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VACCINE INEQUALITY
JEWISH VALUES
CONVERSATION GUIDE

OBLIGATIONS TO NON-JEWS
י״ב: הלכות מלכים ומלחמות י׳,משנה תורה
ֲא ִפ ּלּו ָה ַע ּכ ּו''ם ִצ ּוּו ֲח ָכִמ ים ְל ַב ֵּק ר חֹוֵליֶה ם ְוִל ְק ֹּבר ֵמ ֵת יֶה ם ִע ם ֵמ ֵת י ִיְׂש ָר ֵא ל ּוְל ַפ ְר ֵנס ֲעִנ ֵּייֶה ם ִּב ְכ ַל ל ֲעִנ ֵּיי ִיְׂש ָר ֵא ל ִמ ְּפ ֵני ַּד ְר ֵכי
 יז) "ְּד ָר ֶכיָה ַד ְר ֵכי ֹנַע ם ְוָכל, ְוֶנֱא ַמ ר (משלי ג." ט) "טֹוב ה' ַל ּכ ל ְוַר ֲח ָמ יו ַע ל ָּכל ַמ ֲעָׂש יו, ֲה ֵר י ֶנֱא ַמ ר (תהילים קמה.ָׁש לֹום
:"ְנִת יבֹוֶת יָה ָׁש לֹום
Mishneh Torah, Kings and Wars 10:12
Even with regard to gentiles, our Sages have commanded us to visit their sick and bury their dead along with Jewish
dead, and sustain their poor along with the poor of Israel is for the “sake of peace”, since it says, “God is good to all,
and God’s mercies extend upon all of God’s works” (Psalms 145:9) and it says, “her ways are ways of pleasantness,
and all her paths are peace" (Proverbs 3:17).
THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
While some Jewish texts place a greater value on helping fellow Jews over others who are not Jewish,
teachings like this one teaching from the Mishneh Torah command that we care for everyone in our
community.
When is it ok to care more for one person than another?
ה׳:יורה דעה רנ״ו
OBLIGATIONS TO OUR COMMUNITY
 ישב שם ג' חדשים היו כופין אותו ליתן.מי שישב במדינה ל' יום היו כופין אותו ליתן צדקה לקופה עם בני המדינה
 ישב שם ט' חדשים היו כופין אותו. ישב שם ו' חדשים היו כופין אותו ליתן] צדקה בכסות שמכסים בה עניי העיר.[לתמחוי
ליתן צדקה לקבורה שקוברים בה את העניים ועושים להם כל צרכי קבורה במה דברים אמורים בבא לגור ואומר שאינו
רוצה להשתקע אבל אם בא לעיר כדי להשתקע היו כופין אותו מיד (וכן בני עיר חדשה היו כופין זה את זה מיד מהרי"ק
שורש י"ז) וי"א דבזמן הזה משערים לכל בשלשים יום) (סמ"ק וכל בו
Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 256:5
After dwelling in a place for thirty days, one can be compelled to contribute towards the Kuphah; after three
months, to the Tamhuy; after six months, they can be compelled to contribute to the clothing fund for the poor; after
nine months to the burial fund with which to make internment of the poor and perform all funeral rites. This applies
to one who comes to dwell in a place temporarily; but if one settles there permanently, they must become a
contributor at once.
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THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
This halakhah emphasizes that one’s obligation to help is related to their status in a community.
The longer they live in a town, the more they become a part of it and therefore, the more they must
contribute to its support.
In those days people lived in small towns that were often far away from other cities and travel between
them, let alone countries, was quite rare. Today our cities have grown larger and the world has become
much smaller. For many their “community” is a much smaller subset rather than all the residents of
their town. Yet at the same time, we have learned all too much about how events on the other side of
the world can impact us and the communities in which we live.
Perhaps today we might consider ourselves a part of an immediate community of family and
friends, a larger community of our city, state, or country, and even as part of a global community.
What communities do you consider yourself a “resident” of?
What obligations do countries have to the Global Community?
What obligations do individuals have to the Global Community?

