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I. PRONATALISM IN JUDAISM: FROM BLESSING TO COMMANDMENT TO
SOCIAL EXPECTATION
1. Genesis 1:27–28

27 And God created human beings in His image, 
in the image of God He created him; male and 
female He created them. 28 God blessed them 
and God said to them, “Be fertile and increase, 
fill the earth and master it; and rule the fish of 
the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the living 
things that creep on earth.” 

ֶצֶלםּבְ  ֹוַצְלמּבְ �ִהים ֶאת ָהָאָדם -אֱ  ְבָראּיִ כז) וַ (
 :ֹאָתם ָראּבָ  ְנֵקָבהּוָזָכר   ֹוֹאת  ָראּבָ �ִהים -אֱ 

�ִהים-�ִהים ַוֹּיאֶמר ָלֶהם אֱ -(כח) ַוְיָבֶר� ֹאָתם אֱ 
ְוִכְבֻׁשָה ּוְרדּו ִּבְדַגתְּפרּו ּוְרבּו ּוִמְלאּו ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ 

ַהָּים ּוְבעֹוף ַהָּׁשַמִים ּוְבָכל ַחָּיה ָהֹרֶמֶׂשת ַעל 
 :ָהָאֶרץ

2. Genesis 35:11

11 And God said to him, 
“I am El Shaddai. 
Be fertile and increase; 
a nation, yea an assembly of nations, 
shall descend from you. 
Kings shall issue from your loins.” 

ֲאִני ֵאל ַׁשַּדי ְּפֵרה  �ִהים-ַוֹּיאֶמר לֹו אֱ  )יא(
ּגֹוִים ִיְהֶיה ִמֶּמָּך ּוְמָלִכים   ּוְרֵבה ּגֹוי ּוְקַהל
 :ֵמֲחָלֶצי� ֵיֵצאּו

3. Tosefta Yevamot 8:7
A compilation of Oral Law from the late second century, the same period as the Mishnah. 

Ben Azzai says: One who does not engage in 
procreation sheds blood and annuls the image 
[of God], as it says, “For in His image did God 
make human beings,” and it is written “And 
you, be fertile and increase.” 

הּיָ ְרבִ ּו הּיָ ְפִר ּבִ  ֵסקֹוע ֹוֵאינׁשֶ  לּכָ : ֵמרֹוא יּזַ עַ  ןּבֶ 
,  תּומ ּדְ ֶאת הַ  לּטֵ ְמבַ ּו  ִמיםּדָ  ֵפ�ׁשֹוֲהֵרי ֶזה 

םֶאת ָהָאדָ  הׂשָ �ִהים עָ -אֱ  ֶצֶלםּבְ  יּכִ : "ֱאַמרֶׁשּנֶ 
 ." ּוְרבּו  ּורּפְ  םּתֶ "ְואַ  בּוְוָכת

4. David Ben-Gurion, Israel: A Personal History 1
 

Polish-born Zionist leader; first prime minister of Israel (1886-1973). 

If the Jewish birthrate is not increased, it is doubtful that the Jewish State will survive. As we 
have seen, from 1951–1966 the Jewish birthrate declined from 26.1 to 16.1 per thousand, whereas 
among the Arabs it rose from 37.6 to 43.4. The bodies that must deal with this problem are Jewish 

1 Trans. Nechemia Meyers and Uzy Nystar (Tel Aviv: American Israel Publishing Co, 1971), 839. 
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men’s and women’s organization in Israel and the Jewish Agency.2 And this must be done in two 
ways: (a) to bring home to the Jewish woman and the Jewish family that the future of their 
nation depends on their producing a sufficient number of healthy children; (b) to provide large 
Jewish families with more economic, social, and educational assistance… 

Jewish women’s organizations, such as WIZO (Women’s International Zionist Organization) and 
the Working Mothers Organization, are doing good work….It is incumbent upon them to explain 
to women of European origin, as well as to those born in Israel and to every Jewish woman 
capable of understanding the unique needs of a nation such as Israel, that their prime obligation 
to their people is to have at least four children, and, as far as possible, within eight to ten years 
after getting married. 

…Any Jewish woman who, as far as it depends on her, does not bring into the world at least four 
healthy children is shirking her duty to the nation, like a soldier who evades military service. And 
it is the duty of the Jewish people as a whole to provide women with the economic, cultural, and 
social conditions to enable them to give these children a proper upbringing and education. 

5. Rabbi Elliot Dorff, “This is My Beloved, This is My Friend”: Sex and the Family 3

A leading ethicist and theologian of the Conservative Movement (Los Angeles, California, b. 1943). 

