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The Obligation to Rescue 
 
It is primarily through its legal system that the Jewish tradition 
expresses its regard for the sanctity of life, and for the worth and 
dignity of every human being.  While the dominant word or value in 
the West, as in most secular societies, is “rights”, the defining word or 
value in the Torah and in the Jewish legal system is not “rights” but 
rather “mitzvah”- which means commandment or obligation. 
 
In Judaism the bonds of community and solidarity are guaranteed by 
the fulfillment of our common, mutual and reciprocal obligations.   
 
While there is of course ample room for the language of rights, 
whether human, political, social or economic rights, I would like to 
suggest that when it comes to the response to natural disasters and 
hunger, the language of “obligation” is much more compelling than the 
language of “rights”.   
 
As the late legal scholar Robert Cover of Yale University observed: 
“The jurisprudence of rights has proved singularly weak in providing 
for the material guarantees of life and dignity flowing form the 
community to the individual.  While we may talk of the right of medical 
care, the right to subsistence, the right to an education, we are 
constantly met by the realization that such rhetorical expressions are 
empty...”   
 
Indeed, who is being addressed when we speak about someone’s right 
to life or someone’s right to dignity, to safety, to food, etc? 
 
However when we speak of the obligation to save lives, to preserve 
human dignity or safety, or to provide food to the hungry, it becomes 
clear who is being addressed:  according to biblical law in the Torah 
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anyone who witnesses someone in danger or distress is obligated to 
act.   
 
Since today we all know and witness what happens around the world 
through the media and through the internet, the obligation to save life 
falls upon individuals, governments, local or international agencies or 
religious bodies. 
 
Jewish law bases this obligation on the following phrase in Leviticus 
  ד ַעל ַּדם ֵרֶעָךַתֲעמא ל  :19:16
 
“You shall not stand by the blood of your fellow human being.” 
 
Although several interpretations of these words have been offered by 
the biblical commentators, the most prevalent understanding of this 
phrase is “you shall not stand aside, you shall not remain inactive, 
without intervening, when the life of your fellow person is in danger.” 
 
 
Maimonides (Rabbi Moshe ben Maimon, 12th century, Spain, Fez, 
Cairo) in his authoritative code of Jewish Law says categorically that 
whoever can save a life but refrains from doing so violates a biblical 
prohibition (Mishne Torah, Torts, Murder and Preservation of Life, 
1:14). 
 
The obligation to act on behalf of a person in danger includes also the 
person’s physical integrity; therefore one must act also to save a 
person from loosing part of his body, or from loosing his health. 
 
Rabbi Shelomo Yitzhaki (Rashi, 11th century France), the greatest of 
biblical and Talmud commentators, establishes that one is under the 
obligation to go to any extent necessary to save a person in danger, 
even with one’s financial resources  (Sanhedrin 73a).  Therefore 
according to Jewish law, one must act to save another at one’s own 
personal expense.  Some of the interpreters and legal authorities claim 
that this obligation has no monetary limit, others limit it to 20% of the 
rescuer’s assets.  
 
There is a striking contrast between Anglo-American law and Jewish 
law that is worth noting.  According to Jewish law, if one acts to rescue 
someone and in the course of his rescuing he breaks something, the 
rescuer is exempt from any liability.  Anglo-American law holds that 
one does not have to volunteer to rescue others but if one does 
volunteer- and if one’s action results in breaking something- then one 
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may become liable for negligence- no matter that one was trying to 
save another person from danger. The Anglo-American system 
implicitly encourages passivity and inaction, and ultimately foments 
indifference. 
 
That is why, I suggest, we should embrace and promote the approach 
of obligation when dealing with natural disasters and hunger. 
Natural Disasters 
 

In situations of natural disaster, the assistance that is offered is 
usually what religious groups, agencies or governments have at 
their disposal – food, blankets, tents, or certain medical drugs- but 
not always what is most needed by the affected populations.  What 
can religious groups do to encourage deliverance of that assistance 
that is actually needed to move people from disaster to 
development, that can help the affected populations rebuild faster 
and more constructively, to anticipate the next crisis, to better plan 
for themselves, and to use local resources than can give people 
jobs and stimulate the local economy? 

