
In Orthodox Jewish literature and Tanakh, there are 
contrasting views about obesity. In the Tanakh and 
the Midrash, there are stories of regular people and 
Rabbis who had trouble controlling their weight. It is 
interesting to analyze contrasting views of whether an 
Orthodox Jewish lifestyle can enhance the occurrence of 
obesity or whether halakhic laws can help with weight 
control. Overall, living an Orthodox Jewish lifestyle 
and following Halakhah (Jewish religious laws) can help 
lower the incidence of obesity.

In the second book of the Pentateuch, an incident 
is noted in which Pharaoh had a dream in which he 
visualized seven fat, healthy cows that subsequently were 
devoured by seven cows described as “ill-favored and 
lean-fleshed.” Upon awakening, he wondered about the 
meaning of the dream. From this dream, one discerns 
that obesity was considered to be healthy. Fullness 
of flesh, at least for cattle, was a sign of health while 
leanness was a sign of disease.  In the book of Judges, 
we encounter Eglon, King of Micah, who subjugated 
the Children of Israel for 18 years. Eglon, an extremely 
obese man, was assassinated and murdered by a young 
hero named Ehud. Upon approaching Eglon, Ehud 
withdrew his sword and pierced the belly of King Eglon. 
The text noted that Eglon’s belly fat closed upon the 
blade so that Ehud was unable to withdraw the dagger. 
Apparently, while cattle obesity is positive, for humans, 
it is a detriment.

Despite current knowledge of a genetic predisposition 
to obesity, we tend to associate overeating with a lack of 
self-control. This element of self-discipline is featured in 
Talmudic lore. For example, it was considered vulgar to 
eat in the street. Uncontrolled hunger, perhaps related 
to bulimia, is referred to repeatedly in the Talmud, both 
in the description of cases and in the prescribed treat-
ment. Several sages suffered from episodes of bulimia 
and others had trouble with their weight.

An interesting story is told in the Talmud. Both Ishmael 
ben Yose, who was active at the Academy of Sepphoris 
in Galilee, and his contemporary, Rabbi Eleazar ben 

Simeon, were very overweight. Perhaps an exaggeration, 
the Talmud noted that a pair of oxen could pass under 
their juxtaposed bellies without touching them. The 
sages noted that, as compared to them, their wives were 
even more overweight. [1]

Rabbi Eleazar ben Simeon was the son of Rabbi Simeon 
bar Yochai. According to some Talmudic sources, both 
father and son fled from the Roman authorities and 
hid in a cave for 13 years, eating only dates and fruit. 
Such a diet does not promote the accumulation of fat, 
although Rabbi Eleazar could have developed obesity in 
his later years. Rabbi Eleazar ben Simeon is also men-
tioned in the Midrash. Rabbi Eleazar eventually required 
an operation to rid himself of his extra fat. He was given 
a potion and brought to a marble house. His abdomen 
was opened and many baskets of fat were removed. This 
may be the first reported case of liposuction. [1]

So what does halakha (Jewish religious laws) say about 
the quantity and quality of food consumed by a person? 
In Rambam’s Hilchot Daot, Chapter Four, it notes that 
“One should not eat until his stomach is full. Rather, he 
should stop when he has eaten too close to three-quar-
ters of satisfaction. One should not eat until he has 
checked himself thoroughly that he does not need to 
relieve himself.” This indicates that a person is obligated 
to eat only to be satisfied and not more than necessary.

The Rambam, who was a renowned doctor and philos-
opher, continues that if one exercises, does not eat to 
the point of satiation, and has loose bowels, he will not 
suffer sickness and he will show strength, even if he con-
sumes harmful foods. If someone does not exercise or 
is constipated, he will be full of pain even if he eats the 
proper foods. The Rambam goes on to say that whoever 
conducts himself in this way is guaranteed not to be ill 
throughout most of his life until he reaches an advanced 
age and dies. His body will remain intact and healthy 
throughout his life and he will never need a doctor. [2]

