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1. Introduction  

In the modern era, the coronavirus1 pandemic2 has been the most shocking pandemic to the entire 

world, including experts and scientists, since the Spanish influenza pandemic a 100 years ago.3 In 

recent decades many scientists have arrogantly claimed that in the modern and technologically 

advanced world there will be no more global pandemics of this sort. However, we are discovering 

that with all of our sophisticated science we are still incapable of preventing such outbreaks, nor 

do we have the ability to effectively treat or prevent them, such that the rates of mortality and 

morbidity are as severe as they were in similar pandemics in the ancient and medieval world.4 This 

lends support to the fact that our world is ultimately controlled only by God.  

This essay is being written at the beginning of Iyar 5780 (April, 2020), as we are in the midst of a 

global pandemic, whose final course we still cannot predict. The epidemiological data that serve 

as the background for this essay are correct as of the date of its writing, although the end of this 

international disaster is still a long way off. Based on accumulated experience and predictive 

models we unfortunately anticipate very large numbers. 

The current numbers include: 

Worldwide : About half of the world population is in quarantine or isolation; Approximately 

3,000,000 have been infected; Approximately 200,000 have died. The pandemic has spread to 

more than 210 countries. 

Israel: More than 15,000 infected and ill, approximately 120 on ventilators, and approximately 

200 dead. 

 
1 The World Health Organization of the United Nations has categorized Coronavirus as a Pandemic. 
2 In Hebrew we refer to this as a ñMageifa,ò which comes from the root, ñNegefò which means to be defeated 

or knocked down. Therefore, in modern Hebrew a virus is translated ñNagifò, meaning a minute cell that 

leads to an outbreak (ñMageifa,ò). In English we differentiate between an epidemic, a rapidly spreading 

infectious disease that temporarily infects many people, and a pandemic, which spreads even wider to 

impact an entire country or major segments of the entire world, and particularly large populations of people. 

In English ñMageifaò is synonymous with ñplagueò (from the Latin ñplagaò which means ña blow, or a 

weltò), which is sometimes referred to specifically as the bubonic plague.  
3 See below in this essay.  
4 It is interesting to note that due to the Spanish influenza pandemic of 1918, an article was written in the 

influential journal ñScience,ò (N.S. Vol. XLIX, No. 1274, pp. 501ff, 30.5.1919) that one could simply 

change the date and practically the exact descriptions were written then as are being described today during 

the coronavirus pandemic.  



THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC                                           RABBI PROF. AVRAHAM STEINBERG, MD 
 

3 
 

The coronavirus pandemic has caused a long list of Halakhic dilemmas, some of which were dealt 

with in previous pandemics and others which are relatively new and have yet to be analyzed in 

detail.  

In this essay I will survey the history of pandemics in general and the coronavirus in particular; 

the health-science aspects of the coronavirus pandemic; and the Halakhic issues that this pandemic 

has given rise to.  

2. Historical Background 

a. Epidemics in the Past 

Tanach: In the Bible there are many descriptions of epidemics, though they are limited to the 

Jewish people, or specific other nations: ñpestilence,ò5 the fifth of the ten plagues, which only 

impacted the Egyptians animals, and not people;6 When the spies entered the land of Israel, a 

plague infected the leaders of the Canaanite people, and the people of the city were involved in 

burying them;7 The plague in the story of Korach in which 14,700 people died in addition to the 

250 people directly connected to Korach;8 24,000 people died in the plague of Baal Peor;9 The 

plague in the days of King David, as a result of the sin of counting the nation, 70,000 people died;10 

Many of the Philistines who took the Ark of God were stricken with hemorrhoids.11 Some say they 

were stricken with Dysentery, which is an infectious illness of the digestive system that causes 

diarrhea,12 and some say it was the Bubonic plague;13 50,070 people of Beit Shemesh who died 

because they saw the Ark of God;14 185,000 soldiers of Ashur led by Sancheriv, were killed at 

night.15 The rabbis dealt with this plague,16 as did Josephus Flavius,17 and other scholars,18 who 

had different speculations as to the nature of that plague.  

 
5 Exodus 9:3-7. 
6 The plague of the Firstborn is also referred to as a ñNegef.ò (Exodus 12:13) 
7 Tanchuma, Shelach, 7.  
8 Numbers 17:14. 
9 Number 25:9. 
10 Shmuel II 24:15. See also Yosef B. Matityahu, Kadmoniyut Ha'yehudim 7, 324. 
11 Shmuel I 5:9,12. 
12 Yosef B. Matityahu, Kadmoniyut Hayehudim 2, 300. Dysentery is caused by bacteria, specifically 

Shigella, and parasites, specifically Amoeba. 
13 Encyclopedia Ha'Ivrit 11, ñDever,ò 871; S.H. Blodheim, Korot 1:265, 1955.  
14 Shmuel I 6:19 
15 Kings II 19:35; Isaiah 37:36; See also Chronicles 32:21. 
16 Sanhedrin 94b-95a; Megillah 31b; Shmot Rabbah 18:5; Yalkut Shimoni, Isaiah 10:415. 
17 Kadmoniyut Ha'yehudim 2, 10 (1:21). Based on his description it seems that the plague was caused by 

drinking contaminated water.  
18 See S.Y. Feigen, Mystarei Haavar: Mechkarim Ba'Mikra U'bHistoria Atika, 5703, pg. 88ff; Z. Yavetz, 

Toldot Yisrael 2, pg. 140ff; M. Wholman, Tekufat Yishayahu Ve'Chezyonotav, pg. 267ff; D. Yalin, Chikrei 

Mikra: Beurim Chadashim Be'mikraot (Yishayahu), pg. 91ff; N. Rogen-Meor, Ha'refuah, 1999, 136:650; 

Y. Margolin, Ha'refuah, 2000, 138:171. These scholars describe sudden fevers, earthquakes, fires, or strong 

blasts of wind. 
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The expression ñdeverò in the Bible and Rabbinic literature certainly includes the medical ailment 

of that name,19 though in general the intention in the Bible and Rabbinic literature is not about a 

specific ailment, but a general title for any contagious illness20, that causes death to many people 

in a brief time and close location. The word ñdeverò is thus synonymous with ñmageifaò and 

ñnegef.ò  

It could be that the source of the word ñdeverò is from the fact that everyone talks about it, because 

of all the many casualties it causes. Some say21 that the source of the name is ñdevar Hashem,ò 

which is fulfilled in the sudden death of the victim.22 

During the time of the Mishnah there is a description of a plague in which 24,000 of Rabbi Akivaôs 

students were struck.23  

In the ancient world there were several worldwide pandemics, such as: at the time of the 

Peloponnesian War in the year 430 B.C.E., there was a Bubonic plague, which killed a quarter of 

the Athenian soldiers and a quarter of the civilian population. 

In the middle ages there were serious plagues. For example, the Justinian epidemic in the year 

541, which killed close to 25 million people, which was about 13% of the world population at that 

time; The Black Death in the 14th century, which was apparently also a Bubonic plague that began 

in Asia and traveled to Europe, and in the course of 6 years caused 25 million deaths in China, and 

another 20-25 million deaths in Europe, which was a quarter of the worldôs population.24 

In the modern era there have been several serious pandemics.25 For example, the seven cholera 

epidemics,26 with brief intervals between them, from 1816 until 1966. These epidemics occurred 

 
19 A contagious illness caused by bacteria ñYersinia Pestisò, which exists in nature in various rodents, such 

as rats, and passes to humans via flea bites. This is called ñBubonic plague.ò 
20 See Targum Onkelos, Deuteronomy 28:21. And see Mishnah Taanit 3:4. 
21 R. Samson Raphael Hirsch, Exodus 9:3 
22 See further discussion of ñdeverò in the Bible and Rabbinic literature in my Encyclopedia Hilkhatit Refuit, 

new edition, Vol. 4, pg 403-412. 
23 Yevamot 62b. 
24 This plague caused one of the tragic chapters of Jewish history, with blood libels, increased antisemitism, 

and pogroms against Jews. The Jews generally lived in closed communities, unlike the Christians who 

would gather in Churches during the plagues, which spread the disease. Further, the Jews were hygienic as 

a result of ritual hand washing. It thus seemed to the Christians that fewer Jews died, which led to rumors 

amongst the masses that Jews poisoned the wells with the intention of ridding the world of Christians. 
25 There is an interesting description of the plague in the Jewish ghetto of Rome in 1656 in the book Otzar 

Ha'chaim by Rabbi, Doctor Yaakov Tzahalon 2:19. 
26 At that time some Jewish people Hebraized the word ñcholeraò as ñcholi-ra ï the evil illness.ò It is an 

illness of the small intestines with diarrhea caused by the Vibrio Cholerae bacteria. It is usually the result 

of fecal-oral contact when someone gets infected by the bacteria in excrement or ingests contaminated food 

or drink.   
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in various parts of the world;27 28 The Spanish flu,29 which began in 1918 and spread to almost all 

of the world. It lasted for about a year and a half and infected about a half a billion people, and 

killed about 50 million;30 The Ebola virus epidemic, which began in 1976 in Africa, and reemerged 

every 2-3 years. It killed about 40% of everyone it infected; The AIDS epidemic, which began in 

1981 in Africa, and spread to the entire world. Estimates are that 27 million people have died so 

far from this epidemic. The SARS virus epidemic which began in 2003 and is a similar virus to 

the coronavirus. The MERS outbreak, which began in the Middle East in 2012, and spread to many 

nations. 

