
Medicine — Page 1 

Rabbi Reuven Spolter, Young Israel of Oak Park 



Medicine — Page 2 



Medicine — Page 3 



Medicine — Page 4 



Medicine — Page 5 

Chapter 34 
Slight Indispositions, Minor Ailments and Disabilities 

1. a. Included in this chapter are the laws relating to minor complaints, such as 
1) a toothache, 
2) a sore throat, 
3) a headache 
4) colds and 
5) coughs. 

b. As far as these laws are concerned, there is no difference between Shabbath and Yom Toy. 
c. For the specific case of yom toy sheini shel galuyoth, however, see Chapter 31, paragraph 28. 
 

2. a. One must distinguish between 
1) slight pains and 
2) more severe pains, as a result of which one 

a) has to go to bed or 
b) feels weak all over. 

b. Whether a pain is classified as slight or severe depends 

on the reaction of the person who is suffering. 

3. a. 1) A person who is suffering merely from a slight pain is forbidden to take any medication* (except as mentioned 
in paragraphs 4 and 5 below). 
2) For example, he may not 

a) take pills, 
b) have drops administered or 
c) gargle. 

b. 1) A person who is suffering from a more severe pain, 

as a result of which he has to go to bed or feels weak all over, is placed in the category of persons who are ill but 
whose lives are not in danger, and he may take medication. (See Chapter 33, paragraph 4.) 

2) This could occur in the case of a severe headache. 
(See paragraphs 6 and 16 below.) 

4. a. Although, as stated in the preceding paragraph, a person who is suffering merely from a slight pain is forbidden to 
take any medication, he is permitted to eat food which healthy people eat and which is likely to cure him.  b. Conse-
quently, 
1) someone who has a sore throat may 

a) eat honey, 
b) drink a solution of milk and honey, 
c) suck ordinary candies (sweets) (but not medicated lozenges), 
d) eat lemon, 
e) squeeze lemon onto sugar* and eat that, or even 
f) suck a lemon; 

2) someone who is hoarse may eat a raw egg; 
3) someone who is suffering from heartburn 

a) may eat food which is likely to have a soothing effect, such as butter, milk or an egg, but 
b) should not take bicarbonate of soda, although, 
c) in case of pressing need, such a person may rely on the view of those authorities who permit one to drink 

bicarbonate of soda, provided it was prepared before Shabbath. (It is advisable to cover it until use, to pre-
vent it from losing its efficacy.) 

 
5. a. Furthermore, the prohibition set out in paragraph 3 above relates only to the taking of medication in the normal 

manner.  b. One is, accordingly, allowed to drink water, or some other liquid, containing medicine in the form of 
drops or dissolved tablets, as long as 
1) the drops or tablets are mixed or dissolved in the water or other liquid before the beginning of Shabbath, 
2) it is not usual to take these drops or tablets in this form and 
3) other people cannot tell that one is drinking the mixture for medicinal reasons. 

c. It is not permitted to mix or dissolve the drops or tablets in the liquid on Shabbath itself. 
d. If it is usual to take medicinal drops on an ordinary weekday by mixing them in water, one is not allowed to drink 

such a mixture on Shabbath, even if one prepared it before Shabbath commenced. 
 

6. a. A person who has a headache, but 
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1) summons up his strength and walks about like a healthy individual and 
2) does not have what for him is an above-normal temperature, may not take any medication. 

b. If, however, 
1) he feels that he cannot stand on his feet, or 
2) he has  what for him is an  above-normal temperature, he is treated as a person who is ill but whose life is not 

in danger, and he may take medication, as explained in Chapter 33, paragraph 4. 
c. See also paragraph 16 below. 
 

7. a. 1) Somebody who has a slight toothache should not take a pill to assuage the pain. 
2) What he may do is have a strong drink, of a kind which healthy people are accustomed to drink, such as 

brandy or whisky, but he should take care to swallow it straight down and not 
a) rinse his mouth out with it and then spit it out, nor even 
b) retain it in his mouth for longer than usual before swallowing.  b. Somebody who has such a violent 

toothache that he feels weak all over 
1) may take medication to assuage the pain and, 
2) in case of need, may ask a non-Jew to extract the tooth. 

c. Whenever there is any fear of danger to life, for example due to the presence of a large amount of pus, a doctor 
should be consulted immediately as to the proper course of action to be adopted. 

