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Syllabus - Teaching Program for the Course
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Course Abstract (expand)
Course description: This course will examine selected chapters of Jewish Law and Ethics. The primary focus will be on "life and death" issues, i.e. lifeboat ethics, triage, quality of life, euthanasia, abortion, sexual ethics, privilege and obligations. The second semester will focus on general ethical issues. These topics will be analyzed from both legal and ethical perspectives, and comparisons will be made with other legal systems and other systems of ethical thought. The relationship between ethics, society, religion, and culture will also be examined. Biblical and Talmudic texts will be studied alongside modern rabbinic responsa and legal decisions, in an attempt to understand the legal and philosophical underpinnings of contemporary law. A study of the basic concepts and principles of morals, values, and judgments that govern human actions, as well as various theories of ethics, will be conducted. 



Learning objectives (expand)
Course Goals – for students to learn how to analyze and negotiate with moral quandaries, and how to use both ancient and modern sources in this quest.

Knowledge
Learners will:
1. Describe major ethical dilemmas in Jewish law, including abortion, euthanasia, triage, and sexual ethics.
2. Define halakhic principles and ethical theories relevant to contemporary moral issues.
3. Write analytical essays comparing Jewish legal sources with secular ethical frameworks.
4. Collect primary and secondary sources (Talmudic, halakhic, philosophical) to support ethical analysis.
5. Plan structured arguments based on classical and modern Jewish texts.
Skills
Learners will:
1. Analyze complex moral cases (e.g., the Trolley Problem, conjoined twins, rape by coercion) using halakhic and ethical reasoning.
2. Evaluate differing rabbinic opinions and their implications for contemporary ethical decision-making.
3. Compare Jewish ethical responses with those of other legal and moral systems.
4. Synthesize diverse sources to form coherent, textually grounded ethical positions.
5. Present oral and written arguments that demonstrate critical engagement with course materials.
Values
Learners will:
1. Develop a critical standpoint on the intersection of halakha, ethics, and modern societal challenges.
2. Cultivate intellectual humility and open-mindedness when encountering diverse halakhic and ethical perspectives.
3. Appreciate the moral complexity of real-life dilemmas and the role of Jewish tradition in navigating them.
4. Embrace the responsibility of ethical reasoning grounded in both tradition and contemporary awareness.
5. Reflect on the sanctity of life, human dignity, and communal responsibility as guiding values in Jewish ethics.
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	Lesson No.
	Topic
	Active learning
	Required reading
	Assessment 

	1
	The Trolley problem – Utilitarian Problems and Solutions

	Collaborative learning
	Philippa Foot, "The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect" in Virtues and Vices (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978) (originally appeared in the Oxford Review, Number 5, 1967.)

	Written assignment 

	2
	Abortion: Is the Jewish Approach Monolithic? -Reasons for stringency

	Collaborative learning
	· Mishna Ohalot 7:6 .
· Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 72b, Rashi ad loc.
· Rambam, Laws of Murder 1:9
· R. Moshe Feinstein, Iggerot Moshe, Hoshen Mishpat 2:69,71

	Written assignment

	3
	Abortion: Is the Jewish Approach Monolithic? Reasons for leniency

	Collaborative learning
	· Talmud Bavli (Mishna) Arakhin 7a
· Maharit (Rabbi Joseph ben Moses Trani), 1:99
· Havat Yair (Rabbi Yair Chaim Bachrach) section 31
· Rabbi Joseph Chaim of Baghdad, Rav Pe’elim, Even HaEzer section 4
· Tzitz Eliezer 9:51

	Written assignment

	4
	Separating Conjoined Twins

	Collaborative learning
	· “So One May Live: Siamese Twins,” Unpublished Responsum by Rav Moshe Feinstein zt"l, Translated and annotated by Rabbi Moshe Dovid Tendler, Care of the Critically Ill, Vol. 1.

	Written assignment

	5
	Truth and Falsehood

	Collaborative learning
	· Talmud Bavli Shavuot 31a

	Written assignment 

	6
	Love your Neighbor 

	Collaborative learning
	· Leviticus 19:18
· N. Lamm, “Loving and Hating Jews as Halachik Categories,” in Jacob J. Schachter (Ed.), “Jewish Tradition and the Non-Traditional Jew” (1992: Aronson), pp. 138-176.

	Written assignment

	7
	Obligations and Privileges: Can One Lose the Status of “Jew”? 
	Collaborative learning
	· Rambam, Laws of Teshuva Chapter 4, Mamrim Chapter 3.
· Chazon Ish Yoreh Dayeh 2:16.

	Written assignment

	8
	Judaism and Racism; The Challenge of Amalek

	Collaborative learning
	· Deuteronomy Chapter 25:17-19
· Commentary R’ Chaim Paltiel Deuteronomy Chapter 25:19
· Commentary Ha’amek Davar Deuteronomy Chapter 25:19
· Rambam Laws of Kings 6:1,3,4

	Written assignment

	9
	The Ethical Dilemma of Esther; Use of Sexuality to Save a life

	Collaborative learning
	· Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin74b
· Talmud Bavli Pesachim 25a
· Rabbi Joseph ben Solomon Colon, Responsa Maharik 167
· Rabbi Jacob ben Joseph Reischer, Responsa Shvut Yaakov Vol. 2, 117.
Rabbi Ezekiel ben Judah Landau, Responsa Noda b’Yehuda (First Edition), 161.
	Written assignment

	10
	The Ethical Dilemma of Esther; Rape by Fraud, Coercion and Consent

	Collaborative learning
	· Rabbi Jacob Ettlinger, Responsa Binyan Zion 154.
· Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin74b

	Written assignment

	11
	Honoring and Caring for Parents with Dementia

	Collaborative learning
	· Talmud Bavli Kedushin 31b
· Rambam Mishna Torah Mamrim 6:10

	Written assignment

	12
	Honoring and Caring for Wicked Parents 
	Collaborative learning
	· Talmud Bavli Yevamot 22a
· Talmud Bavli Bava Kamma 24b

	Written assignment



* There may be changes in the syllabus depending on learning progress and effectiveness

[image: Clipboard Badge outline]Final grade	
1. Weekly assignments – based on the work covered in class – 50% of the grade 
2. Final exam – 50% of the grade
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Course requirements: attendance to frontal lecture, preparation, and mastery of basic texts. 
[image: Diploma outline] Prerequisites
Ability to deal with basic rabbinic texts in Hebrew of translation.
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Bibliography: Up-to-date reading, viewing, and listening content items
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