Does God Command
Birth Control?

Daniel M. Berry and Karljiirgen G. Feuerherm

1. Introduction

What is taken traditionally as God’s first commandment to man, “Be
fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28), is only the first part of a three-part
compound sentence, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and
subdue it.” This three-part sentence can be read as putting a limita-
tion on the mitzvah of procreation, namely when the earth is filled
and subdued. An examination of commentary over the centuries
shows that Jewish tradition does not recognize this limitation. In the
past, that the earth could or would ever be filled was so inconceiv-
able that there was no reason to recognize any limitations on the
mitzvah of procreation. A new interpretation of the full three-part
sentence is given that is consistent with the world as we know it
today: as the earth becomes more and more filled and subdued we
need to slow down being fruitful and multiplying.

2. Genesis 1:28

Genesis 1:28 contains what is traditionally called God’s first com-
mandment to man:'
awad1 YIRTTIR WO 1M e
Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it.
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DOES GOD COMMAND BIRTH CONTROL?

This commandment, hereinafter called “TC” for “the command-
ment,” is interesting because@onsists of three commands:

1. Be fruitful and multiply,
2. Fill the earth, and
3. Subdue it [the earth].

@:lThe first can be done repeatedly and is clearly expected to be
done repeatedly. The last two can be done only once. Once the
earth is filled, there is no more room. We cannot keep filling it
thereafter. If you keep pouring water into a full cup, it overflows.
If we keep filling a full earth, there is no place for the overflow to
go, except into outer space. Likewise, once the earth is subdued,
there is no need to continue to subdue it.

It is clear that if we keep doing the first, eventually we will fulfill
the last two. Since fulfilling the last two can be done only once,
perhaps the implication is that we are supposed to do the first only
until we fulfill the last two. We cannot tell. The Bible is silent on
what happens when we fulfill the last two.

Perhaps we have already fulfilled this command to the extent
that it was meant to be fulfilled. If you go to South East Asia,
you get a sense that the earth is filled. There are questions being
raised about whether the earth can sustain our continued expo-
nential population growth, whether there is sufficient arable land
to produce the food needed for the population, especially given
the climate change that seems to be happening as a result of our
subduction of the earth.” Perhaps we have subdued the earth and
the earth is now crying “Uncle!” or is fighting back with ever more
violent weather. Perhaps, it is time to stop obeying the being fruit-
ful and multiplying part.

The next part of this paper, Sections 36, is devoted to showing
that nowhere in Jewish tradition is such a limitation recognized.
Then, Sections 7-8 show how TC could be read as placing a limit
on the duty to procreate. Sections 9-10 consider the limitation in
today’s context and bring in science to conclude that the time has
come to apply the limitation. Section 11 concludes the paper.

3. Commentary on TC in Jewish Tradition

Let us examine various Jewish commentaries, from the Mishnah
through to modern day in order to see how they deal with TC.
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3.1. Mis
Mishnah 6:6* discusses circumstances under which a man
may be u as opposed to unwilling—to procreate due to

problems beyond his control, for example:

A man should not neglect the commandment of “be fruitful and
multiply” unless he already has children. The school of Sham-
mai teaches: two sons. The school of Hillel teaches: a son and a
daughter, since it says: “male and female he created them.” If a
man marries a woman and lives with her ten years and they have
no children, he cannot neglect it any longer. When he divorces
her, she is permitted to marry another. The second husband can
wait for her ten more years. If she miscarries we begin the count
from the time of the miscarriage. A man is commanded to be
fruitful and multiply but not a woman. Rabbi Johanan ben Beru-
kah said: Both are commanded as it says, “And God blessed them
and said: ‘Be fruitful and multiply.””*

[Tt totally ignores any suggestion that there might be a com-
manded limit to being fruitful and multiplying.

3.2. B’reishit Rabbah

The commentary of Genesis in B’reishit Rabbah® alse ignores the
sentence except to give some interpretation of 7221 (subdue) on
pages 62 and 63:

R. Leazar said the name of R. Jose b. Zimra: We-kibshuhah [plural:
and do ye subdue it] is actually written we-kibshah [singular: and
do thou subdue it]: man is commanded concerning procreation,
but not woman. R. Johanan b. Berokah said: Concerning both
man and woman it says, AND GOD BLESSED THEM, etc.

