
When Chazal’s Science Does Not Match our Own - the mud-mouse - Chullin 126b 

​ What do we make of halacha borne of erroneous science from ancient times? In this 
shiur, we will attempt a response to this that helps us understand the foundation(s) of halacha. 

:קכו: חולין​.1
יצַת מַתְנִי׳ רֶץ בֵּ מֶת הַשֶּׁ ,טְהוֹרָה, הַמְרוּקֶּ   כׇ�  שֶ�  ּ כְַבָ ְיו .ע צֶ חׁ ׂ ּשָ ְיו צֶ חְ ו ָ מָ דֲ עֵא גֹ ַנּו ה
ׂ ּשָ ּבָ ֵ מָ ט     ִה רַב  ה�וֹמיְהוּדר . ףַ    עַ � ָה �   הַ� דֶ  רׂ

MISHNA: The egg of a creeping animal in which tissue of an embryo developed and one who 
comes into contact with the egg are ritually pure, as the impure creeping animal is 
hermetically sealed. But if one perforated the egg with a hole of any size, one who comes in 
contact with the egg is ritually impure. In the case of a mouse that grows from the ground 
and is half-flesh half-earth, one who touches the half that is flesh is impure; one who 
touches the half that is earth is pure. Rabbi Yehuda says: Even one who touches the half that 
is earth where it is adjacent to the flesh is ritually impure. 

:יא:ב-ג שבת הל׳ תורה משנה רמב״ם​.2
 בְּהֵמָה כְּהוֹרֵג חַיּבָ אוֹתָן הַהוֹרֵג הַפַּרְעוֹשִׁין כְּמוֹ הֶעָפָר מִן נהֱֶויִן אוֹ וּנקְֵבָה מִזָּכָר ורְָבִין פָּרִין שֶׁהֵן רְמָשִׂים

.וחְַיּהָ.         ש�      ו�       ש�    כ� ב�   ת�  ש�   ב� 
   ש�       פ�

A person who kills insects and worms that are conceived through male-female relations or 
fleas that come into being from the dust is liable as if he killed an animal or a beast. In 
contrast, a person is not liable for killing insects and worms that come into being from dung, 
rotten fruit, or the like - e.g., the worms found in meat or those found in legumes. 

.וזְוֹרְקָן. הַכִּנּיִם אֶת מוֹלֵל בְּשַׁבָּת כֵּלָיו הַמְפַלֶּה   ו�        ב�     ש�  
A person who checks his clothes for lice on the Sabbath may rub off the lice and discard 
them. It is permitted to kill lice on the Sabbath, for they come into being from sweat. 

 קנה מילה הלכות איש חזון​.3
,ברפואתו, זריזים ואינם הימנו ומתייאשים נפל הוא תשיעי חודש קודם דהנולד וסוברים טועים יש

קיימבודאבחזקהופוסקי ,ולי,
דברבעובדעכשמעידו ,ותתוםולם
שריםנתפיבענהיומהומתקיימחישמו

רועהחרתםפו
Some err and believe that a child born before the 9th month is a miscarriage and they 
despair of it and are not diligent about its medical treatment. And this is a mistake. Rather, 
so long as the hair and nails have come in, the child is potentially going to live. And to some 
the child is presumed as certain to live. And we must exert effort for its recovery and violate 
Shabbat for its recovery. And thus many examples today attest to the fact that babies born at 



8 months live and survive. And it seems that now nature has changed, and according to the 
examinations of doctors, it is possible that they added to their completion after 7 months 
and were finished in 8 months… 

R. Shmuel HaLevi Wosner ,20th-21s קג 'סי ק יטת"שו"ת​.4
 חיים והם אינקובטור מכלי כאלה ילדים אלפי יצאו שכבר זו מאמת עין להעלים מותר או אפשר וכי

וןאילטלאפידאסופוסק.אתנו. וגדלים
טל ,לויוקחורבןואריוןראוןזהוהתהלא הם

עלילפוחימותותוםיתחביאוכיחאדולהתקוה שישנינכ
 ומותר

Is it possible or permissible to turn a blind eye to this truth that thousands of such children have 
already emerged from incubators and are living and growing up with us? And this does not at all 
deny the teaching of the Gemara and the rulings that it is forbidden to even move them, 
certainly since in their days there was no hope for this and they are doomed to destruction, 
they are like a stone and it is forbidden to supervise them and even to move them. However, in 
our time there is great hope and it is common to bring them to life, even according to the 
foundations of the Gemara, it is permissible and obligatory to supervise them and it is 
permissible to move them. 

