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Mental & Emotional
Health on Shabbos

Adapted from A Guide to Refuah on Shabbos by Rabbi Avrohom Yaged

The prohibition of taking medicine on Shabbos is a rabbinical
decree based on the possibility that a person may come to
crush herbs (shechikas samemanim) with a mortar and pestle,
which would be a violation of the Torah prohibition of tochein,
grinding. Although we might assume that this reason is no
longer applicable, since today’s medicines are produced by
pharmaceutical companies, the decree nevertheless remains
in force, because there are still places in the
world where medicine is produced in the old
way (Ketzos Hashulchan 134).

Another reason this decree still applies
is that once a Rabbinic decree has been
established, it remains in force even if the
original reason for it is no longer relevant
(Nishmas Avrohom 328:5).

A third reason is that the decree restricting
refuah on Shabbos is not exclusively
connected to the melachah of tochein, but
also involves other melachos, such as bishul
(i.e., cooking food for healing purposes)
(Igros Moshe O.C. Vol. 2 #82, Vol. 3 #53).

Chazal enacted this decree only with regard to someone
suffering from a minor ailment, but who can still function as a
healthy person. The decree was not intended for someone who
is bedridden, or whose whole body feels sick due to his pain or
illness. Such a person may therefore take medicine (Rambam
Hilchos Shabbos 2:10, Maggid Mishnah ad. loc.)

A person who feels pain in only one part of his body, but the
pain is so severe that he cannot function normally, may take
medicine even though he is not in mortal danger. Furthermore,
even if a person is technically ambulatory and not bedridden,
if he feels incapacitated due to his pain or illness, then he is
classified as a choleh who is not in mortal danger.

The above applies to physical well-being. A person who is
having trouble functioning due to non-physical issues, such as
if he is feeling depressed or grieving, or is anxious or unsettled,
may not take any medicines, unless he is suffering from a
mental illness or there is a danger to his health.

1. A person who is experiencing a psychotic episode or
an anxiety attack is classified as a choleh and may take the
necessary medication. (Shulchan Shlomo, Nishmas Avrohom
introduction to 328).

2. A person who suffers from a mental illness (such as bipolar
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disorder, clinical depression, generalized anxiety disorder, or
schizophrenia) and may pose a danger to himself and others, or
lacks his regular functionality without his medication, should
take medication on Shabbos.

A person who is depressed or anxious over a tragedy or other
difficult circumstance to the extent that he is rendered a choleh
may take tranquilizers or anti-anxiety medication. (Chut Shani
p. 153).

3. A woman suffering from postpartum depression who can
become ill if she doesn’t take medicine may take it (see Igros
Moshe E.H. Vol. 4 #67, #74)

4. A person who has been diagnosed with ADD or ADHD
may take medicine for it, even though he
is not actually sick. Because he cannot
function normally without his medicine, he
is considered a choleh in this regard (Piskei
Teshuvos 328:31).

1. If someone is attempting to commit
suicide, we are obligated to do any melachos
necessary to save him (Igros Moshe Y.D. Vol.
2 #174:3).

2. A person who suffers from a
psychological disorder that requires him
to take medicine to prevent him from becoming a danger to
himself or to others may take any necessary medicine (Igros
Moshe E.H. Vol. 1 #65). If he ran out of medicine and can’t
find a non-Jew to help him obtain more, a Jew may drive to
a pharmacy and buy more medicine for him. If time is not of
the essence, one should limit doing melachah while obtaining
medicine.

3. When a person suffering from substance addiction is being
rehabilitated by a regimen that involves doing melachah, if he
might regress and become a danger to himself or to others if he
doesn’t do the melachah, then he may do it. However, it should
be done with the least possible Shabbos desecration and with a
shinui. For example, if the person must write down his feelings
to help him control his urges, he should write with his non-
dominant hand. If he can use an electronic device, that would
be preferable (Rav Forcheimer shlit"a).

4. If someone who suffers from claustrophobia gets locked
in a small room and begins to panic, if a non-Jew is readily
available, the non-Jew should be asked to force the door open
or break it down. If no non-Jew is present, then a Jew should
do this. The same should be done for a child who is locked into
a room, even if he is not panicking (Mishnah Berurah 328:38,
Piskei Teshuvos #30).