‘We-kibsha’ (and subdue her) is written: the man must master his
wife, that she not go out into the market place, for every woman
who goes out into the market place, eventually comes to grief.
Whence do we know it? From Dinah, as it is written, And Dinah
... went out, etc. (Gen. xxxiv, 1). R. Isaac said in R. Hanina’s name:
The law is as stated by R. Johanan b. Berokah.

3.3. Rashi

The commentary of Genesis by Rashi® ignores the clause about fill-
ing the earth. His only comment about TC is:
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DOES GOD COMMAND BIRTH CONTROL?

and subdue it: The “vav” [in nw221] is missing, [allowing the word
to be read nwa:), the masculine singular imperative] to teach you
that the male subdues the female that she should not be a gad-
about (Gen. Rabbah 8:12), and it is also meant to teach you that
the man, whose way it is to subdue, is commanded to propagate,
but not the woman (Yev. 65b).

[Jin re to the earlier verse, Genesis 1:22, where the same
phrase 1271 11, “be fruitful and multiply,” is commanded to ani-
mals, Rashi does com on “be fruitful and multiply”:

Be fruitful: [The word} Y32 is derive m *79) fruit, meaning
produce fruits.

and multiply: If He had said only, “Be fruitful,” one would beget
one and no more. “And multiply” was therefore said so that one
could beget many:.

4. Ramban
Nachmanides Jxas two comments linked to TC:”

28. God blessed them directly saying,[48] “Be fruitful and mul-
tiply, fill the earth and have control over it,[49] and have control
over the fish in the sea, the birds in the heavens, and all the ani-
mals which travel over the earth.”

[[IThe above is the full Genesis 1:28. The comments attached to it
in Talmudic style are labeled “[48]” and “[49].” Ia [48]; Ramban

oints out that, in v. 22, the text reads, “God blessed them saying,”

hile here it reads, 2God blessed them and God said to them%;
hence, he interprets that this is a direct blessing. Since this vayomer
is not a creative word but a command, I render “saying.” Fhatis;
God blessed them directly, giving them the power to be . . . and to
have control. Ja [49] Ramban specifically takes vekivshuha [7w221]
and wuredu [177] as synonyms. Notice that neither of these com-

@ gents addresses the issue of “filllthe earth,” yIR7~NR W7,

3.5. Hershon

In the 1883 The Pentateuch according to the Talmud, Paul Isaac Her-
shon® translates TC as “be fruitful and multiply and replenish the
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DANIEL M. BERRY AND KARLJURGEN G. FEUERHERM

earth and subdue it.” In his ensuing discussion, there is no com-
mentary about “replenish the earth.” The commentary is about
only being fruitful and multiplying and about subduing the earth.
On page 67, the commentary of verse 28 begins by quoting only,
“And God blessed them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful and
multiply.” The next part of the text of verse 28 that is quoted is
“And have dominion over the fish of the sea.” “And replenish the
earth and subdue it"==ps not warrant its own section. Neverthe-
less, under “And o@ essed them, and God said unto them, Be

fruitful and multiply” Hershon says:

L. This precept (which is the first of the 613) is obligatory on man
only, and not on woman. Rabbi Yochanan be Berokh says: It is
obligatory on both; for it is said: “And God said unto them: Be
fruitful and multiply.” (The above is a Mishnah; and now follows
the Guemara.)

II. Whence are these words (the first part of the Mishnah) proved?
Rav Ilan said in the name of Rabbi Eliezer ben Shimon: Scripture
says (in the same text): “And replenish the earth and subdue it;”
itis an to subdue the earth, and not for woman. But the very
wor| bdue,” is in the plural. Rav Yitzchak replied: It is writ-
ten waefy, (in the singular). The punctuation alone constitutes the

difference between the plural and singulag,

III. Rav Yoseph said : It is proved from Ge. xxxv. 11: “I am God
Almighty, be fruitful and multiply” (singular). Yevamoth, fol. 65,
col. 2.