הי, " -הלכהאוררן ," שאהר"ד"ר רבנית​.5
 197-8 , ותרטיקינסמי,הלכה, כותבות נשים

המ,תיהםבלים- ההיסט‘בתוך הדורות חכמי של …היותם
 חייבתהבנתןתקלות אינןאל -שג שוייםמסוועהסת
ססתבעלהייםהאלומא ההל בעולם  שינוי
מחוץאלורללכאור טהרניתהתביעה שישמ פן

מעותרכתקייםשרותחתפהשהת שלמהותחותרורי


…Because the sages of the generations live “within history” - limited in their knowledge, with 
an orientation based on what is known or accepted in particular time and place, are liable to 
make mistakes. These are not faults that require a change in the world of halacha. These are 
necessary characteristics of oral Torah, given that it is dependent upon the passing of tradition 
in a way that involves human engagement. The purist demand to return to the “truth” that is 
outside of historical understanding undermines the essence of the oral Torah and the possibility 
to uphold a halachic system in which humans are involved… 

 

שמהיותמובנחל ,הי,שהאנושיות, הוא הראשון הטיעון קו
שהופכהמבניהמערכהחשיבי ,הןואדבנבידמסורפשבעתור

החולאניפעשבתומהנתוננפבללחבשרשחולההחלטקב
חיכלחכמאהם ,את לתנהרהליכל של תםהב

אנושמגרית .הענותאף ,עקודמממסקמשוחיציר
 ,אלבמלהתנההחותההשהיס

https://drive.google.com/file/d/13CcghWx0nWKO9pf2nLRWJxv0jg7wVEdD/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13CcghWx0nWKO9pf2nLRWJxv0jg7wVEdD/view?usp=drive_link


לאודינילביטותביעקרובושלעיתי .א,ממנה, הכרחי
ההדיטעמשטהולמקוחזרשכמהלמוצגההלכשבהיסטוריכרוכיהיות
באוהפעילהחכמבהיסטוראחתקוכת .בדיאוףתתא

פועוהמהמים ,ומושפיםהם שיננדלשיטשה
שהוופןונההיהמכן אחררותשרהבני שלפתריךשלא פשר .אי

סתם

The first line of argument is that humanity, with its fallibility and limitations of knowledge, is an 
inherent part of the Oral Torah being handed down by humans. The second line of argument is 
the importance of the structural systems that make the decision-making of each link in the 
chain an inseparable part of the data within which the next link will operate. The humanity of all 
the bearers of the tradition does not invalidate their determinations, nor does it grant today’s 
sages creative freedom free from the conclusions of their predecessors, despite historical 
change. The fact that human limitations and historical background have influenced the 
decision-making processes of the bearers of the Oral Torah is not a fault in the system, but 
rather a necessary part of it, as one in which flesh-and-blood sages are involved. Although a 
demand to abrogate laws in light of their being tied to the history of halacha is often presented 
as a move to return to the pure source of the reasons for the law, in fact it cuts off the branch 
on which it sits. Just like any other period in history, the sages active at the time when their 
view required change are human and limited, and influenced by the space and time in which 
they operate. It is impossible not to appreciate that the view of those ten generations later will 
differ in some way from their own. 

נפרבלתחלה ,התפתחויו.להשתנות. צריכה אינה או משתנה אינה שההלכה לטעון בכך אין
םרםםםםםאפשבעהתורשממהות

וןלקיםלאהיסטוץ ,במיךםםםםת
מןותעלשךתי

This is not to say that halakhah does not change or should not change. On the contrary, 
developments are an integral part of the essence of the Oral Torah. However, the tools through 
which halakhic processes are to be created should be halakhic tools that do not observe the 
halakhic process from the outside, from a historical perspective, but rather form part of the 
ongoing halakhic discussion beyond the boundaries of time and place… 

:יא:ד שבת הלכות תורה משנה הרמב״ם על קאפח יוסף רב​.6
וכבגלליהמתהוויורמשיהכינוגהפרעוג ,כ.יגעים. הדברים
ם .והואתאםןליאונקבמזכנהויכולזבהלכהאמו