Jews have been associated with obesity since at least the 
nineteenth century when they were called the “‘diabet-
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ic’ race” in an attempt to classify them as inferior. The 
association between Jews and diabetes originated among 
European physicians and continued in the United States 
in the early 20th century. During that time there was 
a significant focus on “race-based medicine” and the 
Jews’ high rate of diabetes was generally agreed upon. 
[5] Israeli data confirmed the high risk of obesity in 
the Orthodox Jewish community. The Israeli Health 
Ministry reported that Israeli ultra-Orthodox Jews were 
seven times more likely to be obese than the rest of the 
population. The suspected culprit is their lack of phys-
ical exercise. Other contributing factors include a lack 
of practical health education in Haredi schools, which 
leads to the consumption of less expensive simple car-
bohydrate-based foods and the consumption of high-fat 
meat, rather than more expensive complex carbohydrate 
and protein-rich foods. [4]

Studies show religious Jewish adults tend to be more 
obese than secular Jewish counterparts. In “Weighing In 
on Obesity in the Frum Community”, Shira Isenberg 
cites a study conducted in Northwestern University that 
was published in the American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine and followed over 2000 adults for eighteen 
years. Isenberg found that those who participated in 
religious activities were 30 percent more likely to be 
obese than those who were uninvolved with religious 
activities. [3]

In 2011, in a study by Maureen R. Benjamins and 
Steven Whitman, published in the Journal of School 
Health, the researchers reported that 28 percent of 
Orthodox Jewish children were overweight and an 
additional 26 percent were obese. [6] An earlier study 
in 2006 showed an alarmingly high rate of obesity 
among 201 adults and 58 children in an Orthodox 
Jewish Community in Chicago. The rate of obesity and 
overweight among adults was comparable to that of a 
general population, respectively, 24% and 58%, but 
the rate of obesity for children was twice the rate of the 
general population, 26% compared to 13%. [5] There 
is little time to fit in health education for children in 
Jewish day schools. They have increasingly long days 
as opposed to their secular school counterparts due to 
their dual curriculum of both secular and Jewish studies. 
These families were on limited budgets and the parents 
had limited available time to be able to attend meetings 
and educational forums or to read literature on healthy 
living. The study developed a plan to overcome these 

obstacles and to create and implement a culturally ap-
propriate wellness program in Jewish day schools. [6]

One possible explanation for the increased risk of obe-
sity is the overwhelmingly busy nature of an Orthodox 
Jewish life. Dr. Mendel Singer, an associate professor of 
public health at Case Western Reserve University and 
director of the Jewish Community Health Initiative, 
described how making time for activities, like exercise, is 
very difficult for religious people: “Frum women’s lives 
are overwhelming. And the men are always being told 
they need to be learning every minute. When and where 
do you exercise?” While the commandment to protect 
one’s health is often quoted: “Veshemartem meod lenaf-
shoteichem” (Devarim 4:15), bodily fitness and exercise 
are not as often stressed by Rabbis. Additionally, Parents 
often do not stress health and exercise for their children 
and religious day schools fall short on creating health 
programs. [3]

Another possible explanation for the increased risk 
of obesity is the emphasis on food at religious events. 
Obesity is a problem not just for the Jews, but it is for 
the whole world as well according to data from the 
CDC.  According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC), in 2012, nearly 36 percent of 
American adults were obese. As of 2010, every state had 
at least a 20 percent obesity rate and twelve states had a 
rate of 30 percent or higher. In America, the Orthodox 
Jewish lifestyle has led many into a dangerous cycle of 
overeating and indulgence. Every Shabbos, religious 
Jews are required to consume three, often elaborate, 
meals. In addition, there is a specific mitzvah to eat a 
third meal on Saturday night, termed “melaveh malaka”. 
Rabbi Shmuly Yanklowitz, president of Uri L’Tzedek 
and director of Jewish Life 7 Senior Jewish Educator 
at UCLA Hillel, in an article discussing whether there 
is an obesity problem in the Orthodox Community in 
2012, explained that it is his belief that long term health 
of Orthodox Jews is in jeopardy due to the consump-
tion of an abundance of food. ([4])

