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Halakhic Challenges in Medicine

Class Information:

Class meets Mondays and Wednesdays from 11:40-12:55 in Furst Hall, room 213.

The instructor is Rabbi David Shabtai, MD. You can contact me at david.shabtai@gmail.com.

Learning Objectives:

There are several goals of this class. The first is to become familiar with many of the practical challenges of medicine for a person dedicated to Halakhah. While prevalent in many professional fields, medicine presents a special variety of halakhic questions and difficulties that we will explore together. The course is targeted to all students interested in the topic – not necessarily those considering a medical profession. Many of the issues will specifically relate to medical professionals and many will relate to the roles of patients and the families of patients. Practically, we will all deal with many medical decisions throughout our lives, be it genetic testing, pregnancy and childbirth, or dealing with a child’s broken wrist on Shabbat. There will be some topics that are particularly related to medical students, including many issues that I would have liked to have had a shiur on before encountering.
A second goal is to acquaint ourselves with some of the broader issues of medical Halakhah and Jewish bioethics. These are generally issues that have very real practical ramifications, but are encountered less frequently by both physicians and laymen. Topics include questions of brain death, end of life care, stem cell research, etc.

The last and perhaps most important goal is to recognize that Halakhah and Jewish bioethics are very much a part of the medical world. To this end, I am looking forward to discussions and debates on many of the topics that we will address. Almost all of these issues do not have clear-cut, black-and-white solutions or answers. Debate and discussion are part and parcel of the halakhic process and can often become quite lively. I welcome, encourage, and look forward to being part of them with you.

We will frequently be analyzing halakhic principles that govern practice and therefore one of the best ways to make sure we understand these complex issues is through examples and cases, of which we will go through many. I will be presenting many real cases that I have come across and even more made-up, completely fabricated cases that will hopefully help us in putting the principles into practice. I encourage you to present your own interesting cases in the relevant contexts, always being careful to respect people’s privacy. We will assume that most people do not necessarily want their personal information made public and we should therefore try, to the best of our abilities, to refrain from using overly identifying characteristics in discussing cases. This will hopefully become second nature during the semester.

Requirements:

There will be a midterm and final as required. We will have a review session before the midterm and the final. Each will count towards 20% of the final grade.

Class attendance and participation are important and will count towards 40% of your final grade.

There will be two assignments, which are identical to each other. Each will count towards 10% of your final grade. They are short, straightforward, and hopefully thought provoking. They are described on a separate sheet. The first assignment is due on September 5th and the second on December 14th. We will go over an example of the assignment next week.

Additional Information:

Please make sure to update your email address with the registrar’s office, so that I can send class emails more efficiently, if and when they are necessary.
Syllabus: 
The course is scheduled for two semesters. The syllabus contains a list of the topics in the order that I would like to cover them.

The topics are listed in order without dates since I want to leave room for discussions that may lead us to explore topics that we may otherwise not focus on. I also encourage you to submit topics that you are interested in covering that are not on the syllabus but you think would be of value to the class.

I look forward to enjoying a year of learning together with all of you. 