גתנעוימרתיתולאסלחאחזשאסבלהבדבריוא
שנהבנוסחתההנלעד .ולמןרויןרטבתחשום
ע�ובפידמה .ציובשר ציושרץ וה פ״ט לין

The matters are wearying: for according to today’s proven reality, the flea and the louse that 
appear in dung and all that is stated in this halacha are created through male and female. It is 
just that the eggs develop in the appropriate environment. And because we are not being 
lenient regarding what Chazal prohibited but rather are being cautious about a Biblical 



prohibition, I would say that it is appropriate not to kill any on Shabbat except for the harmful 
one/dangerous ones that will be expressed in law 4… 

  תושליוה) ירושלן ,הקדרביע ,דו'ר'​.7
(1856-1924; Austria-Hungary—Israel), Dor Revi’i, Chullin, Introduction (pp. 7-8:) 

יןעל רולואומראבכ,לענינינו, ונחזור
החו,רוברעתעבדועטהאתאל ,דא

ו ,והםלדו מדור  ה ,גםוכוהת
ניםהראלאש נויןטתלמשבעלי ימצאתלמוחתימת שאחרדו
 רא

And let us return to our subject, by making a written “oral Torah,” we say, even if they say about 
the right that it is left, that the Torah said about that generation, that the minority is subject to 
the decision of the majority, it has been true since the day the Mishnah and the Talmud were 
sealed, and the like, and from generation to generation: that if a generation after the Mishnah 
was sealed finds that the authors of the Mishnah were wrong, and likewise a generation after 
the Talmud was sealed finds that the authors of the Talmud were wrong, we have nothing but 
what the early scholars agreed upon, whether strictly or leniently.  

הבפי 'הבנחלית ,מלסתהתתלובךכ"וכמש"כ
ש,מראאושנלכהבעוממה זוזליםאנו אין חכוהח
וז  וחכממנמהאיש , ותעויןיחרולר

שאיר שכל יףג" וי יטהל 'שחמב
 אפשר ישדיע ,והסכהראהדורו חכמיםץשמועוף חיהלבה

מרומנואלווכ  לסושהרפ דרךלנונודאפילשתחי,'
שמניןי,י 'מהןשרןממינתןשביהרפומדרשירא

ח

And as the Sefer HaChinuch wrote, that it is better for us to tolerate one error in one halakhah, 
than to contradict, God forbid, the entire structure, and even something built on the wisdom of 
nature and other wisdoms, we cannot move from what they have established as halakhah in the 
Mishnah or the Gemara. And that is what they, of blessed memory, said in Chullin 54a said: and 
is it proper to add to the list of terefot? We only have what the sages enumerated. And this is 
the language of the late Maimonides in chapter 10 of the Law of Slaughter laws 12-13: "And we 
should not add to these terefot at all, for anything that happens to a domesticated animal, a 
wild animal or a bird, other than what the Sages of the first generations named, and agreed 
upon in the Houses of Law of Israel, it is possible that the animal may live. And and even if we 
know from the medical method that the animal will not live; and likewise those which they 
enumerated and said they are terefa, even if it seems based on medical methods that we have 
now that some of them do not kill the animal, and it is possible for the animal to survive them, 
you have nothing but what the Sages named, as it says: “according to the teaching that they will 
teach you,” thus ends his golden language.  



 
המלןח ,ן סבבתשתבם"הרמב"ם דעת רחוק כמה עד וראה ובוא

 תקבלחראמרועמו אחרתדעל ,קל ,מכין
מיםרואלא לנו ,אלדקיו לדבר עהכת,ישראלינבבתי הדבר

בעדחיה ,סמבדמיבשאמיר ,ןין
א ,וןאיםעפ דניןגא ,דכן ,והר

 דיעבפתייכוההיןשבהמה ,ותלחתקב
רגרט 'דסעי זאונןות (וולפרק

ד ,וה ,עפרז,תליעונהרותולדסימןכן
שהסש" ,והשורפרי אינן בומןוז"ק"חזהסכמענ
מינלתים ,ונדיציעדראמי מקרני וזן האמר  ,והא ם