 

b. The Coronavirus Pandemic  

This pandemic began to spread in December 2019 in Wuhan, the capital of the Hubei providence 

of China. The theory is that this virus initially passed to humans from bats, snakes, and other 

animals that are sold illegally in the Wuhan fish market, where many other types of animals are 

sold in addition to fish. Some suspected that the origin of the Coronavirus was from an experiment 

in the viral laboratory in Wuhan that went out of control. 

The first case in Israel occurred on February 27th, 2020.  

3. Medical Aspects  

The coronavirus31 - COVID-1932ï is a contagious harmful illness that is caused by the SARS-

CoV-2 virus33 from the coronavirus family. It seems to have originated in animals, but it spreads 

from person to person.  

The symptoms of the illness are like the symptoms of the flu, including fever, cough, respiratory 

problems such as shortness of breath and difficulty breathing, and some cases have led to 

pneumonia, kidney insufficiency, and even death. Symptoms can include digestive problems 

(diarrhea and stomach pains), muscle pain, and temporary loss of smell and taste.  

The percentage of critically ill patients who require a ventilator is about 10%, and approximately 

15-20% survive after being on the ventilator.  

 
27 These epidemics led to many more halakhic discussions than other epidemics. See the summary of the 

issues in Zimmels HJ: Magicians, Theologians and Doctors. E Goldston & Son, 1952. 
28 R. Akiva Eiger was the Rav in Pozen during the second cholera epidemics from 1829-1837, and he 

organized life cycle based on halakhah.  These were published in the Letters of R Akiva Eiger, letters 71-

73. Letter 71 was also published in some editions of the novella of R Akiva Eiger on Nedarim 59a. See 

below in the halakhic section of this essay.  
29 Caused by a virulent strain of the H1N1 Influenza A virus.  
30 See the detailed description in Brown J: Influenza - The Hundred Year Hunt to Cure the Deadliest Disease 

in History. Simon & Schuster, 2020 
31 It is called coronavirus because it looks like a crown when viewed in a microscope.  
32 It is called Corona Virus Disease-19 because it began to spread at the end of 2019.  
33 Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome Corona Virus 2. 
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The average international death rate is 3-4%, but it varies based on the age of the patient, by 

geographical location and based on the quality of the local healthcare to provide advanced care. 

There is a higher mortality rate in those who have significant preexisting conditions and those with 

reduced performance scores.  

The virus passes from person to person via coughing, sneezing, and matter leaving oneôs body. It 

can also be transmitting from indirect contact, when a carrier of the virus touches an object, and a 

healthy person touches that object, he can also become infected.  

The incubation period of the virus in a person who does not appear to be symptomatic can vary. 

The median is 5 days, though about 97% can develop symptoms until 11 days. They can be 

anywhere from 2-14 days, and sometimes even more. During this time a person who is infected 

can infect others even if they are not at all symptomatic.  

Diagnosis of the disease is carried out by taking a sample from the person infected. The sample 

can be bodily fluids from respiratory tissues, such as mucus or phlegm, or from areas of the upper 

respiratory tract such as nose or throat mucus. The samples are collected with a sterile swab which 

is tested and can produce a result in a relatively short time. Serological tests (IgG and IgM) are 

being developed which will enable to know if the person was infected in the past and recovered, 

or if he is at the active phase of the infection, or that he was not infected at all.  

At the time of this publication there is still no vaccine for the coronavirus, but the hope is that it 

will be developed soon and with that it will be possible to overcome this pandemic. 

Similarly, there is no effective treatment yet. Various experimental medications are currently being 

tested, though we are still uncertain as to how effective they will be. Amongst them are anti-viral 

and anti-malaria formulations.   

Currently the only way to effectively deal with the coronavirus is to prevent its spread. To do so 

requires various strategies, some of which are obligatory in some countries.  

Amongst the many strategies, we can specify: proper hand hygiene, including washing with water 

and soap, or using alcohol based hand sanitizers; proper hygiene for coughing and sneezing into 

the inside of oneôs elbow and not into the palm of their hand; particularly, social distancing in 

various ways: remaining at least 6 feet apart from others, avoiding hand shaking, hugging or 

kissing, avoiding gatherings of more than 10 people, or ideally less than that and with proper 

distancing between each person. Also important is the use of masks to cover the nose and the 

mouth. One who finds that he is infected with the virus or has been in direct contact with someone 

who is, must quarantine in a room, house, or appropriate medical facility. In areas with significant 

spread of the virus some require complete isolation of all citizens. All countries infected with the 

coronavirus have also restricted travel to and from other countries.  

The coronavirus has caused severe economic damage to individuals, communities, farmers, and 

countries, as well as a significant drop in stock markets and rise in unemployment rates. Due to 

the social isolation and quarantine various aspects of the economy have been shut down, including 

tourism, aviation, shops, commercial and industrial businesses, institutions and non-profits. In 
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some instances, the number of employees has been reduced to only 20-30% of their previous 

workforce, with the rest being laid off or put on leave with no pay.  

Similarly, many international, national and local events have been cancelled, such as international 

conferences, as well as celebrations, cultural and sporting events. Religious events have also been 

significantly impacted such as communal prayer, study in religious schools, Bar and Bat Mitzvah 

celebrations, weddings, funerals, and holiday gatherings.  

&&&  

4. Specific rulings and Halakhot 

a. General behavior and the obligation to listen to government and health authorities 

i. According to the Talmud, one should flee a city when there is a plague.34  

The poskim write that the halakhah advises one to flee at the beginning of a plague, but if the 

plague has already spread it is better not to leave oneôs city or home.35 One posek writes that those 

who have already been stricken with the illness, or who are able to help others with necessary 

services, should not flee the city during a plague.36  

Indeed, the instruction during the coronavirus has been to stay at home and not leave at all, and 

certainly not to go to other places.  

ii.  All residents are obligated to conduct themselves in accordance with the medical 

authorities during a pandemic, in accordance with the details of that infectious disease 

and the medical knowledge of oneôs time and place. This halakhah derives from the 

obligation to ñguard oneôs soulò and the obligation of ñdo not stand idly by,ò and the 

rules of ñchamira sakanta môisuraò and ñpikuach nefeshò, as well as ñrodefò and ñchav 

lôachrineiò and ñdina dômalchuta.ò It is also a ñchillul Hashem,ò and outside of Israel 

also a concern of causing ñeivaò since people will say that Jews are spreading the 

disease.  

Responsa Rashbash #195 states: 

During a plague one must be exceedingly careful, especially to wash themselves, not 

eat excessively, and eat small amounts of food that are high quality, and rest a lot while 

 
34 Bava Kama 60b. See Maharsha there; Responsa Rashbash #195; Responsa Maharil #41:1; Rema YD 

116:5 (See the introduction of the Rema to his book Mechir Yayin on Megillat Esther, where he writes that 

he fled from his home town of Krakow to Shidlov because of pollution and illness in the air); Magen 

Avraham 626:3. This advice was already given by the Prophet Jeremiah 21:9-10. And see Biur Hagra YD 

116:16; Torah Temimah, Deuteronomy 32 (75). See further Zohar, Vayeira 113a; Sefer Chassidim #372; 

Rabbeinu Bachyei, Numbers 16:21; Yam shel shlomo, Bava Kama 6:26; Responsa Zera Emet #32. See also 

Shelah, Shaar Ha'otiot, Dalet, Derech Eretz and Magen Avraham 626:3 that this ruling applies primarily 

to parents to flee with their children when there is a plague.  
35 Responsa Maharil #41; Yam Shel Shlomo Bava Kama 6:26; Rema YD 116:5. See also Responsa Divrei 

Moshe (Mizrachi) CHòM #81. 
36 Yam Shel Shlomo Bava Kama 6:26. 
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avoiding strenuous work, avoiding frustration while increasing joy. All of this to an 

extreme and not just a little bit. 

R. Akiva Eiger writes in letter #73: 

I have constantly warned that oneôs eating and drinking should be just as their doctor 

orders them, and they should avoid everything else like the distance of a bow shot, as 

if they are forbidden foods, and not violate the doctorôs orders even a tad. One must 

observe each and every one of their doctorôs orders, such as not leaving their home in 

the morning without eating something and the need to drink warm drinks. One who 

violates the doctors' orders sins greatly to God, since we say that ñgadol sakanta 

môisurra,ò particularly in a place of danger to oneself and to others which could cause 

a spread of the disease in the city, God forbid, and their sin will be too much to bear37.  

iii.  Once it turned out that in areas of high concentrations of Ultra-Orthodox Jews in Israel, 

the United States, and England, that they represented a very high percentage of the 

population of those infected, virtually all of the rabbinic authorities publicized the 

necessity to follow all requirements of the medical experts and the health authorities, 

such as closing down the yeshivahs, praying alone at home, significantly decreasing 

participation in weddings, circumcisions, funerals etc. Some of them even ruled not to 

have small minyanim in outdoor areas while others ruled that they may continue as 

long as the health authorities permit outdoor gatherings with 6 feet between each 

person, though once even that became forbidden they said one may only pray alone. 

