
 

 

 

 

              

 

 

 

Key Concepts 
Shekinah  The dwelling or divine 

presence of God often 
shown as a cloud. 

Messiah  The promised deliverer of the 
Jewish nation. The word 
means ‘anointed one’ 
 

Synagogue  A building or place of 
meeting for worship in 
the Jewish faith 

Covenant  A promise or an agreement. 
Covenants were made 
between God, Abraham and 
Moses. 
 

Shabbat 
(Sabbath)   

The Jewish day of rest 
and seventh day of the 
week 
 

Mitzvot  Actions that Jews must 
perform or avoid. There are 
613 including the Ten 
Commandments  
 

Kosher  Means ‘clean’ or ‘fit’. It 
describes food that is 
okay to eat for Jewish 
people. 

 Torah  The Jewish written law and 
the first 5 books of the 
Hebrew Bible  

The Sanctity of Life  The Sanctity of Life is the belief that life is sacred and belongs to God. This teaching comes from the book of Genesis which is the first book 
of the Torah. Jews believe that God created all humans in his image and protecting life should be the priority of all Jewish people. Teachings 
about the sanctity of life are also reinforced in the Ten Commandments: “Do not kill” and the Prophet Jeremiah: “Before I formed you in 
the womb I knew you”. The sanctity of life is also referred to in the Talmud (teaching of the rabbis) when it states “Whoever saves a life, it 
is considered as if he saved the entire world”.  
 

Pikuach Nefesh  Following the commandments and keeping religious laws is incredibly important for Orthodox Jews. However, if human life is at risk then 
saving a life becomes the priority. This principle is called ‘Pikuach Nefesh’. Saving a life takes priority over everything even if it means 
breaking some of the mitzvot in the Torah. All but 3 of the 613 mitzvot are allowed to be broken to support life. Jews believe they should 
live by the Torah but not die by it.  
 

Pikuach Nefesh in Practice  There are specific examples where the principle of ‘Pikuach Nefesh’ applies. One example would be the festival of Yom Kippur where Jews 
are supposed to fast for 25 hours. However, if a person’s life is put at risk due to fasting then they shouldn’t do it. Furthermore, Jews are 
expected to follow the kosher food laws. However, if they are starving then kosher laws can be broken. In addition, Orthodox Jews are 
expected to do no work on Shabbat (Sabbath). However, if you are a doctor or you need to travel to hospital for an emergency then 
Sabbath laws can be broken. Finally, this principle affects Jewish attitudes to abortion. If a pregnant women’s life is put at risk through 
pregnancy then abortion is acceptable to save her life. 
 

Sanctity of Life & Pikuach Nefesh  

Judaism teaches that all life comes from God as it clearly states in the book of Genesis that 

humans are created in God’s image. Life is given by God so it is sacred. The Jewish laws 

(Commandments/mitzvot) are designed to protect life. This means that the sanctity of life 

takes precedence over Jewish laws.  

Exam Practice 

Sources of Authority  

“So God created man in his own image” Genesis   

 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you” Jeremiah   

“Whoever saves a life, it is considered as if he saved the entire world.”  Talmud 

"The possibility of danger to human life renders inoperative the laws of the Sabbath“ Yoma 83-84  

“Do not stand by whilst your neighbours life is at risk” Leviticus   

  