רבעע ,דליתמו זמננו אמתאכבי דמקרי הוא 
"ביצים , הטלת

And come and see how far the opinion of the Rambam is from the opinion of the Rashba in 
Responsum #98, who wants to deny the reality that is visible to all, by virtue of the tradition of 
the Sages, whereas the Rambam has a different opinion, saying that since this was accepted in 
the courts of law of Israel, and by writing it was made established for generations, we have 
nothing but what the Sages said, whether lenient or stricter. And what he said in the Gemara, 
"We have a tradition that if you scatter medicine on it and it will live [it is not a terefah] (Chullin 
54a)” is said just to repel a challenge. And the proof that this is so: do we not judge regarding 
murder based on the assessment of the doctors, whether lenient or strict,” but we do not use 
the tradition of Chazal regarding the terefot of animals? (See what I wrote at length at the 
opening the chapter “And these or terefot”). And you will also see what our rulings in the Orach 
Chaim, chapter 316, section 9, that one who kills a louse on Shabbat is exempt from 
punishment; and also in Yoreh De’ah, chapter 84, that it is permissible to eat fruits and cheese 
with worms in them, as long as the worms have left the fruit/cheese. And these laws were built 
on the agreement of Chazal (Shabbat 117b), that all of these generate spontaneously rather 
than through sexual reproduction. And the Gemara challenges there: Does a louse not sexually 
reproduce? But did not master state: God sits and sustains the entire world, from the horns of 
wild oxen to the eggs of lice? (also Avodah Zarah 3b)” And they were pressed to answer that the 
species is called “lice eggs.” And in truth in our time it is agreed upon in the wisdom of nature, 
that there is no animal that generates offspring without reproduction or by the laying of eggs. 
And nonetheless, we do not contradict the ruling even to be stricter against the decision of our 
Sages of blessed memory. 

 
חאפישלדמאכוצדמע,במאכולת, תולין מכגריס פחות נדה של בכתמים

 מגוף שבטח פיןיזהאגם מ גה ,הוצדנת  ובדארבי
טהלבשנשכודמאאח'רגיוששועיי עיי קאתאהאש
ה,וסרים,מיםווהכבד מחצראוכילי
מרפאםבבותוהכחכמאיא
גולדרךרקשהובדב לא ,בט

And regarding the stains of of niddah, we attribute less than a gris to a louse. And examine the 
responsum Me’il Tzedakah that our louse does not even have have a quarter of that in its blood. 
And we have to say that lice have gotten much smaller. And at any rate, even today, we attribute 



it thus even though it definitely comes from the woman’s body, see there. And look at the 
Mishnah Yoma 83a: Rabbi Matya ben Haresh said,  One who was bitten by a mad dog, we feed 
him from the lobe of its liver, while the sages prohibit it (because dog is not kosher). And 
Maimonides wrote in the Commentary to the Mishnah that the halakha does not follow Rabbi 
Matya ben Haresh but the sages who believed that one should not transgress the mitzvot 
except for medicine, meaning that which heals based on science, but not something that is just 
considered a segulah. And this is a cardinal principle - see there.  

ם ,הסבדלא ע דלהתד'בתוס' ועיין
לבשלל הכבד  חצרליןדבוההפוסכל

הסמדזא,זמננוהדהלפי פוטה ,
איםשלמפפמןנים ,ועודטיורסיאהכידוע
תורכיכי שכ,' נחשתנחוסועל חקת ת"עהיןרן ,אט
מדרכ הואש ,ובאמ"כו 'עייחליאיאא במתוךנסמעששכ
גהטחןן,עצמו בארס הארסולותלהרפ
הסאם י אתגם ם ,אבלהק ניוי שכליותרדויע  ,ואפשר

שהראתוא ,כובהחיןינואומכדהתחכ
הא ,נהכהוזמן , זמן שבאידיערודנדאנ
 ,חיעתאכיראנושאי 'י'ילהם ,גנאמ  ,ולא