 
8. a. A person who is suffering from a slight pain in the eye should not receive any medical treatment.  b. In the 

case of a more severe pain in the eye, or if the eye is inflamed, one is permitted 
1) to put drops in the eye, 
2) to apply ointment to the eye (directly out of the tube or by means of a stick) and 
3) to clean the eye with borax, while complying with the following directions: 

a) The boracic crystals may be dissolved in boiled water, even if it is still hot, but 
b) it is preferable to avoid pouring water from a keli rishon onto the crystals and 
c) one should instead put the crystals into water which is already in a keli sheini. 
d) One should not apply the boracic solution with absorbent cotton (cotton wool), because of the prohibi-

tion against squeezing the liquid out, even if one holds the absorbent cotton with tweezers, and not in 
one’s fingers. 

e) One may bathe the eye with the assistance of an eyecup. 
f) There is also room for permitting the end of a cloth (provided it is absolutely clean) to be soaked in a 

boracic solution and applied to the eye, but it is forbidden to squeeze out the cloth. 
c. On the subject of prolonged treatment of the eyes, see paragraph 17 below. 
d. Serious eye ailments can endanger life, and the considerations set out in Chapter 32 apply. 
 

9. a. The insertion of absorbent cotton into an aching ear is not considered to be a medical treatment and is, ac-
cordingly, permitted (subject to what is stated below), even if the pain is only slight. 
b. One may not roll up the cotton into a ball on Shabbath and insert it into the ear, but there is nothing wrong 

with pressing an unshaped piece of cotton into the ear. 
c. The halachic principles applicable in the treatment of an earache correspond, as far as is relevant, to those 

mentioned in paragraph 8 above. 
d. One is allowed to go out into reshuth ha-rabbim with absorbent cotton in an aching ear. 
e. 1) Whenever there is any fear of danger to life, the doctor may examine the ear even with an electrically 

operated instrument.  2) Where possible, the instrument should be switched on before Shabbath and left 
on. 
3) If one is unable, or has forgotten, to switch it on before Shabbath, 

a) one may do so on Shabbath, in order to examine a patient whose life is, or may be, in danger, 
but, 

b) where possible, one should then switch it on in a manner which differs from that which one would 
adopt on another day of the week. 

4) A properly qualified halachic authority should be consulted as to the special considerations relevant in 
the case of battery-operated instruments. 

 
10. a. 1) Someone who is suffering from a mere cold or cough is not allowed to receive any remedial treatment. 
2) The prohibition extends also to treatment which provides only temporary relief, for instance 

a) the application of nasal drops, 
b) the breathing in of vapors (where one can tell that it is being done for remedial purposes), or 
c) the use of an inhaler. 

b. If, however, the cough or cold is so severe that the 

patient feels weak all over, or is forced to lie down, he may receive treatment, whether it affords temporary relief, or 
has a more lasting effect. (See Chapter 33, paragraph 4.) 
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11. a. 1) A person who is suffering from an ordinary stomachache may (after consultation with a doctor) apply to his 

stomach 
a) a receptacle which previously contained hot water and is still hot, or 
b) a dry towel which has been warmed up (even on Shabbath) in front of the fire. 
2) He is not allowed 

a) to alleviate the pain by the use of a hot-water bottle which has hot water inside it (except in the circum-
stances described below), 

b) to take castor oil, Epsom salts or some other laxative, 
c) to take charcoal tablets, or 
d) to be given an enema of soapy water or of water containing some medicinal substance. 

3) a)  Despite the above, a person who is accustomed to warming his bed with a hot-water bottle even when he is 
well may also use it when he has a stomachache. 
b) He may not only place it in his bed, but even on his stomach, since it is not generally apparent that his in-

tention is the alleviation of pain. 
c) What is more, in a place where people are accustomed to using a hot-water bottle when they are well, a 

person who himself does not normally use a hot-water bottle may use it too, even when he is ill. 
b. A person who is suffering from a more severe stomachache, as a result of which he is forced to lie down or feels 

weak all over, may do any of the things mentioned in a above. 
c. If someone has very severe stomach pains, giving rise to fears that he may be dangerously ill, one may violate 

Shabbath for him, as set out in Chapter 32, for example, in order to call a doctor or take the patient to the hospital. 
(See Chapter 32, paragraph 1 lc.) 

d. For the use of an electric cushion or blanket see Chapter 38, paragraph 7. 
e. For the heating of water for a hot-water bottle on Yom Tov, see Chapter 33, paragraph 26. 