Those who can produce or adopt children should see it as a mitzvah of the highest order to have 
more than the minimal number of two, for nothing less than the future of the Jewish community 
and of Judaism depends on that.4 The Jewish community, after all, lost a third of its members in 
the Holocaust, and…contemporary Jews are not producing enough children even to maintain 
their present numbers. Add to these factors the high rate of intermarriage and assimilation 
among Jews today, and it becomes clear that we Jews are in serious demographic trouble as a 
people. One needs a Jewish education to become an informed, practicing Jew, of course, but 
people can be educated only if they exist in the first place. The mitzvah of procreation, like all 
other commandments, does not apply to those who cannot fulfill it; but for those who can, 
propagation or adoption is literally a matter of life and death for us not only as individuals and as 
families but also as a people. 

2 Ben Gurion is intentional in arguing that the effort to increase birthrate is the responsibility of the Jewish organizations 
rather than the Israeli government. In his view, government policies that didn’t apply to all citizens (both Jews and 
Arabs) would be seen as discriminatory. 
3 In Love Your Neighbor and Yourself: A Jewish Approach to Modern Personal Ethics (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society, 2003), 95. 
4 The Talmud (BT Yebamot 61b) determines that the commandment to be fruitful and multiply is fulfilled when a couple 
bears two children, a boy and a girl.  Overall, fertility rates are higher than replacement level, but among liberal Jews, the 
rates are below replacement. Note that replacement is 2.1 because there is an understanding that not everyone will have 
children, hence the call for “more than the minimal number of two.” 
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II. IS PROCREATION AN ABSOLUTE VALUE?

6. Babylonian Talmud, Ketubot 39a
 The central body of Rabbinic law, dialectic, and lore, comprised of the Mishnah and the Gemara—
the latter being an exposition and elaboration of the former. Two separate Talmudic compilations 
exist: the Babylonian Talmud (c. 500 CE) and the Jerusalem Talmud (also known as the Talmud of 
the Land of Israel, c. 400 CE). 

[It is permitted for] three [categories of] women to engage in relations 
with a contraceptive resorbent (mokh). These are they: a minor, a 
pregnant woman, and a nursing woman. [The baraita5 elaborates:] A 
minor [may do so] lest she conceive and die; a pregnant woman, lest her 
[existing] fetus [be crushed by another fetus and] assume the shape of a 
sandal fish6 [if she conceives a second time; and ]a nursing woman, lest 
she [conceive, causing her milk to spoil, which will lead her to] wean her 
child [prematurely, endangering his health]. 

תַׁשְּמׁשֹומְ  יםׁשִ נָ  ׁש�ׁשָ 
הּנָ ֵהן: ְקטַ  ּלּו, אֵ �ֹומּבְ 
.  ֵמִניָקהּו ֶרתּוּבֶ ְמעּו

 רּבֵ ִתְתעַ  אֶׁשּמָ : הּנָ ְקטַ 
:  ֶרתּוּבֶ . ְמעתּוְוָתמ
  ּהרָ ּוּבָ ע  הׂשֶ ֵתעָ  אֶׁשּמָ 
  אֶׁשּמָ . ֵמִניָקה: לּדָ ַסנ

 .ּהנָ ּבְ ִתְגֹמל ֶאת 

7. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Ishut 15:2
Also known as Rambam (acronym for “Rabbi Moses ben Maimon”); halakhic codifier (Mishneh 
Torah), philosopher (Guide of the Perplexed), and communal leader (Spain and Egypt, 1135–1204). 

The mitzvah of being fruitful and multiplying is incumbent 
on the husband and not on his wife. When does a man 
become obligated to fulfill this mitzvah? From the time he 
reaches seventeen. If he reaches twenty and has not married, 
he is considered to have transgressed and negated the 
observance of this positive commandment. If, however, he is 
occupied with the study of Torah and absorbed in this 
endeavor and is hesitant to marry, lest he be forced to work 
to support his wife and thus be prevented from studying 
Torah, he is permitted to delay marriage—for a person who is 
occupied in the performance of one mitzvah is exempt from 
the obligation to perform another. Surely this applies with 
regard to the study of Torah. 

