
There are multiple considerations that need to be ac-
counted for regarding one’s halachic obligations to wear 
masks during the Covid-19 pandemic. Halacha places 
significant emphasis on the sanctity of human life, and 
with that comes the obligation of man to protect his life 
with the commandment of “ushmartem et nafshotechem” 
“carefully guard your life” (Devarim 4:15). Addition-
ally, man does not only have the obligation to protect 
his own life but also those around him, based on “v’lo 
tasim damim biyadecha” “you shall not bring bloodguilt 
on your house” (Devarim 22:8). According to current 
scientific understanding, masks protect against virus 
contraction and transmission, and so it appears that it 
would fall under both the previously mentioned cate-
gories. One question that therefore must be examined 
is the extent one must go to in effort to protect him-
self from natural phenomena by putting in hishtadlus. 
Secondly, If one does not believe that wearing a mask is 
protective from transmitting and contracting the Sars-
Cov2 virus, is there still any halachic obligation to wear 
a mask?

According to a review of 54 recent studies, across the 
board it was agreed that wearing a mask reduced the 
risk both of contracting and of transmitting the virus. 
These studies were conducted in various settings, such as 
within healthcare settings, schools and households [1]. 
Another meta-analysis studied the efficacy of face masks 
in preventing respiratory virus transmission and exam-
ined data from 21 different studies. It was concluded 
that for healthcare workers mask wearing reduced viral 
infection by 80% while for non-healthcare workers the 
reduction was 47% [2]. The Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) recommends that people 
wear masks in public settings and when around people 
who don’t live in one’s household, “especially when oth-
er social distancing measures are difficult to maintain” 
in order to help mitigate the spread of Covid-19. The 
CDC continues to explain that wearing face masks acts 
as a barrier to prevent the spread of respiratory droplets 
which is a significant route of transmission of the virus. 
Unsurprisingly, multiple studies have shown that there 
is potential for masks to also protect the person wearing 

face masks acts as a barrier to prevent the spread of 
respiratory droplets which is a significant route of trans-
mission of the virus. Unsurprisingly, multiple studies 
have shown that there is potential for masks to also 
protect the person wearing the mask from contracting 
Covid-19 by reducing the number of virus particles to 
which a person is exposed to[2-4]. By analyzing hala-
chic texts about the value of protecting one’s life as well 
as halachic responsa to previous plagues throughout 
history, one can begin to understand the Torah view and 
potential obligation to comply with the wearing of face 
masks during these difficult and trying times.

There are multiple instances within the Torah where the 
value of life and the sanctity of life are expressed. Sefer 
Devarim 4:15 states:

ונשמרתם מאד לנפשתיכם כי לא ראיתם כל תמונה ביום דבר יהוה
אליכם בחרב מתוך האש

The Torah mandates that man must “significantly guard 
his soul,” meaning that one must be very careful to stay 
away from danger and protect his life. The Kitzur Shul-
chan Aruch explains based on this pasuk that if man does 
not have a healthy body, he will not be able to best serve 
Hashem which is why he has to, “להרחיק את עצמו מדברים
 stay away from things that could be ”,המאבדין את הגוף
damaging to his body as well as to, “ולהנהיג את עצמו
 to act in ways that that will help ”בדברים המברין והמחלימים
the body (Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 32:1). According to 
the Kitzur Shulchan Aruch one would not be allowed to 
do something that puts oneself in danger, and even has 
an obligation to protect himself from that danger. While 
the source for protecting oneself from danger is clear, 
it would only apply to wearing a face mask if wearing a 
face mask would protect himself from contracting the 
virus thereby protecting himself from danger. While 
research is still ongoing, several recent studies show 
that masks can protect the wearer as “wearing masks all 
the time during contact was independently associated 
with lower risk for SARS-CoV-2 infection” through the 
filtration of the mask [5, 6].
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In addition to man’s obligation to protect himself, it is 
necessary to examine man’s obligation to protect oth-
ers as well. It appears that even if one does not believe 
that wearing a face mask would be needed to protect 
oneself, say he is not fearful of contracting the virus, or 
if it was discovered that the face mask does not protect 
the wearer, he may still be obligated to ensure “vlo tasim 
damim b’beytecha” to not shed blood within one’s house 
(Devarim 22:8). 

