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The famous Halacha of "Piku’ah Nefesh" establishes that the concern for a Jew’s life overrides the
prohibitions of Shabbat. The laws of Shabbat may, and in fact must, be violated when this is necessary to save the life
of a seriously ill patient. It is critically important for people to acquaint themselves with the detailed Halachot of
"Piku’ah Nefesh," as when such situations arise, people do not normally have the opportunity to begin searching
through books to find the Halacha. These Halachot must be learned so that when one finds himself in a situation of a
critically ill patient in need of urgent care, Heaven forbid, he will know exactly what should be done.

What are such cases, what does someone do when he finds himself in such a situation?

What to do when Uncertain about a Life-Threatening Situation

Habruta Night
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The Gemara discusses the Biblical source for the law that saving a person’s life takes
precedence over the laws of the Sabbath:
7772 Pabm 12 b 3 x2py 13T SXynpen 137 M 1391 — IT ONCE HAPPENED THAT R
YISHMAEL, R’ AKIVA AND R’ ELAZAR BEN AZARYAH WERE TRAVELING ON THE ROAD 37) 77001 1%
X pabme My 1 ehx 3 Sw w2 SXynwr — WITH LEVI THE ORGANIZER ™ AND R’
YISHMAEL THE SON OF R’ ELAZAR BEN AZARYAH FOLLOWING BEHIND, D153 W n9Rw noxws —
WHEN THE FOLLOWING QUESTION WAS ASKED BEFORE THEM:' naws nx mnytw woy mpab pan
— FROM WHERE do we derive that SAVING A LIFE OVERRIDES the laws of THE SABBATH? ™

Each of the first three Tannaim offers a source:
MmN HRYRE? 137 1Y) — R YISHMAEL SPOKE UP AND SAID: We apply the following kal vachomer
argument, The Torah says: “23371 X¥12) NINNWR2"DX,, — IF THE THIEF IS DISCOVERED WHILE
TUNNELING IN." X2 nvws1 by poo x3 1man Sy poow i1 ) — NOW IF THIS thief, CONCERNING
WHOM THERE IS DOUBT WHETHER HE CAME ONLY TO steal MONEY OR TO take a LIFE as well,
bxwm phnonw avaw 0T PIRT X XRUN DT MDY — AND, in addition, the SHEDDING
OF BLOOD is a particularly severe sin in that it CONTAMINATES THE LAND AND CAUSES THE
SHECHINAH TO DEPART FROM ISRAEL, *' yet w/p33 Y9'¥n% 1m0 — 171 1S PERMITTED for the owner
of the house TO SAVE HIMSELF AT THE COST OF [THE THIEF'S] LIFE, NX 7mTY wsl mps’ 1m bp
N2W — CERTAINLY the SAVING of A LIFE OVERRIDES THE SABBATH. '

The Baraisa continues:
MK KIPY 137 MY — R’ AKIVA SPOKE UP AND SAID: The Biblical source is the verse: 7117,
“nm% UPN MAM DYR M MDY WK — IF A MAN SHALL ACT INTENTIONALLY AGAINST HIS
FELLOW ete. to kill him with guile, FROM BESIDE MY ALTAR shall you take him to die. ™ nyn
mam Syn x5 "SNAM,, — FROM BESIDE MY ALTAR, i.e. when he is about to begin his work he is
taken away to be tried, BUT NOT FROM UPON MY ALTAR, 1.e. not if he has already begun serving,
in which case you must wait until he completes the service and only then take him.

The Gemara interrupts the Baraisa to clarify R" Akiva’s line of reasoning:

% XHx uw XY 1am 137 MK N 12 12 1271 MK — And Rabbah bar bar Chanah said
in the name of R’ Yochanan: This was taught only in regard to putting to death,
i.e. if the Kohen has already begun the service, he is not made to interrupt in order to come
stand trial, but is allowed to complete the service.
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m'l[_ln'? 5ax — But in order to keep someone alive, i.e. if the accused is not the Kohen but
someone else who has been convicted and is about to be executed, and the Kohen knows
testimony in his defense that can stay the execution, 'mam 5Syn ¥»8x — we remove the
Kohen even from upon My Altar, i.e. even if he is in the middle of serving, Thus, we learn
from this verse that the possibility of saving a life overrides the sacrificial service.