A study conducted in 2015 analyzed the American 
Orthodox Jewish community’s calorie intake on the 
Sabbath and its contribution to overweight and obe-
sity.  On the Sabbath, there is a religious requirement 
to consume three meals, with each meal including a 
minimum amount of bread. The meals are larger and 
more elaborate than during the rest of the week, and the 
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bread, called challah, is usually fresh and consumed in 
larger quantities than bread at a meal would otherwise 
be. Rambam, a leading Rabbinical authority who lived 
during the twelfth century and was a prominent physi-
cian, encouraged eating “fatty food” on the Sabbath that 
is better in quality and larger in quantity than during 
the rest of the week, but he also discouraged overeating 
during the weekdays and encouraged frequent exercise. 
Typical examples of foods eaten by American Orthodox 
Jews of Ashkenazi descent are foods of their Eastern Eu-
ropean ancestors which tend to be very high in fat and 
carbohydrates. These foods include potato kugel (shred-
ded potato baked in large quantities of oil), schnitzel 
(fried, breaded chicken breast), and a hearty beef stew 
called cholent. It is also common for synagogues to offer 
candy to children every week, and to have a “kiddush” 
following the Sabbath morning services that includes 
a large amount of food. Exercise is also forbidden on 
the Sabbath unless the activity itself is enjoyable, which 
also probably contributes to Orthodox Jews’ significant 
weight gain over the Sabbath. Also, almost all holidays 
and celebrations in the Orthodox Jewish community are 
accompanied by large meals and high-calorie desserts. 

In a 2015 study, twelve married or previously married 
women who identify themselves as Orthodox Jews were 
recruited to do 24 hours food recalls over the phone. 
The participants were divided into three weight groups 
(normal, overweight, and obese) based on their BMI. 
The overweight and obese participants’ data were com-
bined into one group for purposes of statistical testing. 
Paired t-tests looking at the data for all participants 
showed significantly greater caloric intake during an 
average Sabbath day than an average weekday. A repeat-
ed-measures ANOVA test showed significantly greater 
energy intake on the Sabbath for the overweight-obese 
women compared to the normal-weight women. These 
results support the hypotheses that all groups eat sig-
nificantly more on the Sabbath than on weekdays, and 
overweight and obese individuals eat significantly more 
on the Sabbath than normal weight individuals. This 
supports the theory that calorie intake on the Sabbath is 
a contributing factor to overweight and obesity within 
the American Orthodox Jewish community. [5]

After a community health survey revealed unusually 
high levels of childhood obesity in the largest Jewish 
community in Chicago, a 2-year school-based interven-
tion was designed and implemented. The investigation 

was created to address the high levels of childhood 
obesity within the most densely populated Jewish com-
munity in Chicago in 2003. Two schools were chosen 
to implement this pilot study. The researchers provided 
health education in these schools by having a health 
food section in the cafeteria, posting nutrition informa-
tion in the cafeteria, or adding health-related tips. To 
implement this program, the schools were also given a 
$10,000 grant. One school used the funds to purchase 
bicycles and other sports equipment to encourage phys-
ical activity. The other school used the money to pay for 
a bus to transport students to the Jewish Community 
Center (JCC) for swimming. The schools also elimi-
nated the soda vending machines and tried to make the 
school less food-oriented. Also, parents were encouraged 
to be involved and to help their children eat healthier. 

The results were analyzed by having all students in 
grades 1-8 fill out a survey, which used pictures and 
simple questions to measure eating habits and inten-
tions, nutritional knowledge, and attitudes related 
to physical activity. After this intervention, the study 
found that older students were significantly more likely 
to get an hour or more of physical activity most days of 
the week. Yet, the selected measures of environmental 
changes showed little improvement. Overall, the results 
of the study showed that having a health education 
program did not significantly alter the obesity epidemic 
in children. An expansion of the current project to more 
schools and increased duration may help determine why 
the findings of the pilot study were inconsistent. [6]