כי תבנה בית חדש ועשית מעקה לגגך ולא תשים דמים בביתך כי יפל
הנפל ממנו

This pasuk commands that when one builds a new 
house, he must ensure that there is a fence surrounding 
the roof, to ensure that blood will not be shed within 
his house on his account. Although one might think 
this commandment is only to the specific situation of a 
roof, it in fact applies to any dangerous situation (Bava 
Kamma 15b).  Man has an obligation to ensure that 
there are no dangerous situations within his house, for 
example a dangerous dog or an unstable ladder. The 
Rambam explains that for any situation that can cause 
someone danger, a man has an obligation to ensure the 
safety of oneself and others (Hilchot Rotzeach Vshmirut 
Nefesh 11:4).  The Rambam continues:

כל מכשל שיש בו סכנת נפשות מצות עשה להסירו ולהשמר ממנו
ולהזהר בדבר יפה יפה

Not only is he violating the positive commandment 
of “השמר לך ושמר נפשך” if he has a dangerous situation 
within his house, but he is also violating the command-
ment of “לא תשים דמים,” to not shed blood. If a person is 
obligated to ensure that one’s physical house is safe from 
danger, it is reasonable to assume that one must act 
similarly with one’s own body. Since one may not have 
an unsafe roof, well or ladder, how much more so one 
would be obligated to ensure that one’s body does not 
endanger the health of someone else. Following the log-
ic of the Rambam that one would be obligated to fix the 
situation to be rid of danger, with regards to Covid-19, 
one would be obligated to wear a face covering to 
protect those around him from a dangerous situation, 
specifically carrying and transmitting the virus.

Regarding the Covid-19 pandemic, one might argue 
that while there is some risk, the danger is very low and 
not significant enough to be halachically considered 

placing someone in danger by not wearing a face cov-
ering. One might think that since the vast majority of 
people who contract Covid-19 survive the disease that 
perhaps mask wearing is unnecessary. This belief is mis-
taken. When dealing with a sickness that has a serious 
risk of death, even if the chance is small, we are required 
to treat that risk as significant and real. For example, 
Rav Asher Weiss explains that statistical calculations 
of the deadliness are not very significant within Hala-
chic criteria.[7] He brings proof from the concept of 
a pregnant woman being considered a “choleh sheyesh 
bo sakanah.” Even though not every woman who is 
pregnant is actually in danger, each pregnant woman is 
considered “in danger” because her risk is much greater 
than a non-pregnant woman.

Covid-19 also has many documented modes of inter-
actions with people and may indirectly be lethal, which 
can be another substantial factor when accessing the 
danger of the virus. The Igros Moshe OC 4:91 has a very 
significant chidush. When discussing taking medicine on 
Yom Kippur, he explains that even if an illness itself is 
not a significant danger, if the illness could lead to other 
illnesses that would be a significant danger, both pathol-
ogies are viewed as one illness. (Igros Moshe OC 3:91).  
As proof, he cites one version of the well-known story 
of Rav Yisroel Salanter who poskined that the whole 
community should eat on Yom Kippur during a cholera 
epidemic in order to keep themselves from falling ill due 
to fasting. We can apply Rav Moshe and Rav Salanter’s 
logic to Covid-19 to conclude that even if the corona-
virus infection itself is not particularly dangerous, it is 
clearly linked to other deadly conditions, such as per-
sistent symptoms of organ damage [8-9]. If Rav Salanter 
is poskining for healthy people to eat on Yom Kippur, 
which is an issur deoryta, and Rav Moshe uses this 
logic to poskin for people to violate an issur derabanan 
to prevent a lesser illness from potentially developing 
into something more dangerous, this logic can then be 
applied to one’s obligation to wear a mask where there 
is no issur being violated at all. This would apply even if 
one were to feel that Covid-19 is not in itself dangerous 
enough to be considered “life threatening,” as even if 
there is not a high risk of sakanos nefashot, as defined by 
the Rambam, Covid-19’s link to other significant medi-
cal complications can be viewed as one overall illness. 