See Tosafot Shevuot 15b s.v. “Asur lehitrap’ot,” which implies disagreement with Rambam’s 
view. I do not know why all the halachic decisors, including Rambam, omitted this law that it is 
forbidden to feed someone the lobe of the liver of a crazed dog. In any case, according to the 
science of medicine as it stands in our day, this [practice] is not a charm, as Rambam thought, 
but a natural cure, as is known from the Pasteur system and, before that, from the vaccination 
of children against smallpox. See Ramban’s commentary on the Torah in Parashat Chukat, on the 
verse “Moses made a copper snake,” where he writes that [this phenomenon] was among the 
ways of the Torah, all of whose deeds are miracle within miracle: removing damage with the 
damager, and removing illness with its cause. In fact, it is among the methods of medicine to 
cure illness resulting from venom with the venom itself. It is true that the consensus of scientists 
is also not absolute truth; there may arise a more enlightened generation that will demolish all 
the edifices of their predecessors. But this, too, is true: if the consensus of the sages of the 
Talmud did not compel us [otherwise], we would judge based on the state of science in [our] 
time and place, as I demonstrated that we judge murderers based on the assessment of 
physicians in any given era—so that if they say the wound has no cure, we execute the 
murderer; we do not tell them there is a tradition that if one spreads some ointment that we 
cannot now identify over it, the wounded survives. For regarding this it is said, “[You shall go] to 
the judge who will be in those days.”  

רבפרה חשם ,ליעתדלזםול"חז"ל דאם פשיטא וכן
סוהקושדתבמתגולמת
דבמוםהרוכממעצמ נתהווגבילינייהויחי
יםש"ומכהכתבפי  ,ואפילולינופילוזמןמיםד"בי
שבחכ היוה,יהםחוהטהלוי



בלדאמתרם ,והםיהאשהשופ :ול,בכך,
זמאזכו ,א,מקבג

שהמשמיפורזלבעטחתומבהועההיתהשלא
סכלדכקוצואנושותואין לדקיו פ לילעיא
אדשתםיהבוגמה ם ,והןפירשנוגעתםמ

בב"כמשממנהלזו ,ואי
It is similarly obvious that if Chazal [in their time] had had access to the present-day state of 
science, and had known that every animal procreates, they would not have permitted [despite 
this knowledge] the killing of a louse on Shabbat or the eating of bug-infested cheese merely 
because the generations preceding them had believed that these animals were spontaneously 
generated, as the Rambam wrote. For a court may reject the statements of an earlier court even 
if [the later one] is not greater in wisdom and numbers, [and it may do so] even with regard to 
the explication of [biblical] verses; certainly with regard to matters dependent upon science 
[Chazal] would not have been afraid to reject [their predecessors’] statements. They would not 
have been concerned that [their predecessors] were more sage than they and knew things 
[Chazal] did not; for even if that were the case, what would it matter? Regarding such a case it is 
said, “[You shall go] to the judge who will be in those days.” Observe that [Chazal] said (Eruvin 
13b) that halachah was not established in accordance with [the opinions of] Rabbi Meir because 
they could not grasp his reasoning in all its profundity [i.e., even though they were not as 
brilliant as he]. However, all this was possible so long as the traditions and teachings were not 
written down and sealed with a pen of iron and a point of diamond; once compelling need 
necessitated that the Oral Torah be canonized for future generations, we do not have the 
authority to change even [so little as] the serif of a yud which they decided and agreed upon, 
whether with regard to the explication of verses or matters relating to science, for all their Torah 
is holy to us, and one must not deviate from it, as Rambam wrote in the aforementioned 
[passage from] Hilchot Shechitah. 

8.​ Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch, Trusting the Torah’s Sages (first written as a letter in 
1876) 

Imagine if a scholar such as Humboldt had lived in their times and had traveled to the ends of 
the world for his biological investigations. If upon his return he would report that in some 
distant land there is a humanoid creature growing from the ground or that he had found mice 
that had been generated from the soil and had in fact seen a mouse that was half-earth and 
half-flesh and his report was accepted by the world as true, would we not expect Chazal to 
discuss the Torah aspects that apply to these instances? What laws of Tum'ah and Taharah apply 
to these creatures? Or would we expect them to go on long journeys to find out whether what 
the world has accepted is really true? And if, as we see things today, these instances are 
considered fiction, can Chazal be blamed for ideas that were accepted by the naturalists of their 
times? And this is what really happened. These statements are to be found in the works of Pliny, 
who lived in Rome at the time the second Beis ha'Mikdash was destroyed, and who collected in 
his books on nature all that was well-known and accepted in his day. 



 

See also Rabbi Natan Slifkin - https://www.rationalistjudaism.com/p/giant-mouse-problems 

 

 
 

https://www.rationalistjudaism.com/p/giant-mouse-problems