One possible solution the Northwestern study high-
lighted was that for religious people who participated 
regularly in religious activities, places where they con-
gregate for spiritual endeavors can become forums for 
emphasizing the importance of health. Synagogues 
can be the place for transmitting health and nutrition 
information, hosting health fairs, and for lectures by 
health-care providers. Mindful eating can also help im-
prove a person’s health without dieting. We are taught 
as youngsters to make a bracha to thank Hashem for the 
food we eat. Mindful eating helps bring to attention the 
gratitude we should feel to our Creator. It teaches one 
to slow down and be aware of everything about eating. 
If you only eat mindfully, you will be able to reduce 
unwanted calories from automatic eating and will feel 
satisfied more quickly, leading to weight loss. Research 
shows mindful eating training may be an effective 
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therapy for people who struggle with binge eating. It is 
crucial for religious individuals to be able to maintain 
a healthy lifestyle, to eat wholesome foods, and to be 
involved in physical activity. [3]

On the other hand, two researchers Gluck and Geliebter 
compared the self-image of Orthodox Jewish and secu-
lar Jewish women in the United States. Secular women 
were more likely to have a fear of becoming obese and 
more likely to be influenced by issues related to weight 
than orthodox women. In 2007, researchers Latzer, 
Tzischinsky, and Gefen found that the more religious 
the student, the less eating-related psychopathology was 
noted. They suggested the level of religiosity might pro-
tect adolescent girls from developing an eating disorder 
because of lesser emphasis on the physical attractiveness 
of women and less pressure for their academic success. 
Another explanation was that the more religious some-
one was, the more she valued modesty over external 
beauty. [7]

Halakhah has a system of kashrut (kosher laws) that 
dictate what foods are permitted to eat. Also included 
are laws of when to eat and how much to consume. 
Halakhah also has laws that require the individual to 
recite blessings before and after the food is consumed 
and requires an additional blessing after a meal eaten 
in the company of others. Rav J.B. Soloveitchik wrote: 
“The Halakhah is aware of the fact that a meal partaken 
together unites people, fosters friendship, and fashions 
a company of eaters that may, in the long run, become 
a community of God-seekers and the God-committed.” 
Having a meal with other people fosters friendships 
and allows people to be more mindful of what they are 
eating. Rabbi Hanniah ben Teradion, a Talmudic sage, 
said: If two people sit together and no words of Torah 
are spoken between them, then their session is scornful. 
But if two sit together and words of Torah are spoken 
between them, then the Divine presence rests on them. 
[7]

The Pesach seder has its own unique rules regarding food 
consumption. Halakhah requires that one approaches 
the Pesach seder with an appetite and to not eat past the 
point of satiety. Researchers Latmer and Wilson found 
that individuals with bulimia nervosa and binge eating 
disorders show a disturbed satiety response. The Hal-
akhah requires an awareness of satiety. Even though the 
Passover sacrifice was to be eaten quickly in commem-

oration of the exodus from Egypt, it was to be eaten 
only up to the point of satiety and not beyond, because 
if someone eats past satiation, it is considered vulgar, 
Similarly, the Torah forbade breaking the bones of the 
Passover sacrifice since only a ravenous person would 
devour the leftover bones at a meal. One is not allowed 
to eat after finishing the Afikoman since, at that point 
in the seder meal, a person should be satiated. Eating 
as a free person, not as a slave in Egypt, requires us to 
recognize satiety and to withdraw from eating when no 
longer hungry. [7]

It is interesting that characteristics of disordered eating 
- lack of appetite, disturbed satiated response, with-
drawal from community, and decreased spirituality - are 
inversely correlated with the halakhic requirements of 
eating a meal. The great sage Hillel explained that we 
must take care of our bodies because we are created in 
the image of G-d. Rav Kook suggested that exercise is 
a mitzvah. Also of concern is the prohibition of achilah 
gasah (overeating). By learning to eat in moderation, 
improving our diets, and taking care of our bodies, we 
are fulfilling the mitzvah of preserving our lives and 
we also teach our children the importance of living a 
balanced holy lifestyle. [4] The Ramban, a philosopher, 
codifier of Jewish law, and court physician to Sultan the 
Great, described that gluttonous eating was deadly to 
one’s body as is poison and this is basic for all maladies. 
[7] From these sources, it seems that living an Orthodox 
Jewish lifestyle can help lower the risk of obesity. It is 
important to recognize the ways that living an Ortho-
dox Jewish lifestyle can help promote healthy eating 
and can help prevent eating disorders just by following 
halakhah.
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