ֲאָבל   הּיָ ְרבִ ּו ה ּיָ ִר ּפְ ְמֻצֶוה ַעל  ׁשָהִאי
 בּיֵ ִנְתחַ  ׁש. ְוֵאיָמַתי ָהִאי הׁשָ א ָהאִ �
. ְוֵכיָון  ֵרהׂשְ עֶ  ַבע ׁשְ  ןּבֶ ? מִ ֹוז  ִמְצָוהּבְ 
,הׁשָ אִ  אׂשָ ְו�א נָ   ָנהׁשָ  ִריםׂשְ עֶ  ּוָעְברׁשֶ 

.  הׂשֵ ִמְצַות עֲ  לּטֵ ְמבַ ּו ֵברֹוֲהֵרי ֶזה ע 
  ָּבּה דּוְוָטר  ָרהַּבּתֹו ֵסק ֹוְוִאם ָהָיה ע

 אֶׁשּלֹ  ֵדיּכְ  הׁשָ אִ  אִּלׂשָ מִ  ִמְתָיֵראְוָהָיה 
 לּטֵ ִויבַ   ְׁשּתֹואִ  רּוֲעבּבַ  תֹונֹוזַּבּמְ ִיְטַרח 
 ָתרּוֲהֵרי ֶזה מ —  ָרהּתֹוִמן הַ 

ִמן רּוטּפָ  ְצָוה ַּבּמִ  ֵסקֹוָהעׁשֶ ְלִהְתַאֵחר, 
 .ָרהּתֹו  דּוַתְלמּבְ  ןֶׁשּכֵ , ְוָכל ְצָוהּמִ הַ 

5 A tradition in the oral law that is not incorporated into the Mishnah. 
6 We know this fish as “sole,” which got its name from its resemblance to a sandal. 
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8. Dr. Sylvia Barack Fishman, “Public Jews and Private Acts: Family and Personal Choices 
in the Public Square and in the Private Realm” 7 

Leading sociologist of American Jewish life and Professor Emerita of Judaic Studies at Brandeis 
University (b. 1942). 

The vast majority of Jewish women still place enormous value on having children. Jewish women 
are less likely than any other religious or ethnic group to state that they wish to remain childless. 
Most American Jewish couples hope to have children “someday.” Unlike women of other ethnic 
groups, in which higher education is associated with lower expectations of childbearing, the 
more highly educated a Jewish woman, the more children she expects to have. Calvin 
Goldscheider and Francis Kobrin Goldscheider, relying on data that deal with expected family 
size, point out that among Jewish populations, “educational attainment is directly rather than 
inversely related to fertility expectations.” Thus, “Jews with doctorates expect 2.2 children and 
only 11 percent expect to be childless.”8 However, highly educated Jewish women do not actually 
have as many children as they once expected to. Although Jewish career women are more 
committed to having children than other groups of career women, they are at least as likely as 
other white middle-class women to postpone the onset of childbearing until they have reached 
what they consider to be an appropriate level of occupational or financial achievement. In this 
new demographic, expectations often do not give way to reality. Jewish women aged 16 to 26 
interviewed in a national study in 1969–70 expected to have an average of 2.5 children. That same 
demographic cohort, twenty years later, has in fact borne an average of 1.5 children, with a 
projected average completed family size of 1.7 children. 

 
9. Rabbi Dr. Binyamin Lau, “The Two Objectives of the Institution of Marriage: ‘For She is 

Your Companion and the Wife of your Covenant’” 9 
Rosh Beit Midrash of Beit Morasha in Jerusalem and author of numerous articles and books 
(Israel, b. 1961). 
 
In our society, people are marrying at a later age, and we must do everything possible to help 
young people enter into marriage. Recognizing that marriage is not just an instrument to 
facilitate bringing children into the world, but that it constitutes a value in and of itself—in that 
“it is not good for a person to be alone”—obligates the halakhic authorities to exert themselves to 
encourage young people considering marriage.10 If leniency in the form of an allowance to delay 
the mitzvah of having children is likely to decide the issue in favor of a wedding, this should be 
given serious consideration. In contrast to the reasons that forbid a married man (as opposed to a 
bachelor) to delay the mitzvah of procreation, there are reasons to allow a couple to delay 

 
7  In Jews and the American Public Square, ed. Alan Mittleman, Robert Licht, and Jonathan Sarna (Lanham: Rowman and 
Littlefield Publishers, 2002), 274. 
8 Calvin Goldscheider and Francis Kobrin Goldscheider, "The Transition to Jewish Adulthood: Education, Marriage and 
Fertility," paper presented at the Tenth World Congress of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, August 1989, 17-20. 
9 Translated from the Hebrew in Milin Havivin (Beloved Words) Vol. 3 (2007), 65. 
10 Alluding to Genesis 2:18: “The Lord God said, ’It is not good for a person to be alone; I will make a fitting helper for 
him.’” 
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fulfillment of the mitzvah for a limited period of time, provided that they translate their 
emotional attachment into a marital bond. 