יב:משנה סנהדרין ד
, ְוָכלַה ְמ ַק ֵּים ֶנֶפ ׁש ַא ַח ת. ַמ ֲעֶלה ָע ָל יוַה ָּכתּוב ְּכ ִא ּלּוִא ֵּב ד עֹוָל םָמ ֵלא, ֶׁש ָּכל ַה ְמ ַא ֵּב דֶנֶפ ׁש ַא ַח ת,  ְל ַל ֶּמ ְד ָך,ְל ִפ יָכ ְך ִנְב ָר א ָא ָד םְיִח יִד י
.ַמ ֲעֶלהָע ָל יו ַה ָּכתּובְּכ ִא ּלּו ִק ֵּיםעֹוָל ם ָמ ֵלא
Mishnah Sanhederin 4:12
It was for this reason, that humanity was created from a single individual, to teach you that Scripture considers
anyone who destroys a single life, as if they have destroyed an entire world; and that Scripture considers anyone
who saves a single life as if they have saved an entire world.
ג׳: הלכות סנהדרין והעונשין המסורין להם י״ב,משנה תורה
 ְל ִפ יָכ ְך ִנ ְב ָר א ָא ָד ם ְיִח יִד י ָּב עֹוָל ם ְל ַל ֵּמ ד ֶׁש ָּכל ַה ְמ ַא ֵּב ד.ֶׁש ֲה ֵר י ְּב ַק ִין ֶנֱא ַמ ר (בראשית ד י) "קֹול ְּד ֵמ י ָא ִח יָך ֹצֲעִק ים" ָּד מֹו ְוַד ם ַזְר עֹו
.ֶנֶפ ׁש ַא ַח ת ִמ ן ָה עֹוָל ם ַמ ֲעִל ין ָע ָל יו ְּכ ִא ּלּו ִא ֵּב ד עֹוָל ם ָמ ֵלא ְוָכל ַה ְמ ַק ֵּים ֶנֶפ ׁש ַא ַח ת ָּב עֹוָל ם ַמ ֲעִל ין ָע ָל יו ְּכ ִא ּלּו ִק ֵּים עֹוָל ם ָמ ֵלא
 ְל ִפ יָכ ְך ָּכל ֶא ָח ד ְוֶא ָח ד ָיכֹול.ֲה ֵר י ָּכל ָּב ֵא י עֹוָל ם ְּב צּוַר ת ָא ָד ם ָה ִר אׁש ֹון ֵה ם ִנ ְב ָר ִא ים ְוֵא ין ְּפ ֵני ָּכל ֶא ָח ד ֵמ ֶה ן ּדֹוִמ ין ִל ְפ ֵני ֲח ֵב רֹו
לֹוַמ ר ִּב ְׁש ִב יִל י ִנ ְב ָר א ָה עֹוָל ם
Mishneh Torah, The Sanhedrin and the Penalties within their Jurisdiction 12:3
...Regarding Cain, it is written: "Your brother's bloods cry out to me" (Genesis 4:10); that is, his blood and the blood
of his potential descendants. For this reason, Adam was created alone, to show that should anyone destroy a single
life they shall be called to account as though they had destroyed a complete world; and should anyone preserve a
single life, they are credited as though they had preserved a complete world. Furthermore, all people are fashioned
after the pattern of the first human being, yet no two faces are exactly alike. Therefore, every person may well say:
For my sake the world was created."
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THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
The Torah emphasizes that every person is of equal and infinite value. Every single person possesses
an unlimited potential for what they might contribute to human history, either directly or indirectly.
We all know of Einstein, but if anything had happened to one of his numerous ancestors whose names
we have never heard of, we would not know his name either.
What does it mean to “save a world” by saving a life?
Is there a difference between “saving” vs “sustaining” a life?
How can we as a society better live up to this teaching?
How can you individually incorporate this lesson into your life?
ONE'S OWN LIFE COMES BEFORE OTHERS
:בבא מציעא ס״ב א
שנים שהיו מהלכין בדרך וביד אחד מהן קיתון של מים אם שותין שניהם מתים ואם שותה אחד מהן מגיע לישוב דרש בן
פטורא מוטב שישתו שניהם וימותו ואל יראה אחד מהם במיתתו של חבירו עד שבא ר' עקיבא ולימד וחי אחיך עמך חייך
קודמים לחיי חבירך
Bava Metzia 62a
Two people are travelling along the way, and one of them has in his possession a flask of water. If both drink from
it, they will both die. However, if only one of them drinks, he will be able to make it out of the desert. Ben Petura
expounded, “It is better that both should drink and die than that one should witness the death of his fellow.” Then
Rabbi Akiva came and taught, “‘Your brother shall live with you’ (Vayikra 25:36) — your life comes first, before
the life of your friend.
THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
Early in the pandemic, when resources were scarce, one could understand this text as a justification for
selfishness witnessed on the individual and national stage. In this teaching, Rabbi Akiva is clear, if you
have possession of something needed to save your life, you’re not required to sacrifice yourself for
another. We saw this with masks, hand sanitizer, and even toilet paper on the individual level.
Meanwhile globally, we witnessed wealthier nations purchasing large stockpiles of vaccine doses for
their own citizens, putting them ahead of those who lived in countries which did not have the same
resources.
In the source, there is an assumed certainty about whether there are enough resources to share,
what is the pandemic equivalent? Can we be certain?
What does this teaching mean now when countries such as Canada, the United States, and other
western nations have enough doses of the Covid-19 vaccine to supply any citizens who want them,
while many poor nations do not have enough doses for their citizens?
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ח׳-ז׳:יורה דעה רנ״א

