether or not one is obligated to save people who place 
themselves in life-threatening situations?
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TALMUD BAVLI SANHEDRIN 74A
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It seems clear to me that if someone purposely causes damage 
to himself [alternative translation: commits suicide] and someone 
else has the ability to save him, it is possible that the prohibition 
of “Do not stand by idly as your companion is killed” does 
not apply. It is abundantly clear that the positive command of 
“returning his life” to him does not apply, as the mitzvah of 
returning a lost object does not apply if the owner lost the 
object on purpose... and it would seem the same is true for the 
prohibition of “Do not stand by idly….”

נראה לכאורה, דאם אחד מאבד עצמו לדעת ויכול 
אחד להצילו, אפשר דאינו מוזהר על הלאו, לא 

מיבעיא דעל העשה והשבותו לרבות אבידת גופו 
ודאי אינו מצווה, כי העשה דהשבת אבידה אינה 

נוהגת בממון באבידה מדעת... על כרחך דגם 
בלאו הזה אינו מוזהר ומצווה, כן נראה לי ברור.

The Minchas Chinuch explains:

Minchas Chinuch 237:1
Rabbi Yosef Babad (1800–1874)

The Minchas Chinuch above presents the following argument: The obligation to save another Jew’s property 
does not extend to saving property that was purposely lost by its owner. It stands to reason that one who 
“abandons” his body and physical wellbeing is similarly excluded from the requirement of hashavas gufo 
(returning his body), since the obligation of hashavas gufo (returning his body) is included in the mitzvah of 
hashavas aveidah (returning a lost object). Accordingly, the obligation of hashavas gufo should not apply 
in situations where one knowingly endangers his body. Based on his reading of the Gemara above, the 
Minchas Chinuch adds that the prohibition of “Do not stand by idly…” would also not apply in such a case.

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Would the Minchas Chinuch above have supported Governor Chris Christie’s policy (outlined above) 
during Hurricane Sandy? Why or why not?

If someone comes to Beis Din and requests to receive lashes [or 
receive the death penalty], we do not give him lashes, based on the 
universal rule: “A person is not believed to say he is a wicked person 
and has done a sin”… One can suggest a partial reason for this: That a 
person’s soul is not his own; rather, it belongs to God, as the verse 
says, “Souls belong to Me” (Yechezkel 18). Hence, [even if someone 
admits to doing a sin which is punishable by lashes or death,] his 
admission is ineffective since it [negatively] impacts something that is 
not his…

גזירת הכתוב הוא וכו׳. תניא מי שבא לב״ד 
ואמר הלקוני אין מלקין אותו והכי אמרינן 
בכל דוכתא אין אדם משים עצמו רשע... 

ואפשר לתת קצת טעם לפי שאין נפשו 
של אדם קניינו אלא קנין הקדוש ברוך הוא 
שנאמר ״הנפשות לי הנה.״ )יחזקאל י״ח( 

הילכך לא תועיל הודאתו בדבר שאינו שלו.

The Torah does not allow a person to [needlessly] afflict 
himself; there is no difference between afflicting one’s 
friend and afflicting oneself [i.e. both are prohibited].

והתורה לא התירה לאדם שיצער עצמו ואין הפרש בין 
מי שמצער נפשו או מי שמצער חבירו.

It is possible to refute the Minchas Chinuch’s argument by noting a basic distinction between hashavas 
gufo (returning his body) and regular cases of hashavas aveidah. Several halachic sources indicate that 
one’s body, as opposed to one’s material assets, is not considered one’s own property.

Consider the following sources:

Commentary of the Radvaz to Mishneh Torah Hilchos Sanhedrin 18:6
Rabbi David ben Shlomo ibn Zimra (1479–1573)

Responsa of the Ri Migash: #186
Rabbi Yosef ben Meir HaLevi ibn Migash (1077–1141)