The Baraisa and R’ Akiva's argument are resumed, applying a kal vachomer argument:
272 WM PR PED M7 wn WY pORW T MY — NOW IF in the case of THIS Kohen, WHERE IT
IS QUESTIONABLE WHETHER THERE IS SUBSTANCE TO HIS WORDS OR NOT, 1.e. it is questionable
whether his testimony will prove effective to save the life of the accused, naw fm Ay —
AND, in addition, THE SACRIFICIAL SERVICE obligation is so stringent that it OVERRIDES THE
sABBATH," yet we interrupt this Kohen in the middle of his service in order to save a life, %p
naWD NX MY w3 mpeY 19N — CERTAINLY SAVING A LIFE OVERRIDES THE SABBATH.

The Baraisa continues:

MmN MYHK 137 MY — R’ ELAZAR ben Azaryah SPOKE UP AND SAID: It is derived from the
following kal vachomer argument: DIRAY DMK INNWY DIVIAIR) DNRRR INX R .'I'gm ™
— NOW IF CIRCUMCISION, WHICH IS an improvement to just ONE OF THE PERSON'S TWO HUNDRED
AND FORTY-EIGHT LIMBS, N2W7 NX 7M1 — OVERRIDES THE SABBATH, ' imyw 1012 535 mvm 5p
Nn3W NX — CERTAINLY an action which improves, ie. saves, THE ENTIRE BODY SHOULD
OVERRIDE THE SABBATH. "’

Having cited the views of the three sages mentioned in the story, the Baraisa quotes

various other Tannaim who offer different sources for the same principle:
TMIN T 1272 DT 127 — R’ YOSE THE SON OF R’ YEHUDAH SAYS: The verse says: "MNaw-nx,
“YIAWN — MY SABBATHS YOU SHOULD KEEP. " 53% 9137 — 1 muGHT think that this
commandment not to violate the laws of Sabbath refers To ALL circumstances, even including
inaction when a life is in danger. pbn %, 2% Tmbn — THE TORAH therefore STATES
“ONLY,”" WHICH QUALIFIES the commandment and allows for the saving of a life.” 13 ynin 129
MK OPY — R' YONASAN BEN YOSEF SAYS: The Torah says in reference to the Sabbath: wp 3,
“n2% X111 — FOR SHE IS HOLY “TO YOU.”" This implies: D3T3 PR X%1 — SHE [the Sabbath]
HAS BEEN GIVEN OVER TO YOU [the Jewish people], 1712 ™01 onx X% — BUT YOU HAVE NOT
BEEN GIVEN OVER TO HER.” TRIX KD 13 TWnW 137 — R’ SHIMON BEN MENASYA SAYS: It is
written: “NIWITNX SR VI, — THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL SHALL OBSERVE THE SABBATH
in order to perform the Sabbath throughout their generations.”" nux naw roy 5on nyin myx
107 MNY MW 113 — THE TORAH SAID: VIOLATE ONE SABBATH ON HIS ACCOUNT by saving
his life SO THAT HE MAY live to OBSERVE MANY SABBATHS."'
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The Gemara cites one final opinion:
SXMY MK 17 27 MK — Rav Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: 7y oni X X
TR XDYTY *11 XK — Had I been there, ' I would have said that mine [my source]
is better than theirs. It is written: o2 'm,, — You shall guard My decrees and My laws
that man shall carry out and by which he shall live,"" which implies: D12 nmw X9 —
But he should not die on their account. Thus, the saving of a life overrides any
commandment.'"*

The Gemara compares Shmuel’s source to the others:
X372 mh mHT Sximwme 12 k378 MY mx b X371 mx— Rava 7 said: All of [the
sources cited] have a refutation except for Shmuel’s, which has no refutation. 277
bxynuwy — R’ Yishmael's source can be refuted X3772 x»%™ — because perhaps the
permission of the Torah to kill someone caught tunneling into a house is in accordance
with [the explanation] of Rava, X327 "1K7T — for Rava said: nnmT Xnyw '8n — What i
the reason for the Torah's permission to kill someone caught tunneling into a house? Why
does he deserve to die?”” umm Sy myy ™ayn o8 PR pin— There is a presumption
that a person does not withhold himself from defending his property. ¥y1! ¥/ '"m
MK maxd %P7 — Thus, this [burglar]| surely knows that [the homeowner| will
confront him, and tells himself in advance, Mm% x3%0p 'xax% 1Xp X — “If he confronts
me, I will have to kill him. ™" 111% oowa 7273% X2 1 T — The Torah therefore
tells the owner: If someone comes to kill you, anticipate him and kill him first. jmawx)
X7) — Accordingly, since we assume the thief to be prepared to kill, we have found in the
permission to kill the thief only a source for the law that a certain rescuing of a life
overrides the mitzvos. 19 pop — But from where do we know the same for where the
rescue is only a possibility?