:(ז) חייב להקדים להאכיל הרעב מלכסות הערום
(ח) איש ואשה שבאו לשאול מזון מקדימין אשה לאיש וכן אם באו לשאול כסות וכן אם באו יתום ויתומה לינשא מקדימין
:להשיא היתומה
Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 251:7-8
(7) Feeding the hungry should precede clothing the naked.
(8) If a man and a woman ask for food, the woman is given the preference; and so, too, if they ask for clothing. So
also, if two orphans, a man and a woman, come to be married off, the woman is given the precedence.
THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
In these halakhot, we deal with the difficulty of deciding who to help first when resources are limited.
It seems that the underlying question is who is most vulnerable? Clothing is important, but without
food, one will die. Looking at the second halakhah which prioritizes helping a woman before a man,
when their need appears to be equal, the law recognizes that at the time a woman’s financial
opportunities were much more limited, and she was therefore much more vulnerable to having to rely
solely on charity.
Who are the most vulnerable members of our communities? In our society? In our world?
How can we apply this reasoning to the ethical questions we face today from the pandemic?
HOW MUCH MUST WE GIVE?

ח׳:דברים ט״ו

ִּֽכי־ָפ ֹ֧תַח ִּת ְפ ַּ֛תח ֶא ת־ָיְד ָ֖ך ֑לֹו ְוַה ֲעֵב ֙ט ַּת ֲעִב יֶ֔ט ּנּו ֵּ֚די ַמ ְח ֹס֔ר ֹו ֲא ֶׁ֥שר ֶיְח ַ֖סר ֽל ֹו׃
Deuteronomy 15:8
Rather, you must open your hand and lend them sufficient for whatever they need.
א׳:יורה דעה ר״נ
כמה נותנין לעני די מחסורו אשר יחסר לו כיצד אם היה רעב יאכילוהו היה צריך לכסות יכסוהו אין לו כלי בית קונה לו
כלי בית
Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 250:1
How much is to be given to a poor person? Sufficient for their need in what they lack. If they are hungry, they
should be fed; if they need clothing, they should be clothed; if they lack household utensils, they should be
purchased for them….
THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
The Torah teaches the obligation to help someone is not limited to food, money, or clothing, but
whatever somebody needs. This is how it is understood and codified in Jewish law. While some might
understand intuitively the need to donate life-saving medicine such as the vaccine, requests for money
to construct buildings, purchase vehicles, and develop other infrastructure can feel disconnected from
the value of saving a life.