 
We tend to define natural disasters as floods, earthquakes, 
hurricanes or tsunamis.  Is not AIDS also a natural disaster?  What 
can religious groups do to promote AIDS prevention?  To suppress 
the stigma associated with AIDS that stops people from coming 
forward to receive treatment?  To advocate for distribution of AIDS 
drugs at prices that are affordable to developing countries and to 
the poor? 

 
Natural disasters are often approached in a tribal way:  religious or 
political conflicts are allowed to dictate who receives assistance and 
who does not.  How can religious groups break such sectarian 
barriers? 

 
 
Hunger 
 

• 25,000 people die each day due to malnutrition. 
 

• 850 million people are chronically hungry and suffer from 
malnutrition in the world. 

 
•  A typical family in the developing world must spend 80 percent 

of its income on food. 
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• Hunger is almost always compounded by political conflict and/or 
natural disaster. 

 
However there but there is a big misconception about hunger:  there is 
no lack of food, our planet produces more than enough food to feed 
everyone. 
 
Hunger is political, and therefore hunger is preventable. 
 
It is the byproduct of a system where wealthier governments and 
industrial powerhouses jointly use their leverage to maximize profit at 
all costs and maintain their places of privilege in the international 
order. 
 
The production and distribution system treats food as a commodity. 
Free-trade agreements and hundreds of billions of dollars in production 
subsidies each year allow multi-national agri-businesses to over-
produce and “dump” their surpluses on the developing world at sub-
market prices.  Local small-scale farmers in the developing world are 
unable to compete with large corporations in their own markets, 
preventing economic sovereignty and ultimately allowing the cycle of 
poverty to continue unimpeded. 
 
Industrial giants also use economic and political leverage to assume 
control of the most fertile indigenous land, where mono-cropping 
(overproduction of certain crops for global trade), forest clearance and 
the use of pesticides, synthetic fertilizers and genetically modified 
seeds have had disastrous effects on the environment and the ability 
for indigenous populations to use the land for future food production.   
 
Hunger is both a cause AND effect of poverty. Malnutrition leads to 
less productivity and long-term cognitive deficiencies in children. 
Communities go hungry not because there is a lack of food in the 
world, but because they are dependent on imports and are vulnerable 
to price volatility brought on by rising oil costs, political instability, 
wars, climate shifts and natural disasters.  
 
Until communities in the developing world are empowered to reclaim 
their ancestral land, grow their own food and given control over their 
local markets, they will remain dependent on the industrialized world.  
With the right resources, technology, training and capacity to organize, 
communities throughout the developing world have demonstrated the 
ability to grow food and develop sustainable livelihoods.  
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Religious groups have a major role to play in the fight against global 
hunger.  Together we can demand fair trade policies as well as an end 
to agricultural subsidies and surplus dumping; we can emphasize the 
teachings in our traditions about what it means to be responsible 
consumers; we can call for the support of local communities trying to 
grow their own food, trying to keep their land and to build sustainable 
livelihoods. 
 
We -Jews, Christians and Muslims- who are children of Abraham, must 
remember God’s covenant with Abraham: 
 

  ַלֲעׂשֹות ְצָדָקה ּוִמְׁשָּפט'ָריו ְוָׁשְמרּו ֶּדֶרְך הִּכי ְיַדְעִּתיו ְלַמַען ֲאֶׁשר ְיַצֶּוה ֶאת ָּבָניו ְוֶאת ֵּביתֹו ַאֲח
 
“I have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and his 
posterity to keep the way of God by doing what is just and right.” 
(Genesis 18:19) 
 
To do what is just and right: This is our common purpose and this is 
our common obligation. 
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