[[JThis commentary quotes “replenish the earth and subdue it,”
but goes into depth about only “subdue it,” basically ignoring “re-
plenish the earth.”

Even the subsequent synoptical notes about procreation focuses
on only being fruitful and multiplying and mentions no com-
manded limitations. It does discuss circumstances, such as infertil-
ity, under which not being fruitful and multiplying may be excused.

3.6. Shapiro
A chapter titled “Be-Fruitful-and Multiplyy” by David S. Shapiro’

quotes Genesis 1:28:
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DOES GOD COMMAND BIRTH CONTROL?

God blessed them, and said unto them: “Be fruitful, and multiply,
and replenish the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over
the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every
living thing that moves upon the earth.”

and goes on to talk about being fruitful and multiplying with no
commanded limitations.

The chapter later quotes Exodus 1:7 as saying: “The children
of Israel were fruitful and prolific, they multiplied and increased
very greatly, so that the land was filled with them.” This quote
using the words “the land was filled” X7 X2M with the same
roots as “and fill the earth” yIX71~NX X1, makes it clear that the
meaning ascribed to filling the earth did not extend to stopping
the commandment of being fruitful and multiplying. The Hebrews
continued to be fruitful and continued to multiply past the date
described by Exodus 1:7.

3.7. Schweid

The 2009 English translation The Philosophy of the Bible as Founda-
tion of Jewish Culture, of Eliezer Schweid’s Hebrew language book, '
says:

Two imperatives are incumbent on him [the human being] to
carry out his task. The first is embodied in his animal nature, and
like the animals he is blessed /commanded: “Be fruitful and mul-
tiply and fill the earth.” (Gen. 1:28) The second has its source in
the divine spirit that was breathed into him: “Subdue the earth,
and rule the fish of the seas and the fowl of heaven and all living
creatures that crawl on the earth.”

[IThere is nothing in here about any limitations on procreation.
In fact, in this commentary, “fill the earth” seems to been totally
eclipsed by the “be fruitful and multiply” and by “subdue the
earth.”

3.8. Chabad

Chabad’s website has an article titled “Be Fruitful and Multiply”
by Aryeh Citron." It immediately quotes parts of Genesis 1:28, in-
cluding part of TC, and others:
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DANIEL M. BERRY AND KARLJURGEN G. FEUERHERM

The first mitzvah in the Torah is “to be fruitful and multiply.”
As the verse in Genesis states: “And G-d said to them, ‘Be fruit-
ful and multiply and fill the earth . . .”” After the Flood, G-d re-
peated this commandment to Noah: “And G-d blessed Noah and
his sons, and He said to them: ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth.””

[[IThe first subsection, titled “The Basic Mitzvah” describes the
details of being fruitful and multiplying including the number of
sons a man should have. There is no mention of any commanded
limitation. There are subsections dealing with reasons that one
may not be able to obey the mitzvah, namely in subsections titled
“Infertility” and “One Who Is Unable to Have Children,” but these
are not commanded limitations.

4. Do Rabbis Know of Any Commentary
Considering Any Limitations?

An informal survey of rabbis known to the author and to some
of the author’s friends indicates that there is nothing in Juda-
ism that specifically addresses the issue of whether the phrase
YIRA"NR WO, “and fill the earth,” implies that there are com-
manded limits on being fruitful and multiplying. Therefore, it
seems safe to say that in Judaism, there is no notion of any limita-
tions on the commandment to be fruitful and multiply.

It appears that we, in Judaism, are collectively guilty of not quot-
ing an entire sentence, of quoting a phrase out of its sentential con-
text. In this case, we are ignoring a context that seems to go against
the message of the part that we are quoting.

5. Google Search

Most references to TC in English quote only the first part of the
sentence, “Be fruitful and multiply.” The focus seems to be on ex-
plaining a commandment to procreate. and in justifying prohibi-
tions against inhibiting or obstructini any way this procreation.
It is further used to justify prohibitions against any form of birth
control other than abstinence,'> which itself is discouraged as less

desirable than procreating.
Evidence for this claim is th
“Be fruitful and multiply” on

Google search of the phrase
yielded 380;004 hits.
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ESGOD-COMMAND BIRTHEQONTROL?