Rava continues to show the flaws in the Tannaim'’s sources:
My R2py 1217 — R’ Akiva’s source can also be refuted, »axT2 ng'?ﬁ_ — because perhaps
the Torah permits the interruption of the sacrificial service obligation only in the specific
circumstance discussed by Abaye. max "mx7 — For Abaye said: 13377 X % pmon — We
send a pair of Torah scholars to accompany him, 373 wn» DX y1% — to discern if
there is substance to his words. ' X7 J12wWK) — Accordingly, we have found only a
source for the law that a certain rescuing of a life overrides the Sabbath, ]‘? X1 poo — but
from where do we know the same for where the rescue is only a possibility?

Rava continues:
INT] [IOWX 11919) — And the same is true for all [the other Tannaic sources] — we have
found proofs only for the certain rescuing of a life, {9 X3 pop — but from where do we

know the same for where the rescue is only a possibility? "' X378 m% m% w7 Sxmwn —
But Shmuel’s source certainly has no refutation. '

The Gemara concludes:
PN 92 PAM 27 XRIMXY K37 MK — Ravina commented, and others say it was Rav
Nachman bar Yitzchak: mp7 X3¥ 51 xpn xnbe%s X0 %30 — One sharp pepper is
better than a basket full of melons. '
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Regarding a Person Suffering from a Life-
Threatening Condition on Shabbat

In the previous Halachot we have discussed that there is a Mitzvah to

desecrate Shabbat for one whose life is in danger such as to transport
him to the hospital, turn on a light in order to afford him proper treatment,
and the like. We shall now discuss some details about this matter, based

on what Maran zt’l| has written in his works.

Any ailment which doctors say is life-threatening is cause to desecrate
Shabbat, as we have already discussed. Even if the doctors themselves
are not Torah and Mitzvah observant, nevertheless, since their opinion
creates at least a “doubt” regarding a life-threatening situation and the
law is that Shabbat is desecrated for even such an uncertainty regarding
whether or not someone’s life is in danger, we must therefore be mindful

of their opinion and desecrate the Shabbat.

If one is bitten by a dog on Shabbat, although no apparent life-threatening
situation arises due to the bleeding from the bitten area, if one is uncertain
about the health of the dog one was bitten by, the individual should
immediately be rushed to the hospital, for the dog may have been rabid,
in which case, were he to wait until after Shabbat to go to the hospital,
treatment will no longer be effective (because after the rabies virus enters
the nervous system, it can no longer be cured; however, beforehand, it
can be completely cured through a series of injections).

If one is bitten by a snake on Shabbat, one should likewise be rushed to
the hospital and an ambulance should be called for him in addition to
whatever else is needed. If it is possible to trap the snake and kill it, it is
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a Mitzvah to do so, for the snake’s venom will help provide proper
treatment for the bite victim.

If one is stung by a wasp or a bee on Shabbat, if one is known to develop
allergic reactions from such bites, one should be rushed to the hospital
immediately. However, in general, if a regular person was stung by a bee
on Shabbat, we need not worry that such an occurrence might turn life-
threatening.

If one is stung by a scorpion on Shabbat, one should be rushed to the
hospital. If necessary, the scorpion may be trapped on Shabbat in order
to assist the sting victim’s treatment (some customarily take the scorpion,
fry it in a frying-pan, and place it on the sting wound, claiming that this is
a proven treatment for scorpion stings. This was done until about fifty
years ago, but nowadays, modern medical practices should be
implemented).

According to modern medicine, when a danger is present to one limb of
a person’s body, such as a hand or foot, it presents a great danger to the
rest of the body, for through such a great ailment like this, the infection
may spread to the rest of the body, and this can even cause death. Thus,
obviously, when one limb of a person’s body is in danger, Shabbat is
desecrated on behalf of this patient.

Thus, where there is concern for blindness, Shabbat must certainly be
desecrated (besides for what we have previously discussed that eye
ailments are more serious than other ailments). Similarly, regarding a
severe infection of a certain limb which raises concern for the health of
that limb, Shabbat is to be desecrated for the patient suffering from this

condition.

10
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Similarly, if one’s hand or leg becomes dislocated (common in children),
the bone may be relocated to its proper place on Shabbat. If the doctor
says that such a thing entails even an uncertainty of a life-threatening
circumstance, Shabbat may be desecrated for the patient even by driving
him to the hospital and the like. An X-ray may be taken as per a doctor’s
Instructions on Shabbat in order to ascertain a precise diagnosis of the
fracture, or anything that may lead to an uncertain life-threatening

situation.

