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Risking Oneself to Save Others
The 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa was the largest such epidemic in history, with over 28,000 cases 
of the disease reported, and over 11,000 deaths confirmed, mainly in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The 
Ebola virus causes internal and external hemorrhaging, resulting in the death of an estimated 50 percent 
of patients. It is very contagious, transmitted through virtually all bodily fluids, including saliva, sweat, urine, 
vomit and blood. As bleeding and vomiting are common symptoms of the disease, it can spread rapidly. 
There is currently no vaccine to immunize against the Ebola virus, or specific medication to cure patients. 
However, Ebola mortality rates can be significantly reduced through intensive treatment of the symptoms 
and rehydration therapy to compensate for lost fluids.

The humanitarian disaster wrought by the Ebola epidemic, and the sense of duty felt by many in the 
international healthcare community who wanted to help, raises the difficult question of whether one should 
expose himself to risk for the sake of saving lives. Treating Ebola patients was an urgent necessity both for 
the patients and for the world at large, that could have otherwise faced an international epidemic. And thus 
the professionals who endangered themselves for the sake of treating patients were, rightfully, hailed as 
courageous heroes.

From a halachic standpoint, however, the question arises as to whether one is permitted to put his life at risk 
in order to save other people’s lives. Would it have been permissible for an observant Jewish physician to 
travel to West Africa to treat patients, or would it have been forbidden for him to risk his life for this purpose?

BACKGROUND

Do not stand on the blood of your friend; I am Hashem your God. לֹא ַתֲעמֹד ַעל ַדם ֵרֶעָך ֲאִני ה׳

Rather, be on guard and guard your soul tremendously. ַרק ִהָשֶמר ְלָך ּוְשמֹר ַנְפְשָך ְמֹאד.

The Torah places a significant imperative on saving the lives of others. In Parshas Kedoshim, the Torah 
commands:

Vayikra 19:16

The Torah demands that a Jew not stand by idly when his fellow is in danger. This is the source for the 
commandment to save the life of a person who is in danger. However, the Torah in Vaeschanan also writes:

Devarim 4:9
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QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Can a doctor risk his or her own life to save an infected patient?

 ■ What halachic factors can you think of that would go into this decision?

The Rambam derives from this passuk that there is a prohibition against putting one’s own life in danger. 
(There is a debate amongst the Acharonim about whether this is a mitzvah d’oraisah or d’rabanan.)

In Hilchos Rotzeiach, the Rambam writes:
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Regarding both a roof and anything else that is dangerous 
and can cause a person to stumble and die… and similarly 
any “stumbling-block” that is a threat to one’s life, there is 
a mitzvah to avoid and guard oneself from it, and be very 
very vigilant, as it says, “Be on guard and guard your soul 
tremendously” (Devarim 4:9).

אחד הגג ואחד כל דבר שיש בו סכנה וראוי שייכשל 
בו אדם וימות... וכן כל מכשול שיש בו סכנת נפשות 
– מצות עשה להסירו ולהישמר ממנו ולהיזהר בדבר 

יפה יפה, שנאמר ״הישמר לך ושמור נפשך״

And in the [Gemara] Yerushalmi they concluded that one is 
obligated even to enter oneself into a [situation of] doubtful 
danger. It appears that the reason would be that his [danger] 
is certain, while yours is doubtful.

בירושלמי מסיק אפילו להכניס עצמו בספק סכנה חייב 
ע״כ ונראה שהטעם מפני שהלה ודאי והוא ספק

And if there is a possible danger to one’s life; one [who attempts 
to save someone else’s life] is a “pious fool” because the potential 
[danger] to oneself is more important than the certain [risk] to another.

ואם יש ספק סכנת נפשות הרי זה חסיד שוטה 
דספיקא דידיה עדיף מוודאי דחבריה

The Rambam explains that there is a great mitzvah for a person to protect their own life. This is easy to 
understand. The same value that the Torah placed on saving the life of others (Lo Sa’amod Al Dam Rei’echa) 
would certainly (and perhaps to an even greater extent) apply to saving one’s own life as well. This is the 
rationale behind the ruling that a person may sacrifice his own life to save another person’s life.