Al l communal gatherings have been suspended, even gatherings for a mitzvah or 

celebration. All the rabbinic authorities from all the different communities required 

their communities to obey every detail of the medical professionals and government 

authorities to the last detail.  

Indeed, virtually all the rabbis unanimously stated that everyone must follow the medical guidance: 

¶ ñOne must follow the medical directives, and God forbid to belittle oneôs life or other 

peopleôs lives with something for which there is even a remote doubt of danger for you or 

for others. It is strictly prohibited to try to outsmart the medical guidelines. Chamira Sakanta 

Môisurra. This is Pikuach Nefesh and ñChav Lôachrineiò, and it is thus a major sin to belittle 

these directives.ò38 

¶ ñIt is obvious that anyone who fears sin is obligated to be especially careful, with no 

exception, and God forbid not to guard ourselves to the best of our ability with all rules of 

hygiene and caution. Not only would this be abandoning oneself and violating ñyou shall 

 
37 See Iggrot Rabbi Akiva Eiger #71 who required to follow the various behavioral recommendations of the 

doctors at the time to be careful of the cold, to eat healthy food, to care for personal hygiene, to walk in 

fresh air and avoid sadness.  
38 Letter titled ñMin Ha'meitzar Karanu,ò signed by all the rabbis of the Badatz of the Eidah Ha'chareidit, 

under the leadership of the Gaôavad Rav Weiss and the Raôavad Rav Sternbuch, dated 4th of Nissan 5780.  
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guard your soul,ò it could potentially hurt others as well, particularly those who are old or 

sick, and God forbid to belittle one of the strictest prohibitions in the Torah.ò39 

¶ ñOne who sees people belittling the directives of the health authorities is obligated to protest 

and inform the authorities, because this is categorized as a ñrodef.ò And ñguard your soulsò 

and ñdo not stand idly byò are our current obligations, and there are not leniencies on this 

matter.ò40 

¶ One must listen to the doctors, and if one belittles their directives thus endangering others is 

categorized as a ñrodef.ò If one causes another personôs death because they are belittling the 

medical guidance, they can be considered intentional. It is permissible to ridicule one who 

is required to quarantine but nevertheless leaves their home, and one may report one who 

ignores the health authorities' guideline to the government. One may also leave their phone 

on during Shabbat in case doctors need to reach them, and one may answer since it is 

potentially lifesaving.41 

¶ ñOne should be extremely careful in our days to follow all of the medical directives very 

exactingly, and all of the health authorities' guidelines, and not deviate from them. One who 

is required to be quarantined should not leave their home nor endanger others;ò ñI must relate 

my pain, anger and frustration about those who do not listen to the guidelines of the health 

authorities and undermine the rules of isolation. Donôt they know that this could infect 

others, God forbid, and even kill them? Even inadvertently causing death, even if itôs a very 

removed caused, is considered murder, even though they donôt intend to harm others, this is 

considered accidental killing and its punishment is too great to bear.ò42 

¶ ñI have already publicized our opinion, the opinion of the holy Torah, that there is no 

halakhah in the world strong enough to override the rulings of the doctors and the health 

authorities' guidelines which are intended to protect the community. Just the opposite, 

anyone who supports those who gather to form a minyan fall into the category of a ñrodefò 

and they endanger humanity, and perhaps are even murderers."43  

 

iv. Therefore, based on the guidance of the experts throughout the world that the best way 

to prevent the spread of the virus is for the population to isolate themselves, even if 

that prevents communal prayer, Torah study etc. - there is an obligation to carefully 

observe expert medical guidance, and one may turn violators over to the authorities, 

and it is permissible to require isolation on the population in order to protect the 

community. 

 
39 Letter of the rabbis of ñPeleg Yerushalayimò signed on the 4th of Nissan, 5780, by R. Freidman, R. Deutch, 

R. Auerbach, R. Markovitch, R. Deutch, R. Ehrenberg. 
40 Letter from the rabbis of Bnei Brok, R. Landau & R. Rosenblatt, dated 4th of Nissan 5780. 
41 Response of R. Chaim Kanievski to questions he was asked. Publicized in the Chareidi press.  
42 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, pg 6 & #10. 
43 The Chief Rabbi of Israel, the Rishon Letzion, R. Yitzchak Yosef, in a letter dated 16th Nissan 5780.  
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v. It should be pointed out that the idea that isolation is the ideal manner of preventing 

the spread of disease is found in the Torah regarding the metzora.44 The rabbis already 

recognized the great importance of isolation during a plague:  

The Sages taught: If there is plague in the city, gather your feet, as it is stated: ñAnd none 

of you shall go out of the opening of his house until the morning.ò45 And it says: ñCome, 

my people, enter into your chambers, and shut your doors behind you.ò46 And it says: 

ñOutside the sword will bereave, and in the chambers terror.ò47 What is the reason for the 

additional verses: ñAnd it says?ò And if you would say that this matter applies only at 

night, but in the day the principle does not apply, Come and hear: ñCome, my people, 

enter into your chambers, and shut your doors behind you.ò And if you would say that 

this matter applies only where there is no fear inside, but where there is fear inside, one 

might think that when he goes out and sits among people in general company it is better, 

therefore, Come and hear: ñOutside the sword will bereave, and in the chambers terror.ò 

This means that although there is terror in the chambers, outside the sword will bereave, 

so it is safer to remain indoors. At a time when there was a plague, Rava would close the 

windows of his house, as it is written: ñFor death has come up into our windowsò.48 

We thus see that the Torah and our rabbis preceded the current medical world understanding that 

isolation and quarantine are the ideal methods of preventing the spread of contagious disease. 

vi. One is allowed and required to report one who ignores the health authorities regarding 

quarantine requirements, stopping communal prayer and avoiding social gatherings.49  

b. Definition of ñMageifaò 

i. The rabbis defined a ñmageifaò as:  

ñWhat is considered a plague of pestilence? If a city that sends out five hundred 

infantrymen, and three dead are taken out of it on three consecutive days, this is a 

plague of pestilence. If the death rate is lower than that, this is not pestilence.ò50 

  

ii.  The Rambam rules,  

ñWhat constitutes a plague? When three people die on three consecutive days in a city 

that has 500 inhabitants, this is considered a plague. If this many people die on one 

day or on four days, it is not considered a plague. If a city has 1000 inhabitants and six 

people die on three consecutive days, it is considered a plague. If this many people die 

on one day or on four days, it is not considered a plague. Similarly, this ratio should 

 
44 Leviticus 13:4ff about metzora; Number 12:15 about Miriam; Kings II 15:5 and Chronicles II 26:23 about 

Uzia.  
45 Exodus 12:22. 
46 Isaiah 26:20 
47 Deuteronomy 32:25 
48 Bava Kama 60b. 
49 Ruling of Rav Chaim Kanievsky quoted above; Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, 12(7). 
50 Taanit 19a. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.26.20
https://www.sefaria.org/Deuteronomy.32.25
https://www.sefaria.org/Jeremiah.9.20
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be followed for all cities. Women, children, and older men who no longer work are not 

included in the census in this context.ò51 

iii.  One of the greatest acharonim writes: 

ñThe principle is that only the pestilence mentioned in the Talmud which  wasnôt a 

specific illness, but that three people died on three consecutive days more than the 

usual, which proved that the disease had strengthened and the air had changed, as 

written in the beit yosef #576. Indeed the illness we refer to as ñcholi raò (cholera), 

once it has appeared in some people we recognize that the air has been damaged, even 

if not many people have died, but since many people become ill we see that the air has 

changed and damaged. So, it seems that if many people get sick from that illness, we 

can establish that it has arrived."52 

  

c. Prayers, fasts, charity, yeshivot  

i. In addition to disciplined behavior in accordance with all medical guidelines and 

accepted medical treatments ï whatever exist ï one should pray with special 

intensity,53 and prayer during great tragedies are a biblical obligation according to all 

poskim.54 In particular one should recite, with heart and soul, the section from the 

Torah about ñketoret ha'samim,ò which is a charm to remove plagues.55  

ii.  Some advised adding prayers, such as ñavinu malkeinu,ò particularly, ñwithhold 

plague from Your heritageñ; And saying the ñE-l rachum shimcha, aneinu Hashem 

aneinu, mi sheôanaéò56 And reciting the sacrifices, even for one who normally 

doesnôt say them;57 Saying the ñyom kippur katanò prayers on erev rosh chodesh; 

Saying chapters of psalms;58 Saying on Mondays and Thursdays ñvôhu rachumò after 

the shemone esrei prayer out loud in tears, and reciting every day before ñshomer 