(Continued On Next Page)
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This halakhah reminds us that we are obligated to help someone with whatever they need. For many
countries, even if they had enough doses of the vaccine, they don’t have the infrastructure necessary to
deliver it. This teaching reminds us that we are equally obligated to help them not just acquire the
vaccine and other medical supplies, but to be able to provide them to those who need it.
How do we weigh allocating resources between saving a life directly vs. contributing to the
infrastructure that enables saving a life?
How should we allocate resources between saving a life vs. improving the quality of life?
 הגה-א׳:יורה דעה ר״נ
ונראה דכל זה בגבאי צדקה או רבים ביחד אבל אין היחיד מחוייב ליתן לעני די מחסורו אלא מודיע צערו לרבים ואם אין
רבים אצלו יתן לו היחיד אם ידו משגת
Commentary of the Rabbi Moshe Isserles on Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 250:1
It appears that all this [previous law] applies to those who oversee public funds and to the organizations that do
charitable work together, but every individual is not bound to satisfy all the needs of a poor man who may chance to
come his way. What one ought to do is arouse public interest in a worthy case; but if one lives far from others, a
person should give what they can afford.

THOUGHTS AND QUESTIONS FOR TEACHING
Rabbi Isserles recognizes that the obligation to give “whatever someone needs” is not possible to
fulfill. Most of us cannot afford to provide another with everything they need. Nonetheless, we can
help.
This teaching explains that we don’t have to provide everything someone needs, but if we help a little
bit, and so do others, then it adds up. Collectively we can have a major impact. We don’t each have to
do it all, but we each must do what we can. As we learn in Pirke Avot, “You are not obligated to
complete the work, but neither are you free to desist from it.”
In the end, Rabbi Isserles tells us that sometimes it doesn’t even require money to help, simply by
spreading the word we can impact a cause. Sometimes the impact we can have by telling others is
much greater than what we can do on our own. In this halakhah, he limits spreading the word to people
who live in large communities and have the ability to do so. With modern technology and social
media, we can all share the message well beyond those in our immediate proximity.
What can you do to help? Which part of the “task” are you able and willing to take on?
How can you help ensure everyone does their part?
Will you email a family member who might not know about the significance of vaccine inequality?
Can you share a post on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok? Tell a friend, co-worker, or
classmate?

SHAVUOT

WWW.LOVEMYNEIGHBOURPROJECT.ORG

2022

WORDS TO PONDER
C. S. Lewis, (Author, Professor, and Christian Theologian, 1898-1963)
“You are told to love your neighbour as yourself. How do you love yourself?
When I look into my own mind, I find that I do not love myself by thinking
myself a dear old chap or having affectionate feelings. I do not think that I love
myself because I am particularly good, but just because I am myself and quite
apart from my character. I might detest something which I have done.
Nevertheless, I do not cease to love myself…

Does understanding this
commandment not as an
emotion, but as wishing for

Love is not affectionate feeling, but a steady wish for the loved person's
ultimate good as far as it can be obtained.”

a person’s “ultimate
good” change how you
relate to it?

Peter Singer, (Moral Philosopher, b. 1946)
"… if I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, I ought to
wade in and pull the child out. This will mean getting my clothes muddy, but this is
insignificant, while the death of the child would presumably be a very bad thing"
Philosopher Peter Singer argues that everyone would recognize that human life is
surely worth more than a pair of shoes, and save a child in this case. Yet, he calls on

What could you live

us to recognize that for even less than the cost of a new pair of shoes we could save

without that wouldn’t

a life in many parts of the world. Losing five, ten, or even twenty dollars would not

really change your life at

significantly impact many of the people we know, yet in parts of the world, there are

all, but might radically

hundreds of millions of people who live on less than two dollars a day. Five dollars

change the life of another?

would really help, a hundred would change their lives.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, (Chief Rabbi of the UK, Philosopher, Author, 1948-2020)
“To love God is to recognise His image in a human face, especially one whose creed,
colour or culture is different from ours.”
Psychologists have shown time and time again that people are more inclined to feel
empathy towards those they have the most in common with. People of the same
race, religion, gender, etc... Rabbi Sacks emphasizes a fundamental Jewish
teaching, all the ways in which we are different are much less important than what
we have in common. Everyone is created equal before God; everyone is sacred.

Why is it easier to feel
empathy toward people with
whom we have lots in
common? How can we learn
to empathize with those to
whom it is more difficult to

For more information on how
you can help to save a life please visit
www.lovemyneighbourproject.org

relate?
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