But whose life is more valuable? What should a person do if he can save the life of another person, but 
attempting to do so might put his own health at risk? Does the mere risk of damage to his own body prevent 
him from being able to help another person?

In response to this question, the Beis Yosef writes:

Beis Yosef: Choshen Mishpat 426

The Beis Yosef says that if the risk of danger to the doctor (or other savior) is only a chance, the fact that the 
other person is certainly in danger is what overrides the obligation to protect one’s own life.

The Radvaz (Responsa 3:627) disagrees strongly and writes:

The Radvaz says that the commandment to protect oneself extends even to a case when he is attempting to 
save someone else in definite danger, and his own danger is only doubtful. Despite the value in saving the 
life of the endangered individual, one would not be allowed to attempt it if he will be risking his own life.

SAFEIK VS. VADAI

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What do you think?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What do you think the Radvaz meant that one who risks his life to save another is a “pious fool”?

 ■ There is a mitzvah to save the lives of others, as well as a mitzvah to protect one’s own life.

 ■ A person may not kill himself in order to save someone else’s life.

 ■ The Beis Yosef quotes a Yerushalmi that says that a person must undertake a potential risk to save 
someone who is in definite danger.

 ■ The Radvaz disagrees and calls such a person a “pious fool.”

INTERIM SUMMARY

Rambam’s Mishneh Torah: Hilchos Rotzeiach 11:4-5
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Rav Yehuda said: Four people need to give thanks [to Hashem 
through a bracha]: (1) those who traverse the sea, (2) those who 
cross a desert, (3) those who became sick, and (4) those who 
were incarcerated in prison and have been released.

אמר רב יהודה אמר רב ארבעה צריכין להודות יורדי 
הים הולכי מדברות ומי שהיה חולה ונתרפא ומי 

שהיה חבוש בבית האסורים ויצא

“And it is upon this [his wages] that his life depends” 
(Devarim 24:15) – Why does a worker walk up a ramp and 
hang from a tree, thereby risking his life? Is it not to get paid?

״ואליו הוא נושא את נפשו״ )דברים כד:טו( מפני מה 
עלה זה בכבש ונתלה באילן ומסר את עצמו למיתה לא 

על שכרו

You should know that when it comes to things that entail 
danger – nevertheless, if it is something which is the way of 
the world and a necessity, there is no concern. After all, “four 
people are required to give thanks,” and two of them are desert 
travelers and travelers at sea. Thus, they entail danger, and 
yet it is permissible to voyage out to sea and to travel in the 
desert… Why do we not forbid [this] due to danger… Rather, it 
is clear that when it comes to things such as these, which are 
necessary for the world, there is no prohibition whatsoever.

ודע דאף בדברים שיש בהם סכנה, מ״מ בדבר שהוא 
מנהגו של עולם ודרך הכרח אין לחוש, דהרי ארבעה 

צריכים להודות, וב׳ מהם הולכי מדברות והולכי 
ימים. הרי דאיכא בהם סכנה, ומ״מ מותר לפרוש 

בספינה ולילך במדבר... ולמה לא נאסור משום 
סכנה... אלא ודאי דבדברים כאלו אשר הם לצורך 

העולם אין איסור כלל.

Even if we were to accept the opinion of the Radvaz, a question would remain: How much risk is too much? 
If there is a minuscule chance of being struck by lightning, can a person not venture outside? It would be 
difficult to say so. Furthermore, the Gemara writes:

Talmud Bavli Brachos 54b

There may be another factor at play which would allow one to risk his life: the potential for profit. The 
Gemara describes the obligation to pay one’s workers as follows:

Talmud Bavli Bava Metzia 112a

Rav Balhubar answers that the issur of endangering oneself is defined by what society considers reckless 
and dangerous. He points out that as long that it is something is commonly done and is important, it may be 
done even if it poses a potential risk. This explains why people may travel across the ocean and the desert. 
These activities may be dangerous, but society has deemed them to be insufficiently dangerous to justify 
never attempting them.