 
51 Rambam, Taaniot 2:5; Shulchan Aruch OH 576:2. 
52 Responsa Divrei Malkiel 2 #90. 
53 See Taanit 21a-b, Rambam, Taaniot 2:1, 5-6; Shulchan Aruch OH 576:1-3. 
54 There is a dispute among the Rishonim whether praying at least once a day is a biblical obligation ï this 

is the opinion of Rambam in Sefer Ha'mitzvot #5 and Tefillah 1:1, and others, or it is only a rabbinical 

obligation ï this is the opinion of Ramban in Sefer Ha'mitzvot, there, and others, but even the Ramban there 

wrote that the prayers during tragedies are a biblical obligation. 
55 See Peirush Ha'sulam on the Zohar ï Bereishit, Vayeira ñvôhenei shlosha anashim ï vaôyochluò #122: 

Elijah said to me, at the time that plagues happen to people, a covenant is established, and an announcement 

goes out to all of the heavenly hosts, that if God's children gather in the synagogues and houses of study in 

Israel and say with heart and soul the topic of ketoret ha'samim the Jews will be able to cancel the plague 

from them. See Midrash Ne'elam 1, 100b. See also midrash Tanchuma, tetzaveh 15, and at length in 

Ma'avar Yabok, ñanan haketoret,ò #3. See Letters of R Akiva Eiger #71; Aruch Ha'shulchan OH 576:9.  
56 Letters of R Akiva Eiger, there. 
57 Yalkut Yosef, Kitzur Shulchan Aruch OH 1:29. 
58 Specifically chapters 3, 8, 20, 91, 130. See letters of R. Akiva Eiger, there, on reciting psalms in general.  
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yisraelò the ñyehi ratzonò before ôavinu shebashamayimò that is said at the Torah 

reading.59 

Some have composed special prayers for the situation. 

iii.  When there is a plague in a city the inhabitants should fast and cry out.60 However, 

nowadays, we do not fast during a plague.61 During the coronavirus pandemic there is 

no medical indication that fasting would damage healthy people, or even those who 

have the virus without symptoms.  

iv. One must increase charity and supporting the poor with food, medicine, medical bills, 

because of the difficult economic situation during a pandemic.62 During the 

coronavirus one must do all they can to support those who are quarantined or isolated, 

with their basic needs, money or supporting their business, as a result of the difficult 

economic situation for many people around the world.  

v. Even though studies have discontinued in the schools and yeshivot, the parents should 

not request that their tuition money be returned to them for the time in which there was 

no class, since that will cause a collapse of the educational institutions, and the 

remainder of the Jewish people shouldnôt commit such a wrong.63 

vi. Similarly, one who has reserved a vacation in a hotel for the Jewish holidays, and has 

paid a deposit but the reservation had to be cancelled due to the pandemic, should go 

beyond the letter of the law and compromise with the organizer of the vacation and the 

hotel and not request that the all the money from their deposit that has already been 

spent be returned, both as charity and kindness.64 

 

d. Self-endangerment of healthcare providers ï doctors, nurses, laboratory personnel and 

technicians 

i. Anyone who can save another personôs life is obligated to do so based on ñyou shall 

not stand idly by.ò65 However, most authorities have ruled that one is not obligated to 

 
59 Responsa Chatam Sofer, Likutim, Kovetz teshuvot #1. 
60 Taanit 19a; Rambam Taaniot 2:2; Shulchan Aruch OH 576:2; See Responsa Rashbash #360.  
61 Magen Avraham 576:2; Mishnah Berurah, there #2. And this is how the great rabbis behaved during the 

cholera epidemic ï see further.  
62 Letters of R Akiva Eiger #73. 
63 Rulings of R. Hershel Schachter. See: https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim. 

However, the Israeli Ministry of Health publicized that the schools will reimburse parents for educational 

expenses that were not utilized. The Minister of Health, Rabbi Rafi Peretz announced: Parents will not pay 

for what they did not receive. See https://www.rishon.news/2020/04/05/%d7%a2%d7%9c-

%d7%a8%d7%a7%d7%a2-%d7%94%d7%aa%d7%a4%d7%a9%d7%98%d7%95%d7%aa-

%d7%a0%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a3-%d7%94%d7%a7%d7%95%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%94-

%d7%95%d7%a1%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a8%d7%aa%d7%9d-%d7%a9%d7%9c/ 
64 Rabbi Schachter, Ibid. 
65 Leviticus 19:16. See Sanhedrin 73a; Rambam, Hilchot Rotzeach 1:14; Shulchan Aruch CHòM 426:1.  

https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim
https://www.rishon.news/2020/04/05/%d7%a2%d7%9c-%d7%a8%d7%a7%d7%a2-%d7%94%d7%aa%d7%a4%d7%a9%d7%98%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%a0%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a3-%d7%94%d7%a7%d7%95%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%94-%d7%95%d7%a1%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a8%d7%aa%d7%9d-%d7%a9%d7%9c/
https://www.rishon.news/2020/04/05/%d7%a2%d7%9c-%d7%a8%d7%a7%d7%a2-%d7%94%d7%aa%d7%a4%d7%a9%d7%98%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%a0%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a3-%d7%94%d7%a7%d7%95%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%94-%d7%95%d7%a1%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a8%d7%aa%d7%9d-%d7%a9%d7%9c/
https://www.rishon.news/2020/04/05/%d7%a2%d7%9c-%d7%a8%d7%a7%d7%a2-%d7%94%d7%aa%d7%a4%d7%a9%d7%98%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%a0%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a3-%d7%94%d7%a7%d7%95%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%94-%d7%95%d7%a1%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a8%d7%aa%d7%9d-%d7%a9%d7%9c/
https://www.rishon.news/2020/04/05/%d7%a2%d7%9c-%d7%a8%d7%a7%d7%a2-%d7%94%d7%aa%d7%a4%d7%a9%d7%98%d7%95%d7%aa-%d7%a0%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a3-%d7%94%d7%a7%d7%95%d7%a8%d7%95%d7%a0%d7%94-%d7%95%d7%a1%d7%92%d7%99%d7%a8%d7%aa%d7%9d-%d7%a9%d7%9c/
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put themselves into possible danger in order to save someone else even from certain 

danger.66 

ii.  However, when it comes to healthcare professionals the ruling is different. Indeed, 

doctors and other essential healthcare providers are permitted to care for patients even 

if there is a concern that it endangers their life, and certainly according to all opinions 

there is no prohibition against entering a possible danger.67 Therefore, medical workers 

may treat contagious coronavirus patients, but with the obligatory precautions for such 

interventions in order to be well protected. They must be especially careful about all 

precautions to avoid contracting the disease.  

The words of the rabbinic authorities should be headed: ñThere is no clear fundamental 

rule when it comes to how much danger a person should engage in to save another 

person. Rather it is also based on the case and should be weighed carefully, but one 

should not protect themselves excessively or be overly cautious.ò68 As it says, anyone 

who is overly careful for themselves at the expense of others will ultimately come to 

experience that fate.69 And not every distant concern is called doubtful ñpikuach 

nefesh,ò and if there is no possible concern of death there is an obligation to save, and 

this determination is given over to the wise and expert.70 

iii.  Part of the obligation to protect oneself is to wear a properly fitting facemask over 

oneôs nose and mouth to prevent becoming infected or infecting others. This mask 

must be sealed as well as possible. Many experts feel that a beard hampers the ideal 

protection of the mask. In such a situation it is permissible to shave oneôs beard (in a 

permissible manner) as part of pikuach nefesh.71 

 

e. Self-endangerment for experimental treatment or developing a vaccine 

 

i. The coronavirus is especially dangerous for the elderly, people with pre-existing 

conditions and people with disabilities. At the time of the writing of this essay, there 

is no effective medication for this illness, but investigations are underway to test 

 
66 See at length in my book Ha'refuah Kaôhalacha, vol. 5, pg. 53ff.  
67 Iggeret R. Akiva Eiger in the book Iggerot Sofrim, letter #30; Tzitz Eliezer 8:15(10:13) & 9:17(5); 

Responsa Shevet Ha'levi 8:251(7); R. Neuvirt, quoted in Nishmat Avraham (2nd ed.) CHòM 426:2(4); 

Shiurei Torah LeôRofim 1:46; Responsa Minchat Asher 3:122. See also Nishmat Kol Chai 2 CHòM #49; 

Responsa Rema #19; Responsa Divrei Yatziv CHòM #79. 
68 Pitchei Teshuvah CHòM 426:2; Aruch Ha'shulchan CHòM 426:4; Mishnah Berurah 329:19. 
69 Bava Metzia 33a; Shulchan Aruch CHòM 264:1. 
70 Pitchei Teshuvah, there.  
71 However, there is a major kabbalistic idea to keep oneôs beard and not to remove even a hair (See Zohar 

3:130b; Ta'amei Ha'mitzvot, Kedoshim, in the Ari Zalôs opinion), and it is a Jewish custom to keep a beard. 