Another aspect that to be addressed is whether man’s 
obligation to protect the property of others, includes 
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monetary damages as well. While putting someone else 
at risk of the virus might not be a significant enough 
sakana nefashot that the Rambam is discussing, 
-there is still the issue of poten ,ראוי שיכשל בה אדם וימות
tial monetary loss. This could include various medical 
costs that a person might have, the closing of schools 
and businesses, or other similar damage. All these are 
foreseeable outcomes when one transmits the virus to 
others. The Gemara (Bava Kama 26b) explains that a 
person is liable for any damage that he causes, even if 
it is accidental. This is based on the concept of “adam 
muad le’olam,” that a man is always responsible for his 
actions.

מ”נא הני מילי? אמר חזקיה, וכן תנא דבי חזקיה: אמר קרא, ”פצע
תחת פצע,“ לחייבו על השוגג כמזיד ועל האנס כרצון

Based on the above Gemara, in the case of Covid-19 
there may be reason to rely on one’s obligation to com-
pensate for damages caused by transmitting the virus. 
However, Rav Asher Weiss explained that one would 
not be obligated to pay for compensations because you 
are never able to specifically connect one person or en-
counter to the viral infection and be certain that is the 
source of the illness, as Covid-19 is a highly contagious 
disease [10]. Even though “adam muad le’olam,” that 
does not apply when the harm is difficult to trace to one 
specific source. Nonetheless, this still shows the serious-
ness of causing damage to someone, even if it is acci-
dental, as is the case where the transmitter is unaware of 
carrying the virus. Therefore, based on this, if there is a 
way to lessen the chance of causing someone damages, a 
ba’al nefesh would take necessary precautions. 

One could dispute man’s obligation to wear a mask 
based on “נשמרתם מאד לנפשתיכם” and “ולא תשים דמים 
 by stating that one can rely on Hashem to protect ”בביתך
and, therefore, taking precautions would not be neces-
sary. Firstly, Beis Halevi explains in his essay on emunah 

and bitachon that no one in the current generations 
are on a high enough level to be able to rely fully on 
bitachon and Hashem’s nisim without putting in any 
hishtadlus or effort. (Bais Halevi on Bitachon). This 
opinion aligns with the Rama who states that man is 
obligated to flee at the beginning of a magefah (Rama 
Yoreh Deah 115:5). The Rama, based on the Maharil, 
explains that with regards to natural phenomena man 
cannot only rely on a miracle of Hashem but must be 
proactive, to help with his safety. Another interesting 
point the Rama raises is that one is obligated to flee 
from the plague at the beginning but  not at the end. 
This may be due to a fear of already being contagious 
during the midst of the pandemic and further spreading 
the disease. Once again showing how serious a concern 
one must have about the safety of others.

While there is currently significant evidence that masks 
can mitigate the spread of the virus and even protect 
those wearing it, it is necessary to acknowledge that the 
scientific research and therefore protocols are constantly 
changing. The most obvious example is that the CDC 
recommended against wearing face masks for the gen-
eral public when Covid-19 was first detected in the US 
in March 2020. That being said, the obligation to wear 
face coverings must be discussed within the terms of 
those who may currently still hold the belief that masks 
are not a necessary precaution with regard to one’s 
safety. Since currently many countries across the world 
faced with the pandemic are requiring face covering to 
be worn in various situations, another aspect of halacha, 
dina d’malchuta dina, needs to be addressed (Nedarim 
28a). This Gemara explains that the laws of the king 
of the land would need to be followed are considered 
like Jewish laws. This would not apply with regards 
to issurim and heterim, meaning that if the kingdom 
prevented mitzvot from being observed then this prin-
ciple would not apply. With regards to laws that do not 
affect other halachot, such as paying equitable taxes, it 
is nearly universally accepted that a Jew is required to 
follow the governmental law and it would be consid-
ered an aveira not to. Rabbi Aharon Rakefet Rockoff 
explains in his article that according to some mefarshim, 
dina d’malchuta would apply in any case where a specific 
governmental law is fairly applied and does not single 
out Jews specifically [11]. Rav Asher Weiss also is of the 
opinion that governmental laws that are for the benefit 
of society, such as sanitation or mandatory inoculation 
laws, would fall under this category (Shut Minchas 
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In one version of the story Rav Salanter made kiddush 
in front of everyone. In another version he shortened the 
davening in order for everyone to have time to rest and eat 
if needed. Regardless of the historical accuracies, Rav Moshe 
understood the story of Rav Salanter to have required every-
one to eat, although each individual’s danger might not have 
been significant.  See The Rabbi Who Ate on Yom Kippur by: 
Ira Taub https://download.yutorah.org/2011/1053/756192.
pdf for a more in depth look at R’ Salanter’s actions during 
the cholera epidemic.
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Asher 2:123). According to these opinions, a Jew would 
be required to wear a face covering because those rules 
do not single out Jews and they are for the benefit of 
society. 