A good modern example of this would be traveling by airplane. While there are people who will not fly out of 
fear, the clear majority of people undergo the slight risk that air-travel entails. From a halachic perspective, 
we would not view air-travel as forbidden for this reason.

Applying this principle to the area of professional healthcare, it would certainly appear that treating 
contagious patients would be permissible – and perhaps even obligatory – in light of the fact that this falls 
under the category of Minhago Shel Olam – conventional practice. Despite the risk entailed, it is accepted 
that healthcare professionals treat contagious patients, obviously taking reasonable precautions, and it is 
thus permissible, if not obligatory for the sake saving lives.

We see that a person who has traveled across an ocean or desert must make a bracha thanking Hashem. 
This is because (more so back when the Gemara was written) these are incredibly dangerous ventures that 
one could not expect to emerge unscathed without Hashem’s protection. 

However, this begs an important question: If these are so dangerous, why are they allowed in the first place? 
Why institute a bracha for something which, at face value, should be categorically forbidden?

In response to this question, the Elya Rabbah quotes Rav Aryeh Leibish Balhubar who writes:

HOW MUCH RISK 
IS TOO MUCH?

RISKING ONE’S 
LIFE FOR MONEY

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why would this be a good way to determine the halacha?

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE FOLLOWING PAGE
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TALMUD BAVLI BRACHOS 54B
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TALMUD BAVLI BAVA METZIA 112A
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A government that kills 1 out of 6 will not be punished. אלא הא דאמר שמואל מלכותא דקטלא חד משיתא בעלמא 
לא מיענשא

As Rashi explains, certain jobs – such as harvesting fruits from trees – require climbing to high places and 
risking one’s life, and thus an employer who fails to pay his workers commits a grave offense. The clear 
implication of the Gemara’s comment is that it is acceptable for an employee to put himself at risk when 
this risk is necessary to earn his wages. 

This point is made by Rav Eliezer Waldenberg (Tzitz Eliezer 9:17, Kuntras Refua Be’Shabbos 5:9), where 
he concludes that one may place himself in a potentially hazardous situation when this is required for his 
profession, as in the case of a doctor treating contagious patients. 

Rav Yechezkel Landau (the Nodeh BiYehuda) also says that, while hunting for sport is forbidden due to the 
danger involved, if one needs to do so to make a living, it is permitted. 

Rav Asher Weiss rejects all of this and says that the only reason that workers were permitted to risk their 
lives is because the risk in those instances is very unlikely to occur. However, when it comes to a legitimate 
risk, such as the risk of contracting ebola (where the risk is as high as 8%!) such a risk is unjustified.

Rav Yaakov Zilberstien argues and says that as long as the risk stays under 1 in 6 (around 17%), it is fine. He 
bases this on the following Gemara:

Talmud Bavli Shavuos 35b

Tosfos says that this is talking about when they engage in a non-mandatory conflict. Nevertheless, as long 
as the risk posed is only 1 in 6, no punishment is issued. Certain poskim expand upon this and say that this is 
the barometer for all risky activities. If the risk never exceeds this threshold, the activity is permitted.

ACTUAL 
NUMBERS

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why would halacha consider money so important, that one may even risk his life in order to earn money?

 ■ Why does the Gemara say that a person should make a bracha after crossing the ocean or desert, if 
those activities are dangerous and should be forbidden in the first place?

 ■ Rav Balhubar says that only something considered too dangerous by society is forbidden

 ■ Additionally, there may be a heter to risk one’s life for money.

INTERIM SUMMARY

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.

Most authorities would permit traveling to Africa for several reasons. Either because:

1. The definite risk outweighs the potential risk; or

2. The risk in question is one which society has accepted as normal; or

3. There is a potential to earn money; or

4. The degree of risk is lower than the benchmark of what is considered halachically “risky.”

CONCLUSION

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE
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TALMUD BAVLI SHAVUOS 35B