However, the basic halakhah according to most poskim is that there is no prohibition to remove oneôs beard 

in a permissible manner, and there is proof that such was the practice amongst great rabbis in Europe (See 

Shiurei Bracha YD 181:7-9; Responsa Chatam Sofer OH #159), therefore it is obvious that in a lifesaving 

situation it is completely permitted.  
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various treatments. Regarding known medications for other illnesses, such as malaria 

or other viral diseases ï it is permissible for a patient with an intermediate or severe 

illness, particularly for a patient with one of the risk factors mentioned above, to take 

part in such studies, as long as he/she provides informed consent, and the expected 

benefit of the experimental medication clearly out-weighs its known side-effects. But 

regarding an entirely new medication that has never been tested, it is permissible for a 

patient with an intermediate or severe illness to take part in such a study only if they 

have been approved and supervised by all the governmental and institutional 

permission for research studies. In all cases, a coronavirus patient who is only mildly 

ill with out risk factors, and certainly if the patient is infected by the virus but has no 

symptoms, is forbidden to endanger himself with the potential side effects of 

experimental treatment until they are determined not to be dangerous.72 

ii.  Saving multitudes of people from the coronavirus depends on discovering an effective 

vaccine against the virus. In order to develop a vaccine people must be subjected to 

testing them, which is possible in two ways: One is to randomize test subjects into two 

groups - group A gets the vaccine, while group B gets a placebo. Then the researchers 

wait and see if more people from group B get sick than those in group A. If that 

happens, then that is a prove that the vaccine is effective. However, it will  take many 

months before researchers get their answer because this kind of study depends upon 

waiting for people to get naturally exposed to the virus, and while waiting many people 

will get sick and some will die. An alternative way is to initiate the study as described 

above, in which some people are given an experimental vaccine and some are not, yet 

instead of waiting a very long period for natural infection everyone in this study is 

deliberately exposed to coronavirus. In this way the researchers can compare the two 

groupsðthe vaccinated versus the controlðafter a relatively short period of time, 

knowing that everybody was exposed to the virus. For such a study only young and 

healthy volunteers with no risk factors will be recruited with their full informed 

consent. The question then becomes if it is permissible for a young healthy person to 

enter a possible danger in order to save many people from death. This halakhic topic 

has been dealt with extensively by the poskim.73 The conclusion of some poskim is that 

if the level of potential danger to the one trying save others is very low, and the amount 

of good they can do to save is great, they are obligated to take that risk to enter into 

some danger in order to save others from certain danger, based on ñdo not stand idly 

by;ò while other poskim rule that there is no obligation but it is permissible to do so 

and it is considered to be a pious act.74 Based on the fact that the danger of the 

coronavirus infection for young and healthy people is very low, and the amount of 

 
72 See at length on what is permitted and forbidden in terms of endangering oneself in seeking medical 

treatment in my book Ha'refuah Ka'halakhah, vol. 5, pgs. 65ff.  
73 See at length in my Ha'refuah Kaôhalakhah vol. 5, pgs 53ff.  
74 Ibid. And see there, vol. 6, pgs. 482ff, regarding living organ donation. 
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potential to do good is so very high, it is permissible to take part in such an experiment, 

and it would be pious to do so.  

 

f. Communal Prayer (minyan), Nesiat Kapayim and Torah reading 

i. It is clear and well-known that prayer in synagogue with a minyan is a great and 

important mitzvah, though it is only a rabbinic obligation.75 However, it is also clear 

and well-known that pikuach nefesh overrides the entire Torah other than the 3 major 

sins, and it certainly overrides communal prayer. Therefore, if the government 

authorities opine that there is a risk of contagion as a result of communal prayer, we 

are obligated to listen to them.76 

ii.  During the first stages of the coronavirus pandemic in Israel the ministry of health said 

that it was permitted to pray in a synagogue with a small minyan of just 10 men, with 

everyone staying at least 2 meters away from each other. 

Already R. Akiva Eiger had a good understanding of the need for social distancing during a 

pandemic, and for spacing between each congregant, and wrote as follows during the second 

cholera epidemic:77 

ñIt is true that gathering in a small space is inappropriate, but it is possible to pray in 

groups, each one very small, about 15 people. They should begin with the first light of 

day and then have another group, and each one should have a designated time to come 

pray there. The same for minchahé and they should be careful not to be crowded, and 

perhaps they should ask the police to supervise so that if the number of congregants 

will exceed 15 people they should stop them, and please let the authorities know that 

I ordered you to behave in this way é And they should recite Tehillim, and they should 

also pray for the the king.ò 

He also wrote:78 

ñIn every synagogue, in both the menôs and the womenôs sections, it is only permitted 

to fill half of the seats on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, such that next to every 

person there will be an empty seat. Therefore, only half of the seats will be available 

on the High Holidays. Since everyone has equal right to a seat, half will get their seats 

on the two days of Rosh Hashanah and the other half will get their seat on Yom Kippur, 

day and night.ò He goes on to write that they should hold a lottery between the various 

 
75 Rambam, Teffilah 8:1 writes that one should not pray alone if he can pray with the community, and 

Shulchan Aruch OH 90:8 writes that one should try to pray with a minyan in a synagogue. Iggrot Moshe 

OH 2:27 & 3:7 is of the opinion that it is a complete obligation, but see Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat 

Corona, 16:1 that it is not a complete obligation, but one should try hard to do it.  
76 See Otzar Ha'chaim by R. Dr. Yaakov Tzahalon (2:19) about the plague in the Ghetto of Rome in 1656, 

when there was a complete lockdown and they forbade opening the synagogues and prayer with a minyan.  
77 Iggeret R. Akiva Eiger #71 
78 In the book Pesakim VeôTakanot R. Akiva Eiger (Rabbi N. Gestetner's edition, 5731), Hanhagot 

VeôTakanot, #20.  
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groups, and every group will receive a card in special shape, and there will be a military 

guard placed at the entrance of the synagogue to allow in only those who have the 

apporporiate ticket for each day. A police officer will be assigned to oversee the 

organization of the synagogue. Those who couldnôt go to synagogue will pray in 

private house minyanim, but they will have to keep the same spacing precautions there.  

iii.  Afterwards, the ministry of health in Israel forbade prayer in synagogues, though they 

still permitted small outdoor minyanim of just 10 men with 2 meters between each. 

Even though the halakhah is that a person should not pray in an open place, like a 

field,79 nevertheless in a time of great need such as a plague the rabbis allowed prayer 

in an open place within the above parameters.80 If there are trees it is ideal to stand 

between them and pray.81  

iv. After that, the authorities forbade even praying in an open area, and required everyone 

to avoid all gatherings. During that time all the great rabbinic authorities ruled that 

everyone must listen to this guidance and pray alone.82 Some wanted to continue 

communal prayer despite the requirement for everyone to be in their home by praying 

at the same time standing on their balcony so they could see each other. The poskim 

disagree over whether a minyan in which everyone is not in the same house but can 

see each other is considered a minyan such that people could say kaddish and other 

components that require a minyan.83 In any case, this is only when there is no public 

area, or even a private walkway, separating between those praying.84 

v. At a later stage of the coronavirus pandemic ï when it was considered safe enough to 

go out ï the authorities allowed praying outdoors for maximum 19 men while keeping 

the social distance. They also required everyone to wear a facemask. There is no 

hindrance of praying this way, and even the Chazan and the Kohanim are allowed to 

keep the facemask as long as the voices can be heard.85 

 
79 Shulchan Aruch OH 90:5. See Berachot 34b that praying outdoors is considered arrogant.  
80 See Mishnah Berurah there #11, that everyone agrees that travelers may pray in a field, and it seems that 

a plague should obviously be the same. See Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #20.  
81 Mishnah Berurah there. 
82 See Iggrot Moshe OH 3:7 that some people feel that they can pray better alone than with a group, 

nonetheless in normal circumstances they should still pray with a minyan. However, in a situation of life 

saving emergency, when there is an obligation to pray alone, one should certainly focus on kavanah in their 

prayer.  
83 The Shulchan Aruch rules (OH 55:13): ñAll the 10 need to be in one place and the prayer leader with 

them.ò Based on that ruling, and other opinions amongst the acharonim, the Rishon Le'TZion, R. Yitzchak 

Yosef ruled that Sefardim do not fulfill prayer with a minyan when everyone stands on their own balcony. 