However, a Google search of the phrase “Be fruit@md multiply
and fill the earth|’ yielded only 88,909 hits, [about(@ifpercent of the
number of hits for “Be fruitful and multiply.” A Google search of
“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth|and subdue it” yielded
even fewer hits, gnly 56,706, So, the culture|seems to ignore the full
sentence and segms to focus on only being fruitful and multiply-
ing.”” The Googlp search results make it clear that even the non-
Jewish world is focusedormronty “Befruitful and multiply” and is
largely ignoring the rest of TC.

6. Why a Limitation Made No Sense in the Past

If one considers the world situation at the time the early commen-
taries of Section 3 were written, the notion that the earth could
be filled any time soon was sheer nonsense, so much so that the
notion was not worth any commentary. Indeed, natural disasters,
such as the flood and the seven years of famine, and attempts at
genocide, such as Pharaoh’s edict that all male Hebrew newborns
were to be killed, were frequent and severe enough that it was
clear that humans needed to be fruitful and multiply.

The Torah: A Women’s Commentary translates TC as “Be fruit-
ful and multiply; fill the earth and tame it;”'* Its commentary on
TC says: “The harsh conditions and fragility of life in the ancient
world make fertility a most valued gift and necessity. The plain
sense of the text is that this ‘first commandment’ is issued to both
female and male.”

As an example of the perception of the fragility of life, in Genesis
19:30-38, Lot’s two daughters thought that Lot and they were the
last three people on earth when they procreated with Lot, their
father, after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

However, recently, it has become clear that we could indeed be
filling the earth, reaching the earth’s capacity to support life, and
that we could indeed be subduing the earth to the point of perma-
nent damage to the planet or to the point that the earth is fighting
back with ever increasingly violent weather. Therefore, a phrase
of the Bible that seemed totally irrelevant at the time traditional
commentaries were written has become very relevant. It is neces-
sary to reassess the meaning of TC based on what has only recently
become clear.

Spring 2016 103


dberry
Cross-Out

dberry
Inserted Text
558,000

dberry
Cross-Out

dberry
Inserted Text
220,000

dberry
Rectangle

dberry
Highlight

dberry
Sticky Note
21%


DANIEL M. BERRY AND KARLJURGEN G. FEUERHERM

7. A New Reality for TC

Perhaps, God' was anticipating a time in the future in which
the earth would be filled and subdued and wrote the command-
ment in Genesis 1:28 so that it had its own sunset clause, when
the command to be fruitful and multiply would have to cease to
be obeyed. A literal reading of the whole sentence is that it com-
mands both

1. Brocreation and
2. Exercising restraint on the procreation (i.e., birth control),
when the earth is filled and is subdued.

[Barring a catastrophe at the time of filling or thereafter, filling
the earth can be done only once. Therefore, one could argue that
only the persons who would produce children after the earth is
filled need to practice birth control.

However, a fairer interpretation is that as the earth gets closer
and closer to being filled and subdued, everyone has to practice
this restraint to slow down the procreation, perhaps to achieve a
steady state of procreating only to replace the dying. This interpre-
tation distributes the procreation and the restraint over the entire
population. In addition, it is probably unwise to wait until there
is no space left for a new person; we will have run out of other
resources, such as agricultural land, long before that time.

Of course, if at any time before, or even after, the earth is filled,
a catastrophe, such as a repeat of the Noachian flood, were to deci-
mate the earth’s inhabitants, then TC would once again have to
be interpreted as it has been, with a focus on being fruitful and
multiplying.

8. The Syntactic Structure of TC

There is plenty of evidence that in Genesis, the 1, which is nor-
mally understood in modern Hebrew as meaning “and,” was un-
derstood at the time of the writing of Genesis as meaning a variety
of conjunctions and prepositions, including “in order to.”'® On this
basis, let us consider again TC. One can read TC as:

(Be fruitful) in order to (multiply) in order to (fill the earth) in
order to (subdue it).
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DOES GOD COMMAND BIRTH CONTROL?