QUESTIONING 
THE VIEW OF 
THE MINCHAS 
CHINUCH

THE MINCHAS 
CHINUCH’S 
APPROACH TO 
THOSE WHO 
KNOWINGLY 
ENDANGER 
THEMSELVES

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What are the implications of the above two sources for our original question? Are these authorities likely 
to agree or disagree with the Minchas Chinuch’s ruling?
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Based on the above sources, it seems that a person who knowingly endangers his physical wellbeing is, 
from a legal standpoint, fundamentally different from a person who abandons his property. A person who 
puts himself in danger may be compared to a guardian who is entrusted with an item (his life) and recklessly 
abandons it. Without a doubt, one who is able to retrieve the lost item and return it to its owner must do so, 
by force of the mitzvah of hashavas aveidah. By the same token, then, if one endangers himself, others are 
obligated to rescue him and save his life, because his life is God’s property. This argument is advanced by 
Rav Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe, Y.D. 2:174), who concludes, “It is therefore clear and obvious that one is 
obligated to rescue him, and even to desecrate Shabbos for the purpose of rescuing him.”

Responsa of the Maharam Mi-Rutenberg 4:39
Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg (1220–1293)

As we saw earlier, the Minchas Chinuch was of the opinion that one does not need to save a person who 
recklessly puts himself in danger, because he is compared to someone who lost an object on purpose. The 
Maharam, by contrast, insisted on saving even such people. At first glance, the Maharam’s opinion seems 
to pose a powerful challenge against that of the Minchas Chinuch. (The Maharam lived almost 500 years 
before the Minchas Chinuch did, and Maharam’s opinions are generally given much more halachic weight 
than those of Minchas Chinuch.) 

Is it possible that the Minchas Chinuch had a way of reconciling the Maharam’s responsa with his own 
opinion that such people need not be saved?

The Kli Chemda (Parshas Ki-Seitzei) cites the Revid Ha-Zahav who argues that the Maharam required 
rescuing in the case described in his responsa only because it may be presumed that the drowning person 
suffers from a kind of mental disorder. According to this reading, we must distinguish between those who 
place themselves in danger out of mental insanity and those who simply act in a reckless, irresponsible 
manner. Even the Minchas Chinuch would agree that those who purposely put themselves in danger due 
to their psychological instability should be saved, just as one is required to save any person who finds 
themselves in danger due to circumstances beyond their control.

Like Rav Moshe Feinstein, the Maharam Mi-Rutenberg writes that one must rescue his fellow in danger 
even if he explicitly begs not to be saved. According to the Maharam, one must even spend money to save 
a person who does not wish to be saved, and the individual is then required to reimburse the rescuer for the 
expenses he incurred.

[The Gemara in Sanhedrin 73a] derives from a Torah verse that 
one who sees his friend drowning is obligated to save him, and 
even to go out of his way and spend money to save him, and 
it is obvious that even if one’s friend is shouting “Don’t save 
me!” – one must still save him, although he can force his friend 
to reimburse him for any expenses he incurs in doing so…

ואמר בפ׳ בן סורר )ע״ג ע״א( דיליף מקרא דהרואה 
את חבירו טובע בנהר דחייב להצילו ולמטרח 

ולמיגר אגורי ודבר פשוט אפי׳ צוח ״אל תצילני!״ 
שמצילו וחוזר ומוציא ממנו מה שהוציא.

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ According to Rav Moshe Feinstein and the Maharam Mi-Rutenberg, did Chris Christie act properly? Why or 
why not?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Can you think of any situations in which this ruling would apply today?

A MERE 
GUARDIAN

RECONCILIATING 
THE MINCHAS 
CHINUCH WITH 
THE MAHARAM
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DISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.

 ■ It emerges that the Minchas Chinuch maintains that there is no obligation to rescue a regular person who 
recklessly places himself in danger, and one certainly should not violate Shabbos to rescue such a person. 

 ■ On the other hand, Rav Moshe Feinstein, following the lead of many earlier poskim, ruled that one must 
save someone who knowingly placed himself in danger, even if it entails Shabbos desecration. This is the 
ruling of Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv (Kovetz Teshuvos 41:124) as well.

 ■ It seems that in cases of mental illness, all halachic authorities agree that the person should be saved.

 ■ If an emergency rescue team receives two calls – one of which is from a person who had placed himself 
in danger, the other from someone who ended up in danger naturally – precedence should be given to 
the latter, since many authorities maintain that there is no obligation to rescue the one who endangered 
his own life.

CONCLUSION