On the other hand, the Pri Chadash writes in 55:13, and many acharonim follow him including the Mishnah 

Berurah 55:54, that this ruling of the Shulchan Aruch only applies when each person doesnôt see each other, 

but if some see some others they can join for a minyan, but only in a case of need, as stated in Shaar 

Ha'tziyun there #57. It seems therefore that Ashkenazim can fulfill a minyan this way. See Responsa Minchat 

Yitzchak 2 #44; Halichot Shlomo, Teffilah 5:12; Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #18.  
84 Pri Megadim OH #55, Ashel Avraham #12.  
85 So ruled Rabbi Y. Zilberstein. 
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vi. Concerning the hand washing of Kohanim by Levi'im ï the source of this custom is 

the Zohar,86 and it is so ruled in Shulchan Aruch,87 and Levi'im should not degrade 

this custom.88 Some poskim ruled that only one Levi should wash the hands of one 

Kohen,89 whereas other poskim justified the Ashkenazi custom that several Levi'im 

wash the hands of one Kohen.90 There are several other issues related to this custom: 

should the Levi go out to wash the hands of the Kohen when he will thus lose parts of 

the blessings during the repetition of shemone esrei; can a Levi go in front of a person 

who is in the middle of shemone esrei; should a Levi who is a talmid chacham wash 

the hands of a Kohen who is an am ha'aretz, and others.91 So it seems right that during 

a plague it is preferable that a Kohen wash his hands without a Levi in order to avoid 

close contact between them, or at least to minimize it to one Levi for one Kohen. 

vii.  Those who pray alone at home should pray at the same time that their community 

prays.92 However, at the early stages of the coronavirus pandemic all communal prayer 

became forbidden in all places, and there is thus no time of communal prayer. There 

was, however, a permanent small minyan at the Kotel and in Ma'arat Ha'machpela so 

one could have coordinated with those minyanim. When there is no way to such a 

coordination it is preferable to establish a fixed time for prayer so that each individual 

praying alone will be coordinated with other individuals of his community.93  

viii.  One who needs to say kaddish for one who is deceased should learn mishna for the 

elevation of their memory.94 

ix. At the time when the government permitted communal prayer with social distancing, 

the gabbai and one who is called up to the Torah should wear facemasks over their 

nose and mouths, and the one who gets an aliyah may stand at a distance even if he 

wonôt see the letters of the Torah, and listen to the reading.95 However, it is preferable 

that the one who gets an aliyah should read himself his portion, even if he is not precise 

with the trops, as long as he reads the words correctly and is careful about the end of 

the verses. 

 
86 Zohar, Parshat Naso 146b. See also Rikanati, Numbers 6:2-3, who cites a source from Midrash Ruth. 

And see Beit Yosef OH #128. 
87 Shulchan Aruch OH 128:6. And see Shulchan Aruch Ha'rav there #10, and Aruch Ha'shulchan there 

#15. 
88 Responsa Iggerot Moshe OH 4 #127. 
89 Responsa Shevet Ha'kehati 2 #57, in the name of Rabbi Y.S. Elyashiv. 
90 Responsa Shevet Ha'kehati, there. 
91 Magen Avraham 128:7; Mishnah Berurah there 22; Responsa Shevet Ha'levi 8 #47; Responsa Shraga 

Ha'meir 8 #36; Responsa Teshuvot Ve'hanhagot 3 #48; Responsa Tzitz Eliezer 15 #22 & 12 #7. 
92 Shulchan Aruch OH 90:9. And see Halichot Shlomo, Teffilah 5:18 and Devar Halakhah there, that this 

ruling applies only if he intends to join a specific minyan, otherwise in big cities there are minyanim 

throughout the day. So, too, in Meromei Sadeh, Berachot 6. 
93 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #17. 
94 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #22. 
95 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #23. See his proofs there.  
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x. Torah reading on Shabbat, Mondays and Thursdays are only required in a 

congregation96, so when one is in isolation there is no requirement to read from the 

Torah scroll, and one does not fulfill the obligation by reading from a printed Torah 

book. But one must still read the weekly parsha twice and in translation once. If the 

community will be able to pray the following week, they can make up the parsha that 

they missed.97 

xi. Regarding making up missed Torah readings, from the weeks in which there was no 

minyan - there is a disagreement over whether on the first shabbat in which minyanim 

resume only the previous weeks parsha should be read,98 or all the parshiyot that were 

missed.99 In such a circumstance a Kohen is called for the first aliyah which consists 

of the entire previous weeks parsha and the first aliyah of that weekôs parsha, and then 

everyone else will get the normal aliyot of that week.100 However, if the Torah was not 

read on a week that included two parshiyot, it is not made up on the next week,101 and 

if on the week when the minyan returns to read the Torah is a week with two parshiyot, 

the parsha that was missed is not added.102 One posek ruled that during the coronavirus 

pandemic, when we stopped attending synagogue all together for many weeks due to 

the danger, and returned with specific limiting conditions, and there is a concern that 

we may even have to stop attending synagogue again, then only that week's parsha 

should be read.103 In any event, since there is a dispute among the poskim on a matter 

that is a regulation only, and since during an epidemic there is a danger in gathering 

together, it is preferable not to extend the prayer time by adding extra parshiot. 

xii.  Even though Torah study is equivalent to everything in its importance,104 and the world 

is only sustained by the Torah learning of children,105 and the Torah protects and 

 
96 Halichot Shlomo, Teffilah, Millu'im #17. 
97 Shulchan Aruch OH 135:1.  
98 Agudah, Megillah, 3 #30; Maharam Mintz, #85; Rema OH 135:2; Magen Avraham there #4; Shaarei 

Efraim 7:9 & 39.  
99 As implied by Ohr Zaruah 2, Hilkhot Shabbat #45, as ruled by Elyah Rabbah 135:2; Resposna Maharam 

Shick OH #335 in the name of the Chatam Sofer who testified that this is what R. Natan Adler did; Gra, 

tosefet maaseh rav, #34; Aruch Hashulchan OH 135:6; Chazon Ish quoted in Pe'er Ha'dor 3 pg. 33; Chazon 

Ovadia Shabbat 2 pg. 332; Yalkut Yosef hilchot Kriat Ha'torah pg. 20; Responsa Betzel Ha'chachma 1 #7. 

See Mishnah Berurah 135:7 who quotes both opinions.  
100 Responsa Yabia Omer 9 OH #28. 
101 Responsa Maharam Mintz #85; Magen Avraham 135:4. 
102 Mishnah Berurah 35:7.  
103 Unpublished responsum of R. Asher Weiss. His reason is that according to Shaarei Efraim 4:39 the rules 

of making up parshiyot is only if the community prayed together but for some reason couldnôt read from 

the Torah, but we do not make up Torah readings when the community did not gather at all; further, based 

on responsa Shvut Yaakov 3 #6, we only make up Torah readings only when one week was missed, not if 

it was many weeks.  
104 Mishnah, Peah 1:1.  
105 Shabbat 119b. 
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saves,106 but when damage is likely it is different,107 and nothing stands in the way of 

pikuach nefesh, and therefore when it is clear that people gathering together during a 

plague causes contagion and danger for each individual, there is no choice but to close 

the schools and yeshivot, and to learn Torah in other ways.108 

 

g. Ha'gomel Blessing 

i. One who was infected with the coronavirus and suffered from pneumonia, and 

certainly one who was on a ventilator, is obligated to recite the ñha'gomelò blessing 

after they recover. One who tested positive for coronavirus and suffered from minor 

flu symptoms does not recite the ñhagomelò blessing if they are a generally healthy 

person. But if this is someone with pre-existing conditions, they may be allowed to say 

ñhagomel.ò109  

ii.  One who is obligated to recite the ñhagomelò blessing, but there is no minyan, can do 

so in a video gathering, such as zoom, because the requirement for 10 to recite 

ñhagomelò is not because it is a holy matter that requires a minyan in one house, but 

because of publicizing the miracle,  and so it is enough for everyone to witness it by 

video.110  

 

h. Sabbath and Festivals  

i. When government authorities require everyone to go with a facemask over their mouth 

and nose, and with gloves on their hands, in order to prevent contracting the virus, it 

is permitted to do so in public on Shabbat even if there is no eiruv.111 

ii.  One may drive within a city on Shabbat or festivals in order to make a public 

announcement if there are people who may have been in contact with someone who 

tested positive for the virus. It is better to have someone who is not Jewish do this, but 

if that is impossible a Jew may do it.112 It is also permissible, as pikuach nefesh, for 

someone who has the coronavirus to be evacuated on Shabbat to a place in which 

persons with the coronavirus are being gathered in order to prevent infecting others. 

iii.  A patient who suffers from depression or anxiety who is undergoing psychological or 

psychiatric treatment, and complete quarantine without any relatives or friends on 

 
106 Sotah 21a.  
107 Pesachim 8b. 
108 See Shai Agnon, Sefer, Sofer Veôsipur, who describes the plague during the times of the Maharal of 

Prague's older brother, and the friend of the Rema ï R. Chaim bòr Betzalel, author of the Sefer Ha'chaim: 