However, these opinions appear to be the minority view. 
Most other poskim, such as Rav Moshe Feinstein, hold 
that dina d’malchuta only applies to financial obligations 
(Igros Moshe CM 2:62). This would therefore imply 
that any fines or other punishments that the govern-
ment chose to enforce for not wearing masks would be 
halachically binding. Rav Schachter explains that the 
“most significant area of application of dina de’malchusa 
is the right of any government, Jewish or non-Jewish, 
to punish criminals as they see fit, for the purpose of 
keeping law and order” [12]. According to this opinion, 
even if one is not mandated to wear a mask due to dina 
d’malchuta dina, it is problematic to protest fines and 
other government actions that are the result of failure to 
wear a mask. 

One may argue that Jewish communities are specifi-
cally being singled out, such as the “hot spots” in New 
York [13]. Given what was discussed above with re-
gards to dina d’malchuta, it is imperative that the laws 
be enforced fairly. Additionally, even if the laws target 
Jews perhaps, there is still a basis of an obligation for 
wearing a mask based on the concept of chillul Hashem. 
Although it is difficult to believe that Jews are specif-
ically being targeted rather than deciding regulations 
based on the statistics, if this was true not wearing a 
mask may still be problematic. The Rambam and Sefer 
Hachinuch among others explain that there are three 
different aspects of chillul Hashem (Sefer Hamitzvot Lo 
Ta’seh 63 and Sefer Hachinuch 295). The third definition 
given is when an important person acts inappropriate-
ly in public, even if his actions are not in violation of 
halacha. The Rambam explains this third category based 
on examples brought in Yoma 86a. When discussing 
chillul Hashem, Rav Soloveitchik brings the example of 
not paying for his purchases right away, lest the butcher 
think that he is avoiding payment. While there would 
be nothing inherently halachically wrong with Rav’s 
actions, to others it may appear that way and would 
therefore cause a chillul Hashem. When applying this to 
wearing masks, even under the unlikely assumption that 
not wearing a mask is not inherently problematic, there 
could still be the potential issue of it appearing badly 
in the eyes of others. It is important to discuss that this 

mitzvah is defined in the context of an adam “nechbad” 
someone who is honored, or important. One could 
make the argument that if Jews are being singled out for 
not wearing a mask, especially if it is clear that they are 
Jews, this could now give them the status of an adam 
“nechbad.” The rationale is that these actions would 
be considered a chillul Hashem because others will see 
the prominent person doing this action that could be 
perceived incorrectly as something wrong. If the Jew-
ish communities are currently being singled out and 
watched if they are complying with wearing masks, all 
the more so, at a time when we are in the spotlight the 
concept of chillul Hashem, desecrating Hashem’s name, 
would be a significant factor. 

Overall, there are many potential reasons to believe 
there is an obligation to wear a face mask during the 
pandemic. The first being the obligation to protect 
oneself. If one believes that a mask might not necessar-
ily be a protectant, it appears that there would still be 
an obligation to wear one to protect others, based on 
the concept of “vlo tasim damim b’betecha.” Addition-
ally, even if one personally believed that wearing a face 
covering would not protect anyone from the pandemic, 
while acknowledging that science is constantly chang-
ing, as well as are the recommendations and protocol, 
it appears that at this time potentially there may be an 
obligation based on dina d’malchuta and more univer-
sally understood based on the risk of creating a chillul 
Hashem. 
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