10. Rabbi Yitzchak Avi Roness, “Family Planning: The Postponement of Mitzvat P’ru 
U-rvu” 11

Doctoral student in the Talmud department at Bar Ilan University (Israel). 

It is also important to note that the Rabbis’ advice regarding the need to prepare a firm financial 
base [before marriage] is purposefully vague. The expression “to build a house and plant a 
vineyard” does not convey a clear notion in regard to the size of the home or the size and quality 
of the vineyard.…Yet the Rabbis’ directive here is that, no matter what minimal lifestyle one 
deems necessary for oneself, appropriate steps must be taken to ensure that this standard of 
living be maintained as one’s family and expenses grow, for otherwise domestic strife will surely 
follow. Far from being some sort of foreign, Western notion, a young couple’s financial 
considerations and concerns are fully in accord with the Torah’s understanding of the ideal way 
to set up a household. 

11. Ronit Irshai, “Be Fruitful and Multiply” in Fertility and Jewish Law: Feminist 
Perspectives on Orthodox Responsa Literature 12

Dr. Ronit Irshai is a Senior Lecturer in the gender studies program at Bar Ilan University and a 
research fellow at the Shalom Hartman institute in Jerusalem (Israel). 

The Babylonian Talmud forbids conjugal relations during a time of famine. Let us consider the 
reason for the prohibition and its scope: 

Resh Lakish said: A man is forbidden to engage in sexual intercourse during years of famine, as it 
is said (Genesis 41:50): “Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the father of two sons.” 
One sage taught: Those who are childless engage in sexual intercourse during years of famine. 
Our rabbis [i.e., the majority, in contrast to the named sage] taught: When Israel is sunk in 
sorrow, and one person withdraws from involvement in it, the two ministering angels that 
accompany a person come and place their hand on his head and say, “This person who withdrew 
from the community will not see the consolation of the community.” It was taught in another 
baraita: When the community is sunk in sorrow, a man should not say, “I will go to my home and 
eat and drink, and it will be well with my soul”…Rather, one should be sorrowful with the 
community. (Babylonian Talmud, Ta’anit 11a) 

Resh Lakish’s statement can be understood in two ways. He may believe it is wrong to bring 
additional children into the world in a time of famine for economic reasons, so that there are not 
extra mouths to feed. From the ensuing discussion…it appears that the prohibition is based on a 

11 In Milin Havivin (Beloved Words), Vol. 3 (2007), 77–78. 
12 (Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2012), 47-48. 
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concern for social solidarity rather than economics. A person is part of a community, and he may 
not act for the sake of his own household without paying attention to and identifying with the 
troubles faced by the community as a whole. 

12. Rabbi Edward Feld, “Torah, Not History,” The Spirit of Renewal: Finding Faith After the 
Holocaust 13 

Conservative rabbi and author; senior editor of the Rabbinical Assembly’s High Holiday Mahzor 
(Mahzor Lev Shalem) and prayerbook (Siddur Lev Shalem) (United States). 

The sixty years between the destruction of the Temple and the Bar Kochba revolution were 
among the most hermeneutically and legally creative in Judaism’s history. The fabric of Jewish 
life was interwoven with study, creative interpretation, and legal disquisition. Thus, when the 
rabbis of the generation of Bar Kochba had to decide which were the most central Jewish 
institutions to protect, the study and transmission of Torah stood out as the essential instrument 
of religious preservation. 

13 (Woodstock, VT: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1994), 58–59. 

7



20 

BEYOND DISPUTE

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

1. Cohen, Jeremy. “Be Fertile and Increase, Fill the Earth and Master It”: The Ancient and
Medieval Career of a Biblical Text. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989.

2. Irshai, Ronit. Fertility and Jewish Law: Feminist Perspectives on Orthodox Responsa
Literature. Waltham: Brandeis University Press, 2012.

3. Kahn, Susan Martha. Reproducing Jews: A Cultural Account of Assisted Conception in
Israel. Durham: Duke University Press, 2000.

4. Lorberbaum, Yair. “Procreation: An Eternal Building,” pp. 224-250 in his In God’s Image:
Myth, Theology, and Law in Classical Judaism. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2015.

5. Zoloth, Laurie. “‘Each One an Entire World’: A Jewish Perspective on Family Planning,”
pp. 21-53 in Sacred Rights: The Case for Contraception and Abortion in World Religions, ed.
Daniel C. Maguire. New York: Oxford University Press, 2003.

8