In those bad days when the plague ruled over usé they and their house was closed for two months, the 

yeshivot were canceledé and they could not make the dealing of Abbaye and Rava their concern, and figure 

out the halakhot. 
109 See kuntres Na'ot Mordechai (R. M. Gross), shuòt leôeit tzara.  
110 Piskei corona of R. Hershel Schachter.  
111 See Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #9.  
112 Ibid., #13. 
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Shabbat and holidays could be detrimental to his mental health ï then if those treating 

him are of the opinion that speaking on the telephone could help his situation, they 

may call relatives or their therapist in order to relieve his isolation, ideally by deviating 

from the normal manner.113 

iv. One may travel on Shabbat to the hospital with his wife who is going to give birth, 114 

even if he will not be permitted to stay in the hospital because of infection control 

guidelines, and he may then return with a driver who is not Jewish.115 

v. If an ambulance driver is called non-urgently to take people home from the hospital to 

quarantine at home, if he knows that in the hospital there is a shortage and they must 

therefore discharge those who are less ill in order to make room for more seriously ill 

patients, and they canôt be moved to another unit out of fear of infection, the driver 

may drive them home. It may even be done if there is no way to clarify since it is ñsafek 

pikuach nefesh.ò  

vi. Medical professionals caring for coronavirus patients must thoroughly cleanse 

themselves upon returning home in order to prevent infecting others. They may do so 

on Shabbat with cold water and on Festivals even with lukewarm water.116 

vii.  If medical professionals want to take blood from a patient who was diagnosed with 

coronavirus and then recovered, in order to use their plasma containing antibodies to 

transfuse it into current coronavirus patients with the hopes that this will help them 

overcome the illness ï one may travel to the hospital on Shabbat and festivals in order 

to give blood, though its better if they are driven both ways by a driver who is not 

Jewish.  

viii.  One of the symptoms of coronavirus is the temporary loss of the ability to smell. In 

that case one would not make the blessing on besamim during Havdalah after 

Shabbat.117 If they are reciting havdalah on behalf of their young children at the age 

of chinuch who donôt yet know how to say the blessing, then they can make the 

blessing on besamim, even though they canôt smell it.118 Nevertheless, one who canôt 

smell can answer ñamenò to the besamim blessing during Havdalah, and it is not 

 
113 Rulings of R. Hershel Schachter. See: https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim 
114 On the essence of the permission to escort oneôs wife to the hospital on Shabbat ï see my book Ha'refuah 

Kaôhalacha, vol. 2, pg. 256 #31. 
115 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #15. 
116 Rulings of R. Hershel Schachter. See: https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim 
117 Shulchan Aruch OH 297:5; Responsa Terumat Ha'deshen, Pesakim U'ktavim #204. 
118 Shulchan Aruch there states that one can even say the blessing on behalf of adults who do not know how 

to recite the blessing themselves, and Responsa Shvut Yaakov 3 #20 agreed. However, most acharonim 

disagree with the Shulchan Aruch on this, as the Mishnah Beruah says there #13, that it can only be recited 

for young children for the sake of educating them, but not adults, even if they do not know how to recite it. 

See responsa Radvaz 5 #2321 who writes not to say the blessing and see what hagahot R. Akiva Eiger says 

on this responsum at the end of #297. See at length Responsa Yabia Omer 4 OH #24. See Response Chelkat 

Yo'av first edition, Ones #4. Also the Mishnah Berurah there #11 says this is referring to one who is unable 

to smell at all,but Responsa Halakhot Ketanot 2 #183 says this applies also to one who has a runny nose, 

even though that is just temporary, which is similar to the Corona situation.  

https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim
https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim


THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC                                           RABBI PROF. AVRAHAM STEINBERG, MD 
 

21 
 

considered to be an interruption since it is part of the havdalah service and out of 

respect for the mitzvah.119 

ix. The poem ñanim zemirotò that is said on Shabbat was intended to be said communally, 

and thus one who prays alone does not say it.120 

 

i. Passover 

i. It is customary for first born sons to fast on the day before Passover, but the practice 

has become to celebrate the completion of learning a tractate of Talmud or joining 

someone elseôs celebration, so that with the celebratory meal one becomes exempt 

from that fast. 

However, during the coronavirus pandemic since it became forbidden to gather, 

especially one who is under quarantine, a firstborn must learn on his own and make 

his own ñsiyumò in order to be exempt from the fast. If he is unable to complete a 

Talmudic tractate, he can learn an order of the mishnah, or even learn just one tractate 

of mishnah in depth, or even a book of the Bible.121 However, with these books one 

can only exempt themselves and not others.122 

During the coronavirus the chief rabbinate of Israel permitted hearing a ñsiyumò by 

phone or other methods, in a case of need.123 

ii.  Selling chametz can be done by signing, granting permission to a rabbi by fax or email, 

and in a case of great need when no other option exists to transfer the permission to 

the rabbi it can be granted to him by phone.124 

One can also sell chametz via websites of rabbis who sell chametz. 

iii.  Some poskim ruled that one should avoid burning chamtez outside, and instead fulfill 

the commandment to destroy their chametz by breaking it into small pieces and 

flushing them down the toilet.125 It seems that this is only true in a place where there 

is a lockdown and it is forbidden to go outside of oneôs home for any reason, or in a 

place where many people gather together to burn their chametz. But in a place where 

it is permissible to go outside a little bit, (like in Israel where it is permissible to go 

outside 100 meters from oneôs home) if one burns very small amounts of chametz on 

their own there doesnôt seem to be any reason to prohibit this.  

 
119 Minchat Shlomo, Pesachim pg. 298, see Halichot Shlomo, Mo'adim 2 #16, in Orchot Halacha n. 35. 
120 Rulings of R. Hershel Schachter. See: https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim. See 

there in the name of R. Y.D. Soloveitchik who said this poem is considered a ñdavar she'bekedusha.ò 
121 On all of this see Piskei Teshuvot 470 #9, and the sources cited there. See Iggrot Moshe OH 1 #157 & 2 

#12 who rules that even a book of the Bible is sufficient, but only if one learns it with the rabbinic 

commentaries of the ñrishonimò, and not just any commentary.  
122 Responsa Yabia Omer 1 OH #26. 
123 So too ruled R. Hershel Schachter and Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #12(6).  
124 Ruling of the rabbis of the Badatz of the Eidah Ha'chareidit in Jerusalem, under Gaavad R. T. Weiss & 

Raavad R. M. Sternbuch. 
125 Ruling of R. D. Feinstein, R. S. Kaminetsky, and R. H. Schachter in the United States.  

https://www.kolcorona.com/rav-schachter-official-pesakim
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iv. One who is in isolation and prays alone ï some say they should not recite hallel during 

the maariv prayers on the night of the seder,126 since that was established only for 

communal prayer;127 and some say even an individual can recite hallel during the 

maariv prayers on the night of the seder.128 

v. People who are in isolation, particularly elderly people whose families are required to 

avoid interacting with them physically in order to prevent them from being infected by 

the virus, must still do the Passover seder alone according to all of its rules.129 

vi. The line ñha lachma anyaò at the beginning of the Haggadah says ñanyone who is 

hungry, come and eat,ò but obviously nobody can bring poor people into their homes 

while they are in isolation during a pandemic, but it should still be said because it refers 

to remembering the times of the Temple when people would be invited to join in the 

Passover sacrifice.130 

vii.  One of the symptoms of the coronavirus is temporary loss of the sense of taste. One 

nevertheless still fulfills the requirement to eat matzah on seder night and recites the 

blessing on it, for one fulfills the requirement just by swallowing matzah, but since 

one does not fulfill the requirement to eat marror just by swallowing it without tasting 

the bitterness, one must eat it without saying the blessing.131 

viii.  The yizkor prayer can be said alone, without a minyan.  

 

j. Sefirat Ha'omer 

i. The custom is to avoid listening to instrumental music, even from tape-recorders. 

However, during the coronavirus pandemic, when people are obligated to be isolated, 

if they are lonely, and especially if they are old and sick, and also children who find it 

difficult to stay a long period of time in isolation ï there is room to be lenient on 

listening to music by tape-recorders, and more so if they want to listen to singing, if 

this can uplift the spirits of the lonely.132 And if he can be satisfied by listening to 

 
126 For those accustomed to say hallel, as explained in Shulchan Aruch 487:4. 
127 Biur Hagra OH 487:4. See Nefesh Harav (R. Y.D. Soloveitchik), pg. 222. 
128 Birchei Yosef 487(8); Kaf Ha'chaim 487:39-42. 
129 This is very difficult from an emotional-social perspective, and some rabbis permitted using 

technological methods of video in order to include elderly people with their families while they make their 

seders. Using these technologies is forbidden also on festivals. Some have suggested doing certain parts of 

the seder by video in the afternoon before the holiday begins, at which time there is no prohibition against 

using such technology, and in the times of the Temple the Passover sacrifice was brought after the afternoon 

sacrifice, before the holiday began. Just those parts of the seder that must take place at night would have to 

be left to be done alone (R. Y. Bin Nun). 
130 Piksei corona of R. Hershel Schachter. 
131 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #30, who is in doubt if the mitzvah of maror has to be 

fulfilled by eating, or that the taste of bitterness is an integral part of the mitzvah. Therefore, such person 

should not recite the blessing due to the doubt. 
132 The basic prohibition of listening to instrumental music is not mentioned by the rishonim and is not 

mentioned by the Shulchan Aruch. But the achronim have ruled that it is a clear prohibition as part of the 
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music that inspires a person but does not lead to dancing, or listening to chazanut ï 

that is preferable, because this is permissible even in normal times.133 These leniencies 

do not apply to health people who are not depressed despite their being in isolation. 