12. a. 1) Somebody suffering from a slight skin irritation (for instance on the hands or feet) may smear oil on his 
skin, but not ointment. 

2) However, if the skin is peeling because of the irritation, 

a) one is not allowed to rub even oil into the skin, but 
b) one may pour oil onto a part of the body which is not peeling, so that the oil should run from there onto that 

part of the body which is peeling.  b. 1) Somebody who sweats excessively may sprinkle ordinary talcum 
powder (that is to say, without formalin or any other therapeutic additive) on those parts of his body which 
exude the perspiration. 

2) This is because the talc operates to absorb the perspiration and not to cure it. 

13. a. If one is suffering from dry or cracked lips, one should neither 
1) smear them with lipstick or any other material, nor 
2) oil them. 

b. The same applies in the case of dry or chapped hands. 

14. A person suffering from rheumatism is not permitted to bathe in a therapeutic hot spring on Shabbath or Yom Tov.* 
15. One may wear copper necklaces and bracelets (which are reputed to be effective in relieving rheumatic pains) on 

Shabbath and may go out into reshuth ha-rabbim wearing them, even in a place where there is no eiruv. 
16. a. As explained in paragraph 3 above, a person who is suffering merely from a slight pain is forbidden to take any 

medication. 
b. If, however, there is a fear that failure to take medication will lead to an aggravation of the pain and to the clas-

sification of the sufferer as a person who is ill, although not in danger of his life, he is allowed to take medica-
tion to avoid this happening. 

c. An example would be the case of a person who is suffering from a headache and has a tendency to migraine. 
(See Chapter 33, paragraph lc.) 

 
17. a. In a case where someone is ordered by the doctor to take medication for several consecutive days, Shabbath 

included, there are authorities who take a lenient approach and permit the taking of the medicine on Shabbath too 
(even if failure to do so would not lead to the situation referred to in the previous paragraph).  b. A person who has 
been ill (even though not dangerously so) may continue taking medication after he has recovered, to avoid having a 
relapse. 

18. a. Except as mentioned below, one may not take any immunizing preparation on Shabbath as a protection against 
pains or a minor ailment.  b. Some authorities take a more lenient view when the preparation has to be taken for 
several consecutive days, Shabbath included. 
c. All authorities agree that one may take the prepara-tion if there is a risk that failure to take it may result in actual 

illness, even without danger to life. 
 
19. a. A woman who has to take medication for several consecutive days in order to enable her to become pregnant 

need not interrupt her prescribed course on Shabbath.  b. The same applies when a woman has to take contracep-
tive drugs for several consecutive days. (The use of such drugs is generally forbidden but may be sanctioned in 
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specific cases by a duly qualified rabbi, after considering all of the circumstances which the Halacha regards as 
relevant.) 

 
 
20. a. 1) One should not take vitamins or fish oil (such as cod-liver oil) on Shabbath, unless one is ill (even if not dan-

gerously so). 
2) This is the case even when one is used to taking them daily.  b. 1) However, there are authorities who adopt a 

lenient view and permit the taking of vitamins on Shabbath, in countries where they are commonly taken at 
every meal. 

2) Nevertheless, other authorities adopt a stricter approach and forbid the taking of vitamins, except when they are 
taken as a substitute for a particular food. 

c. 1) Regarding pregnant women see Chapter 36, paragraph 1. 
2) Regarding children see Chapter 37, paragraph 4. 

21. a. One is not allowed to treat a person for drunkenness by giving him an infusion. 
b. Nor may he take an emetic to make him throw up the liquor he has consumed. 
c. What he may do is drink strong, black coffee (without sugar). (Regarding the preparation of the coffee see 

Chapter 1, paragraphs 49 and 55.) 
d. He may also insert his finger into his throat to induce vomiting. 

