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Our bodies are the physical instrument God gave us to 
perform mitzvot, and thus we must take care of them, as the 
verse states, “Venishmartem meod lenafshoteichem, take great 
precaution with your lives” (Devarim 4:15). It is 
understandable that something that poses a danger to 
health is halachically forbidden; for instance, smoking is 
prohibited. In fact, the Rama wrote, “One should avoid all 
forms of danger, because anything dangerous is treated 
more stringently than something forbidden by law. And 
one should be more concerned about possible danger than 
a possible prohibition” (Yoreh Deah 116:5). Possible 
dangers are treated with caution in Halacha. Potentially 
dangerous activities could range from typical daily activities 
such as driving, to occasional recreational activities such as 
skiing.  They could also range from immediate dangers to 
more long term consequences.  

At first, science did not fully recognize the health risks of 
smoking and Rav Moshe Feinstein z’”l permitted it under 
the principle of shomer petaim; if the risk of an action is low, 
then the action is allowed. Rav Moshe allowed smoking 
because the associated health risk was thought, at that time, 
to be minor. However, once the health risk was 
acknowledged, regulatory attention shifted to banning or, 
at least, limiting smoking, e.g., the smoking bans in closed 
workplaces [1] and it is generally accepted that Rav Moshe 
would no longer allow it. Not long ago, smoking was a 
social norm, but now it is associated with addiction, lung 
damage, and cancer. This demonstrates that if there is new 
medical evidence that something once thought to be safe is 
actually hazardous to health, it should, of course, be 
halachically forbidden. A current example is the over-
consumption of foods and unhealthy eating habits. 

 Obesity, the second leading cause of death in the United 
States, accounted for 15.2% of deaths in 2000 [1]. Obesity 
leads to several conditions, such as hypertension, coronary 
artery disease, heart attack, stroke, elevated levels of serum 
cholesterol, type 2 diabetes, gallbladder disease, 
osteoarthritis, sleep apnea and respiratory problems, and 
endometrial, breast, prostate, and colon cancers. Many 
people who are overweight but not technically obese 
should still reduce their weight, as a precaution, because 
obesity is viewed as a spectrum disorder. Unfortunately, 
despite the scientific evidence showing the adverse health 
risks of being overweight, the percentage of the population 
defined as obese is rising. While much of the blame for 
obesity in the general American population is placed upon 
fast-food based diets, keeping kosher does not eliminate 
the problem. Orthodox Jews have their own particular 
unhealthy eating habits that are conducive to inducing 
obesity. 

A typically orthodox Jewish Shabbat meal usually ends with 
the participants feeling unpleasantly full from the amount 
of food consumed. Yet, every week the same pattern 
persists. A study of a typical Orthodox Jewish diet found 
that people eat, on average, more than double the amount 
of calories on Shabbat than on a regular week day [2]. This 
issue should be taken more seriously, since the Torah 
warns against gluttonous behavior. Bnei Yisroel was 
punished with slav, an excess amount of quail meat, that 
caused death, because they greedily complained about the 
monna. This infamous incident in early Jewish history 
teaches us not to be excessively greedy with regard to food. 
Some opinions relate that the specific al cheit of eating 
recited on Yom Kippur refers to eating in a gluttonous way 
[3]. Gluttony is a sin, and we must treat the issue as such. 

 One of the most difficult obstacles to overcome in life is a 
habit, but fortunately the Rambam dedicated an entire 
chapter in De’ot (Chap. 4) to maintaining a healthy lifestyle. 
The Rambam noted that one should not only refrain from 
harming the body, but rather should actively strive to keep 
it strong (Halacha 1). The Rambam’s recommendations 
include to sleep eight hours a night (Halacha 4), to walk 
before meals, to eat or to drink only when hungry or 
thirsty, and to eat until satisfied, but not completely full 
(Halacha 2). The Rambam also recommended eating 
laxative foods at the beginning of the meal and only eating 
foods that are healthy and, even then, only in small 
portions (Halacha 6). These are a few of the many examples 
the Rambam offered on how to energize oneself. Some of 
these halachot may not apply today. For example, Rambam 
wrote to always mix wine with water, perhaps because at 
the time, the wine was extremely thick and sugary and the 
water was not purified. Today, there is no such need. 
Similarly, Rambam noted to only eat and drink when 
hungry or thirsty, but today a doctor will tell you to eat 
breakfast even if you are not hungry and to drink water 
throughout the day. Rambam also mentioned to avoid 
eating vegetables and fruits, especially fresh fruits (Halacha 
11). Perhaps the local farmers in Rambam’s time used raw 
sewage to irrigate their crops, a modern problem noted 
with Arab farmers in current Israel [4].  If so, now that we 
are aware of the nutrients contained in fruits, Rambam 
would presumably revise this halacha.  Regardless, Rambam 
provided twenty-three detailed halachot on every aspect of 
taking care of the body, observing that “a man who is wise 
overcomes his desires” (Halacha 10). Strengthening one’s 
physical self is a halachic necessity according to Rambam. 

Eating right and exercising come as a struggle to many 
people, but so do many mitzvot. The Torah understands the 
influence of one’s environment in decision-making, as it 
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teaches the importance of surrounding oneself with good 
neighbors. The first step in overcoming a challenge is to 
identify the circumstances that enable it. Despite it being 
standard to eat excessively on shabbat and yom tov, one must 
realize that it is unhealthy to do so. Even when everyone 
else is munching sour sticks and potato chips, one should 
realize that consuming such food is antithetical to the 
Torah’s ideal of venishmartem meod lenafshoteichem. One study 
showed that friends of obese people are 57% more likely to 
be obese [5]. Apparently, genetics is not exclusively at fault 
for obesity; we are also affected by our surroundings. 
Therefore, in order to negate the potentially harmful eating 
habits of one’s community, a personal nutrition plan should 
be adopted as standard. One could talk to a nutritionist or 
use the internet to obtain information about an effective 
health plan. There are numerous approaches and the goal is 
for a healthy diet to be a priority. 

Hashem gave every person a body; each individual should 
consider him/herself important enough to do mitzvot, “One 
has to remember that one is important, important enough 
to look wonderful and to reconnect with life” [6]. 
Therefore, being energetic and keeping in shape is for the 

sake of doing mitzvot, “Our bodies do not belong to us. We 
have them as a precious charge from Hashem Himself. We 
have to look after them. We are not allowed to destroy or 
hurt them in any way or lead an unhealthy lifestyle” [6]. 
Eating healthy and exercising are necessary to maintain a 
healthy body; and maintaining a healthy body is a halachic 
requirement.  
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