In other words, each non-first command can be heeded only if
and when its predecessor has also been heeded. However, a vari-
ety of different structures can be imposed by reading the normal
“and” for 1 at any point. Traditionally, 1271 178 has been taken as a
unit, and it makes sense to consider w331 IR NR XM as a unit
because of the implied pronoun “she” in W11 referring to YIN7.
Therefore, a reasonable structure for TC is:

@ | (Be fruitful, and multiply),in order to (fill the earth) and (subdue it),

This structure fits the understanding of TC afforded by the modern
reality.

In modern Hebrew, we might express “in order to” as “until,” be-
cause once one’s purpose for doing something has been achieved,
he or she can stop doing the something. Thus, in modern Hebrew,
TC might be rendered:

@ mn-nx Wonn oPRw 7Y 1271 1B

[[IBe fruitful and multiply until you fill the earth and subdue it.

9. What Now?

So what now? We need to marvel at the foresight and wisdom of
the Torah that placed the natural limit on being fruitful and mul-
tiplying, namely when the earth is filled and subdued, even if we
humans did not see and understand until recently that filling and
subduing the earth is indeed possible.

We humans that live on the earth need to have a general discus-
sion addressing the following issues:

1. Are we filling and subduing the earth?
2. Are we about to fill and subdue the earth?
3. Have we already filled and subdued the earth?"”

[LJif the answer to any of these questions is “Yes,” then we need
to have a discussion to decide what to do with the commandment
of Genesis 1:28, that is to decide how fruitful and multiplying to
be and how limiting of these to be. That is we need to decide on a
balance between procreation and birth control that is appropriate
given our answers to Questions 1, 2, and 3.

Some possible balances include:
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DANIEL M. BERRY AND KARLJURGEN G. FEUERHERM

1. Achieving a much slower population growth,

2. Achieving a steady state in which births match deaths, and
the population does not changg

3. Achieving a population reduction

[]To make this decision, we will need additional science to tell
us the effect of population, population growth, and population
reduction on humans, animals, plants, the environment, and the
earth in general. Then we will need to decide where on the pas-
sive—active spectrum we need to be on procreation and on birth
control to achieve this balance.

An important issue for Jews to consider is that, more so than
other peoples, they have been the target of extermination attempts,
the most recent attempt succeeding to decimate 6 million of them.
Should Jews exempt themselves from the balancing birth control, at
least temporarily, until they have achieved the population that they
would have had they not been the target of extermination efforts? On
the other hand, as observed by Rabbi Lori Cohen, Deuteronomy 7:7
says, “It is not because you are the most nu s of people that the
Lord set his heart on you and chose you,” This would suggest that
Jews are destined to be a small part of the world population anyway.
Still on the same other hand, Jews have always been at the forefront
of tikkun olam (repairing the world) efforts. Balanced procreation and
birth control are certainly aimed at repairing the world, repairing it
from being filled and subdued. So, to set a proper example, maybe
Jews should not exempt themselves.

10. Science Attempts to Answer the Question
“Have We Filled the Earth?”

The recently developed concept of “ecological footprint”*® sug-
gests that we have indeed already filled and subdued the earth
and gives an estimate of by how much have we done so. The eco-
logical footprint is calculated from data gathered by the United
Nations for its own purposes, and it is a standardized measure of
mankind’s demand on the earth’s ecosystem. It compares man-
kind’s demand for the earth’s capital resources against the earth’s
ecological capacity to regenerate them. The ecological footprint’s
unit is “earths,” as it tells us how much of the earth or how many
earths are needed to supply the resources mankind consumes
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DOES GOD COMMAND BIRTH CONTROL?

and to properly assimilate the waste that mankind produces. In
2007, the ecological footprint was calculated as 1.5 earths. That is,
mankind was using the earth’s resources 1.5 faster than the earth
can provide them from its original or renewed supply. Moreover,
if the population and consumption continue to grow at the cur-
rees, by 2030, the ecological footprint is estimated to be 2
earths4’ That is, we will need a whole new planet to accommo-
date mankind. Of course, we do not have this whole new planet
at our disposal. We will need to get along with the only planet
earth that we have.