 
22. a. One may not do strenuous physical exercises on Shabbath. 

b. Nor may one engage in muscle-building exercises with the aid of spring.fitted, physical-training apparatus. 
c. One may do simple exercises with one’s hand, even if one’s purpose in so doing is to relieve or alleviate pains. 

 
23. a. It is not permitted to engage in physiotherapy or in occupational therapy on Shabbath.  b. For someone who 

comes within the category of persons who are ill but whose lives are not in danger, it may be allowed, depending on 
the prohibitions involved in the particular kind of treatment. (See Chapter 33, paragraph 2.) 

24. a. Inflatable, rubber cushions may be blown up on Shabbath.  b. One may even blow them up with a special pump 
designed for the purpose. 
c. Nonetheless, one should not blow them up if they have never been used before. 

 
25. a. Taking snuff is permissible, even if one’s reasons for doing so are medicinal.  b. One may likewise chew tobacco. 
26. With regard to carrying a cane (walking-stick) in a place where there is no eiruv, see Chapter 18, paragraph 13. 
27. a. Whether or not an invalid who is unable to walk by his own unaided efforts may be transported in a wheel-chair 

depends on the type of place through which he has to be taken. 
1) In a place where there is an eiruv, 

a) it is permissible to wheel the invalid about in his chair, and, 
b) of course, the invalid too may wheel himself about, but 
c) one must on no account activate any motor by which the chair is propelled. 

2) In a place where there is no eiruv, but which is not actually reshuth ha-rabbim (as defined in Chapter 17, para-
graph 3), the invalid may travel in the wheelchair on Shabbath only to the synagogue, or for the purpose of an-
other mitzva, and then only if 
a) the chair is pushed by a non-Jew or 
b) the invalid turns the wheels himself. 

3) In a place which fits the definition of a reshuth ha-rabbim (set out in Chapter 17, paragraph 3), the invalid may 
travel in the wheelchair only for a mitzva (as above), and then only if 
a) the invalid is capable of turning the wheels by himself and 
b) the chair is in fact propelled jointly by a non-Jew pushing from behind and the Jew in the chair turning the 

wheels at the same time.  b. A Jew should not push a wheelchair on Shabbath in a place where there is no 
eiruv and carrying articles about is forbidden, even if the place is not actually a reshuth ha-rabbim. 

c. Whenever it is permitted for a non-Jew or the invalid himself to propel a wheelchair through a place where there is 
no eiruv and carrying articles about is forbidden, 
1) everything which is not necessary to enable the invalid to sit in the chair should be removed from it, and 
2) the invalid should not keep anything in his pockets, but 
3) the cushion on which the invalid sits is treated as if it were an article of clothing which he is wearing, and may 

be wheeled about with him. 
d. On Yom Toy, one may push the invalid in his wheelchair even in a place where there is no ei ruv, and even 

in an actual reshuth ha-rabbim. 
 
28. a. 1) A person who is hard of hearing may use an electric hearing aid on Shabbath, on condition that it was 

switched on before Shabbath. 
2) The volume may be adjusted on Shabbath, provided that 

a) increasing the current does not make a wire glow red and 
b) decreasing it does not cause the red glow of a wire to fade away. 
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3) It is recommended that a person wishing to use a hearing aid should consult an expert before Shabbath to as-

certain the facts as to his particular device.  b. 1) a)  One may not go out in a place where there is no eiruv 
wearing a hearing aid if part of it (such as the battery) is in one’s pocket. 
b) The part in one’s pocket is not being worn, and one is consequently regarded as carrying it in the normal 

way. 
2) Some authorities permit one to go out in a place 

where there is no eiruv wearing a hearing aid which is entirely contained in the frame of a pair of glasses 
(spectacles), whereas others forbid it. 

29. a. A person who wears a dental brace for straightening his teeth may put it in on Shabbath.  b. He may also go out 
into reshuth ha-rabbim wearing it. 

30. a. A person who wears an orthopedic brace for the correction of a deformity may put it on on Shabbath.  b. He may 
also go outinto reshuthha~rabbim wearingit. 
c. The brace may be fastened on by means of “velcro” strips (special strips of material which have tiny “teeth” that 

cling tightly to each other when brought into contact). 
 
31. a. One may not take medicines on Shabbath to prevent oneself from falling asleep.  b. On the subject of sleeping 

pills see Chapter 33, paragraph 16. 
 