ii.  Regarding haircuts during sefirat ha'omer, since during the pandemic all haircut stores 

were closed and people were unable to get a haircut, one posek says that in a case of 

need one could change their custom and switch from practicing the mourning 

observance until lag bôomer, and start on rosh chodesh Iyyar instead, and thus get a 

haircut after Passover;134 another posek says that the mourning practices during sefirat 

ha'omer are the same as those during the year of mourning for a parent,135 and in such 

a situation one can get a haircut as soon as others would make negative comments 

about their hair.136 

 

k. Rosh Hashanah 

i. Regarding prayers on Rosh Hashanah, R. Akiva Eiger137 writes that they should be 

limited to only 5 hours, some of the piyyutim should not be said at all, and the 

chazzanim should not extend the prayers with their melodies. 

ii.  Everyone is required to eat something before prayer, and anyone who feels weak 

should go home immediately after the ñtekiyot dômeyoshevò to recite kiddush and eat 

a full meal, even though that normally constitutes an interruption between those shofar 

blasts and the ñtekiyot dômeomed.ò 

 

l. Yom Kippur  

 

m. R. Akiva Eiger wrote138 about prayer on Yom Kippur day, that in the morning the 

selichot and piyyutim should not be said, and all the prayers must be completed by 10 

am, and then all the synagogues should be closed. The singing and melodies should be 

shortened with breaks between the prayers and resting. There were two doctors in the 

 
mourning during sefirat ha'omer ï see Aruch Ha'shulchan OH 493:2; Responsa Iggerot Moshe OH 1 #166 

& 3 #87; Responsa Minchat Yitzchak 1 #111; Responsa Yechaveh Da'at 3 #30, and more. They also forbade 

vocal music ï see Halichot Shlomo Moadim 1 #11:14 and n. 53; Responsa Shevet Ha'levi 8 #127; Responsa 

Tzitz Eliezer 15 #33. However, in situations of illness and psychological difficulties there is no room to be 

strict. So ruled the Rishon Le'tzion Rabbi Y. Yosef. And see Halichot Shlomo there pg. 54 that R. S.Z. 

Auerbach ruled once to allow piano playing for a sick woman in order to strengthen her spirits. 
133 Halichot Shlomo Moadim 1 #11:14 n. 22. 
134 Iggot Moshe OH 1 #159. 
135 See the opinion of R. Y.D. Soloveitchik in Nefesh Harav, pg. 191.  
136 See Rema YD 395:4 that the amount of time until one would make negative comments is considered 

three months, and Iggrot moshe YD 3 #156 that nowadays since we get haircuts more frequently the amount 

of time is two months. 
137 Pesakim Ve'takanot R. Akiva Eiger, Hanhagot Ve'takanot, #20.  
138 Ibid. 
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synagogue, and everyone had to consult with them right away if they didnôt feel well 

and listen to whatever the doctors say about eating and drinking.  

n. During a plague, if doctors say that fasting damages oneôs health, it is permitted for 

everyone to eat as much as they need, even on Yom Kippur,139 and this must be 

announced to inform the public not to fast. There is also no need to make up the fast 

later.140 

It is told that during the cholera epidemic in 1848, R. Yisrael Salanter, the father of the 

Mussar movement, ascended the bima and told everyone not to fast, and some say he 

himself ate in front of them.141 142 

It is also told that during the epidemic in 1847 the Belzer Rebbe ï Rabbi Shalom - 

announced that anyone who feels very week should drink or eat as much as they need 

in order to strengthen their heart.143  

Someone else writes that the author of the Sho'el U'mashiv also instructed his 

community in 1873 not to fast, both those who were ill and those who were healthy, 

and to eat only smaller amounts than a ñshiur.ò144 

Similarly, when Rav Kook was the Rav of Ģeimelis and the cholera epidemic broke 

out, he said to eat lightly (without explaining exactly what that meant) on Yom Kippur, 

and he himself did that in the synagogue during communal prayers, and so the 

community did too.145 

However, some say that it must be made known to generations ï for it is a principle 

that when an event happens three times it establishes legal validity ï and thousands 

and tens of thousands of men and women all fasted, thank God, on the fast of Yom 

Kippur in the years 5599, 5609, and 5627 (1838, 1848 and 1866) throughout our entire 

 
139 Divrei Nechemia OH #40-41; Responsa Chatam Sofer 6 #23; Responsa Ramatz OH #39.  
140 Responsa Divrei Malkiel 3 #26.  
141 R. Y.Y. Weiberg, the pupil of the pupil of R. Yisrael Salanter described this event in great detail in his 

Responsa Seridei Eish 4 pg. 289. See Responsa Mitzpeh Aryeh 2nd edition CHòM #45; Ha'moadim 

BôHalacha, pg. 83; Yamim Noraim by Shai Agnon, pg. 273; Makor Baruch 2 #11. Some add that R. Y. 

Salanter announced that before Yom Kippur began he had every Jew swear not to eat a full amount from 

the beginning of Yom Kippur until its end, so that the prohibition against eating would be because of the 

oath, not because it was Yom Kippur, since one prohibition cannot be placed on top of another, and thus 

they would all be biblically permitted to eat a half of an amount (chatzi shiur) ï see what Repsonsa Ravaz 

#11 writes about this. See also Tenuat Ha'mussar 1, pg. 152ff. See also R. Yisrael Slaanter (Etkes), pg. 183. 

See Responsa Iggerot Moshe OH 3 #91 that R. Yisrael Salanter commanded everyone, including those who 

were healthy, during the Cholera epidemic to eat, so that they wouldnôt get sick, since those who are starving 

are more susceptible. See however Responsa Minchat Shlomo 1 #31 (and Halichot Shlomo, Moadim 2, #5 

n. 58), that there is testimony that R. Yisrael Salanter himself did not eat.  
142 There is also testimony that the Chafetz Chaimôs father died in Vilna during the Cholera epidemic on 

Simchat Torah two weeks after that Yom Kippur.  
143 Yamim Noraim by Shai Agnon, pg. 273 
144 Responsa Mitzapeh Aryeh there.  
145 Le'shlosha Be'elul, pg. 9. 
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land, and no evil (God forbid) befell them; and these events became known throughout 

almost the whole world at the time.146 

There doesnôt seem to actually be any true disagreement amongst them, but rather, as 

we have stated, we must distinguish between what the doctors think about a particular 

plague, if fasting will make matters worse, then one must eat on Yom Kippur, but if 

not, they may not. 

o. If it is the type of pandemic that medical professionals do not think there is any benefit 

to eating or drinking, then it is forbidden for healthy people not to fast on Yom Kippur. 

Indeed, as far as we know at the time of this publication, the coronavirus pandemic is 

not dependent on eating or drinking, so one who is healthy, or has only minor 

symptoms, must fast.147 

 

m. Purim 

a. One who missed the Torah reading of parshat shekalim, parah or ha'chodesh cannot 

make it up later.148 

b. It is forbidden for someone who is quarantined or isolated and cannot attend synagogue 

or a minyan to leave their house to hear the Torah reading of parshat zachor, even 

though many authorities rule that it is a Torah obligation to hear it. 

c. If the quarantine or isolation ends at Purim, one should intend to fulfill the mitzvah of 

remembering amalek with the Torah reading of ñAnd Amalek cameò which is recited 

on Purim; If at that time one is still in isolation they can intend to fulfill the obligation 

with parshat ki tetze.  

d. Similarly, they should read the megillah on Purim alone in their house.149 

 

n. Immersion in the Mivkah 

a. Regarding Men: It is strictly prohibited to immerse in the mikvah during a pandemic 

since it is a place where contagion can spread. Those accustomed to immerse before 

they pray can ñimmerseò in 9 kabin by standing under water flowing from a shower 

for a few minutes.150 

 
146Reishit Bikkurim pg. 33, quoted in Ha'moadim BaôHalachah, pg. 84. Responsa Mitzapeh Aryeh there 

quotes that the rabbis of Vilna disagreed with R. Yisrael Salanter. See Mateh Efraim #618, Elef Hamagen, 

Intro. See Biur Halacha 618:1 end of s.v. ñcholeh.ò Sedei Chemed, Yom Hakippurim, 3(4), in the name of 

R. D. C. Chazzan, who was the Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem, regarding Cholera epidemic of 1865, when he 

did not allow the community to eat, but instructed them to reduce the piyyutim. 
147 Kuntres Minchat Asher ï Betekufat Corona, #3. 
148 Responsa Ginat Veradim 1 #36; Hagahot R Akiva Eiger OH 685:1; Shaarei Efraim 8:95; Mishnah 

Berurah 685:2. See also Piskei Teshuvot 685:1. 
149 See the introduction of the Rema to his book ñMechir Yayinò on Megillat Esther, who was forced to 

leave his city of Krakow because of ñpolluted airò and he wrote: ñWe were not able to fulfill the days of 

Purim with celebration to remove the grief.ò 
150 As ruled by the Rema OH 606:4, concerning 9 kabin as a substitute to immersion in mikvah on the eve 

of Yom Kippur. 