The situation is a lot worse than most people perceive based on
their experience. The problem is that population grows not lin-
early, but exponentially. Therefore, if in the last hundred years, the
population grew from 1 billion to 2 billion people, then in the next
hundred years, the population will grow not to 3 billion, but to 4
billion people. That is, if in the last hundred years the population
has doubled, it will double again in the next hundred years.

We humans are not good at forecasting exponential growth. Our
gut feelings appear to operate linearly based on past experience.
The accompanying figure shows two plots on one graph. The hori-

Where zontal axis of the graph is time, and the vertical axis is population.

is the

Figur
)

The plot labeled “Actuality” shows exponential growth. Let us say
that we are at Point 1 in time. The way we humans tend to view
our experience is captured by the plot labeled “Gut Feeling” to the
left of Point 1. When we extrapolate to the future, we mentally fol-

e?low that Gut-Feeling plot to the right of Point 1. However, popu-

lation grows as the Actuality plot. So, at Point 2 in the future, the
population growth will be significantly larger than expected, and
at Point 3, twice as far into the future as Point 2, the growth will be
even more significantly larger than expected. We stand to be very
surprised that the amount that we underestimate the population
growth grows faster and faster with each unit of time.

Thus, the situation is a lot worse than we realize, and limiting
population growth gets more and more essential, if not critical,
with each passing day.

11. Conclusions

To conclude, in the past, it may have been reasonable to ignore “and
fill the earth and subdue it” in favor of “Be fruitful and multiply”;
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there was no chance that the earth would be filled or subdued any
time soon. However, today, there is growing evidence that the
earth is rapidly approaching being filled and subdued, if it is not
already so, perhaps irreparably so. Hence, it may be time to regard
TC, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it” as
commanding an earth-sustaining balance of procreation and birth
control.

@ Notes

1. Some take Genesis 1:28 not as a commandment, but as a blessing,
if for no other reason than that Genesis 1:28 begins with “And God
blessed them,” referring to Adam and Eve. However, a glance at
the commentaries of Section 3 shows that most in the Jewish tradi-
tion consider Genesis 1:28 to be a commandment.

2. Wikipedia, “Human Overpopulation,|%*p://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Human_overpopulation (viewed 4 April 14, 2014), and L
Sample, “Global Food Crisis Looms as Climate Change and Popu-
lation Growth Strip Fertile Land,” The Guardian, August 31, 2007,
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2007 /aug/31/
climatechange.food.

3. M. B. Greenspan, “Be Fruitful and tiply: Limits and Chal-
lenges, Parshat Bereshit Genesis 1:106:8,” Rabbi Greenspan’s To-
rah  Table Talk, http://www.oceansidejewishcenter.org/ table—@
talk/5767/1_01_Bereshit.htm.

4. Certainly, the notion of an unlimited command to “be fruitful and
multiply” is as outdated as the notion that the command applies
to only men! The male-gender-centric interpretation of many of
the commentaries on the command is a topic for a whole other
article.

5. H. Freedman and M. Simon, Midrash Rabbah, Translated into
English with Notes, Glossary, and Indices, third impression (Lon-
don: Soncino Press, 1961), 62[ k3.
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Fruitful-and-Multiply.htm.

Strictly speaking, also abstinence, especially in married couples,
should be prohibited, simply because it goes against being fruitful
and multiplying.

Interestingly, a Google sejg' the phrase “Be fruitful, and mu

tiply, and replenish the eart|{, he King James’s translation of th
original Hebrew, yielded J980-hits, about 1.7 times the number
of hits for the more direct, more popular of the Jewish translations
of the original Hebrew with “fill the earth.” The King James’s
translation is more widely quoted than the more popular Jewish
translation.
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Each author’s personal opinion is that the answers to Questions 1
and 2 are “Yes” and that the answer to Question 3 is “We are very
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wiki/Ecological_footprint (viewed April 14, 2014), and B. Ew-
ing, A. Reed, A. Galli, J. Kitzes, and M. Wackernagel. “Calcula-
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