A person who is ill and feels unwell and has a fever of above 104° F and
has tried to lower the fever using various medications but the fever does
not go down, if the cause of the fever is unknown, he may be transported
to the hospital immediately in order to undergo the necessary tests and
treatments. However, if he is just suffering from the common cold which,
in general, causes one to contract a fever as well, he is considered
someone who is ill with a non-life-threatening illness and Shabbat may
not be desecrated on his behalf in order to take him to the hospital.

11
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Cases of Pikuach Nefesh
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Uncertainty About a Life-Threatening Situation

Question: If one desecrates Shabbat on behalf of an ill person and it
turns out that the action one performed that desecrated the Shabbat was
actually unnecessary, does one require atonement for this transgression?

Answer: If one desecrated Shabbat for no good reason, such as driving
on Shabbat under non-life-threatening circumstances, certainly when one
repents for one’s sin, one will need to go through a repentance process
for one’s terrible acts of desecrating the holy Shabbat. When Hashem
sees one’s great suffering and remorse, He will in turn accept one’s

repentance and forgive him.

However, if one desecrates Shabbat in order to help save a Jewish
person whose life is in danger, one has performed a great Mitzvah, as we
have discussed in previous Halachot, and this is actually required by the
Torah. Indeed, our Sages tell us in Masechet Yoma that in such cases,
Shabbat should be desecrated for the ill person by the generation’s
greatest Torah scholars and there is no reason to try and facilitate the
desecration of Shabbat by simple Jews; it is indeed forbidden to do so,
for people might come to believe that there is something wrong with
Shabbat desecration on behalf on an individual who is ill.

Some women had the custom that after they would desecrate the
Shabbat on behalf of a woman who has gone into labor or any other sick
individual, they would fast afterwards in order to atone for the Shabbat
desecration that they performed. Maran Rabbeinu Ovadia
Yosef zt”/ writes that this is a foolish and pointless thing to do, for the
Torah commands that Shabbat be desecrated for the Mitzvah of Berit
Milah (ritual circumcision) and we see many Mohalim (ritual circumcisers)

16
Sample



who freely desecrate Shabbat in order to perform the Milah. Does it make
any sense that a Mohel, who is commanded by the Torah to perform a
Milah on Shabbat, would need to fast afterwards to atone for his sin?! The
same applies here where one desecrates Shabbat in order to save the
life of someone in a life-threatening situation, one has certainly performed
a great Mitzvah and no form of atonement or repentance is required at
all.

Even if it turns out later that it was not necessary to desecrate Shabbat
for this ill individual, for instance, when a woman feels that she is going
into labor on Shabbat and her husband rushes her to the hospital by car
but she only ends up giving birth a few days later, the husband need not
feel any remorse for what he has done, for he has acted in accordance
with Torah law which dictates that Shabbat must be desecrated even
when there is a doubt regarding a life-threatening circumstance.

This is indeed illustrated by Maran Ha’Shulchan Aruch who writes that if
an ill person needs to eat one fig (in order to restore his health) and ten
people go and each one plucked a fig off the tree on his behalf, none of
them are liable for Shabbat desecration, as all of them acted according

to Torah law and “all of them will receive great reward from Hashem.”

In the Responsa Benei Tzion, the author was asked by a certain Torah
scholar who was instructed by doctors to eat on Yom Kippur and after
doing so and recovering, he began to regret what he did and he started
doubting whether the doctors’ instruction were really accurate as he did
not feel so weak to begin with and maybe he really did not need to eat on
this holiest of days. The author responded that the Poskim write clearly
that even if the ill individual states unequivocally that he does not need to
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eat but the doctors say that he does, he is entirely obligated to heed the
doctors’ instructions. He continues, “And | am certain that he requires no
atonement, as our Sages say that a sick person does not recover until all
of his sins are atoned for in Heaven.” Thus, this question does not begin
and the patient does not need to repent at all.

Summary: In a situation where there is a doubt regarding whether or not
one is suffering from a life-threatening illness (or situation), Shabbat must
be desecrated on his behalf. Even if later on, it turns out that there was
no need for the Shabbat desecration, still, this does not constitute any
prohibition, as this action was performed in accordance with Torah law
which dictates that one must desecrate Shabbat even in instances of
doubtful life-threatening situations.
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