Jewish Medical Ethics: Issues, Sources, and the Librarian’s Role

Introduction

This paper treats two aspects of Jewish
medical ethics. The first is the delineation
of topics that are the focus of current re-
search, with references to the published
literature. A large body of secondary
sources in English has appeared since the
late 1950s, but the Bibliography of Cited
References covers primarily works written
in English during the years 1982-1985. The
Appendix includes a list of additional re-
sources necessary for a collection serving
the study of Jewish. medical ethics. Sec-
ondly, the author discusses the roles of the
librarian and of the library in facilitating ac-
cess for the scholar to the materials which
support his research.
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Scope of the Field

The Bible serves as one of the earliest texts
for the physician seeking guidance in the
ethics of medical and surgical practice. Fol-
lowing the canonization of the Bible, the
rabbis devoted a great deal of attention to
matters of healing, as manifested through-
out the 62 tractates of the Talmud, edited
between 200 and 600 C.E. As the issues
contained in the written and oral law con-
tinued to surface in the rabbinic responsa
of the Middle Ages, the problems of medi-
cal practice assumed importance for Jew-
ish scholars, many of whom had chosen the
profession of medicine. The most famous
Jewish physician, Maimonides, dedicated
his life to the service of the Vizier in Fez and

Cairo, also attending to the local Jewish
communities and publishing numerous
tractates stiil valued for their insights on
medicine and Jewish law. As the centuries
passed, famous codes, such as the Shulhan
Arukh (1535), served to classify Jewish law.
Such legal classifications, along with ear-
lier Jewish literature, serve as vital sources
for Jewish medical ethics.

Today, a monumental body of written law,
codes, and treatises exists which docu-
ments the approach of Judaism to medicine.
As technology advances, innovations in
medicine affect the Jewish physician and
rabbis, the arbiters of Jewish law. A great
body of religious responsa (sheelot u-
teshuvot) has arisen which attempts to
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The librarian can, however, serve those writ-
ing for the secondary literature. These
scholars possess not only Torah knowledge,
but also a keen understanding of medical
science. Still, they do not possess the rec-
ognition or even the acknowledged wisdom
of the authors of the responsa. The librar-
ian can use a variety of tools and sources
to help these writers transmit the lessons
of the responsa to journals of ethics, medi-
cine, philosophy, and law.

Initially, the information specialist must
familiarize himself with Jewish legal
sources, the Aramaic and Hebrew lan-
guages, and the method of pilpul—the logic
of Talmudic study. He should establish arich
collection consisting of at least the Bible,
the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds,
and writings of the rabbis from the seventh
century C.E. to the modern period.

A list of indexes and bibliographies appears
in part 1l of the Appendix to this paper.
These should provide background and ba-
sic sources in Jewish medical ethics. (Edith
Lubetski's Building a Judaica Library Collec-
tion (Libraries Unlimited, 1983) is helpful in
the process of collection development.)

A list of computerized information retrieval
systems in the humanities and medicine
which contain references on Jewish medi-
cal ethics appears in part VI of the Appen-
dix. The Responsa Project, sponsored by
Bar llan University (Ramat Gan, Israel) and
Yeshiva University (New York), provides au-
tomated full text access to tens of thousands
of pages of rabbinic writings (Choueka,
1980). Medlars and the various abstracting
and indexing services available from Dia-
log Information Services and other online
vendors provide access to the secondary
literature. Many of the journals which con-
tain a great deal of information on the sub-
ject elude bibliographic control on systems
available in the United States. The librar-
ian should therefore devise his own index
for the articles found in the journals listed
in the Appendix (part V). Such an index ex-
ists both at the Kennedy Institute of Ethics
(Washington, DC) and the Institute for Medi-
cine and Judaism of the Yad Harav Herzog
(Jerusalem, Israel). Most importantly, the
librarian should keep up-to-date by consult-
ing the Rephael Society’s Halachic Respon-
sum distributed by the Medical/Dental
branch of the Association of Orthodox Jew-
ish Scientists in New York. He should also
correspond with those institutions conduct-
ing research in the field (see Appendix, part
Vii).

Conclusions
Jewish medical ethics encompasses such

a wide variety of topics that most reviews,
including this one, cannot exhaustively
cover every topic under current investiga-
tion. Given the current weaknesses in the
bibliographic control of the field, the librar-
ian may choose to investigate full text re-
trieval systems for basic sources such as
the Talmud and Bible. He may also find time
for automating his card file of references to
journal articles. Such services will further
scholarship in Jewish medical ethics.
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