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Avoiding	Chilul	Shabbos	in	Hatzalas	Nefashos	–	At	What	Cost?	

Part	2	

	 Last	week,	we	examined	the	fascinating	topic	of	the	extent	to	which	a	person	
must	 go	 to	 avoid	Chilul	 Shabbos	 in	 cases	 of	Pikuach	 Nefesh.	 This	 essay	will	 discuss	
additional	ramifications	that	will	deepen	our	understanding	of	the	topic.	We	will	also	
present	a	stringent	view	in	this	regard.	

Pikuach	Nefesh	overrides	the	Halachos	of	Shabbos.	As	discussed	last	week,	there	
is	a	disagreement	as	to	whether	Shabbos	is	“Hutra”	or	“Dechuya”	with	regard	to	Pikuach	
Nefesh,	however,	the	general	Halachic	approach	is	in	accord	with	the	opinion	that	it	is	
merely	Dechuya.	

We	also	stated	that	if	it	is	possible	to	save	a	life	without	desecrating	Shabbos,	
one	must	do	so.	However,	according	to	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman	Auerbach	zt”l,	this	is	only	
the	case	if	avoiding	Chilul	Shabbos	would	not	cause	enormous	bother	or	expense.	For	
example,	 if	 a	 dangerously	 ill	 patient	 requires	 hot	 water	 on	 Shabbos,	 there	 is	 no	
obligation	to	awaken	a	sleeping	neighbor	who	has	hot	water,	and	one	may	desecrate	
Shabbos	to	boil	a	kettle.	Similarly,	if	using	the	neighbor’s	hot	water	will	leave	him	with	
no	hot	water	for	Shabbos,	there	is	no	obligation	to	ask	him	to	provide	it.	Moreover,	the	
neighbor	himself	is	under	no	obligation	to	give	away	his	own	water,	even	if	he	is	asked	
to	do	so.	

Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	reasoning	was	 that	 the	act	of	heating	 the	water	 for	 the	
patient	 on	 Shabbos	 is	 permissible	 because	 of	 Pikuach	 Nefesh.	 However,	 there	 is	 a	
difference	between	a	case	when	hot	water	is	already	available	in	the	patient’s	house	
when	it	is	absolutely	forbidden	to	boil	the	kettle,	and	a	case	in	which	it	is	only	available	
at	the	neighbor’s	house	when	it	is	permissible	to	desecrate	Shabbos.	An	examination	of	
Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	comments	as	cited	in	Shemiras	Shabbos	Kehilchasa	and	those	in	
his	Sefer	Minchas	Shlomo	(1:7)	helped	us	clarify	the	distinction.	

The	primary	question	in	each	case	of	Pikuach	Nefesh	is	whether	Shabbos	needs	
to	be	desecrated	at	all.	If	one	can	provide	for	the	patient	without	Chilul	Shabbos,	there	
is	clearly	no	need	to	desecrate	Shabbos	and	it	is	prohibited.	However,	this	is	only	the	
case	 when	 the	 ability	 to	 avoid	 Chilul	 Shabbos	 is	 “Omedes	 Al	 haPerek”	 –	 viable	 and	
practical.	If	it	is	not	readily	available	or	would	require	extraordinary	or	unusual	effort,	
to	 the	extent	 that	 it	would	“cost”	significant	exertion	or	excessive	 financial	outlay,	 it	
cannot	 be	 considered	 a	 viable	 option.	 Therefore,	 the	 principle	 that	 Pikuach	 Nefesh	
overrides	the	Halachos	of	Shabbos	remains	in	place	because	the	only	truly	viable	option	
is	one	that	necessitates	Chilul	Shabbos.	
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This	approach	has	another	important	ramification.	A	person	is	obligated	to	incur	
expenses	 or	 expend	 effort	 in	 cases	 of	Pikuach	Nefesh	 (Sanhedrin	 73a).	 According	 to	
haGaon	Rav	Asher	Weiss	Shlit”a	(Minchas	Asher,	Bereishis	58),	the	Halacha	follows	the	
overwhelming	majority	of	Poskim	who	conclude	that	a	person	is	obligated	to	part	with	
all	of	his	material	wealth	for	the	sake	of	Pikuach	Nefesh	(assuming	he	is	the	person	who	
would	logically	and	naturally	be	responsible	to	rescue	the	patient	and	the	obligation	
would	not	devolve	upon	the	general	community).	In	addition,	every	person	is	obligated	
to	save	lives,	at	least	if	he	encounters	a	situation	in	which	his	aid	is	needed.	

In	this	light,	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	ruling	is	difficult	to	understand.	If	a	neighbor	
is	asked	to	provide	hot	water	for	a	person	who	is	dangerously	ill,	how	may	he	refuse	
given	 that	he	 is	obligated	 to	 save	 lives	and	he	 can	provide	 the	water	without	Chilul	
Shabbos?	

However,	 in	 light	 of	 our	 explanation	 above,	 this	 ruling	 can	 be	 understood	
(though	the	matter	does	remain	a	Machlokes	haPoskim,	as	discussed	last	week).	Since	
the	most	 natural	 and	 logical	 option	 is	 to	 heat	 the	water	 in	 the	 patient’s	 home	 and	
searching	 for	another	 source	would	necessitate	 inconvenience	or	distress	 to	others,	
heating	the	water	is	considered	a	permissible	act.	Therefore,	although	the	Halachos	of	
Shabbos	are	only	Dechuya	and	not	Hutra	due	to	Pikuach	Nefesh	and	generally	one	must	
take	steps	to	avoid	violating	them,	this	case	 is	different.	For	one	 is	only	obligated	to	
avoid	Chilul	Shabbos	when	it	is	truly	viable.	If	the	alternative	is	not	readily	available,	
one	is	under	no	obligation	to	exert	the	effort	to	avoid	Chilul	Shabbos	given	that	the	act	
in	question	is	essentially	permissible	due	to	Pikuach	Nefesh.	

Several	other	Poskim	who	ascribe	to	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	approach	discuss	a	
number	of	similar	cases.	

1. A	patient	in	a	hospital	requires	surgery	that	is	a	matter	of	Pikuach	Nefesh	(or	
a	woman	in	 labor	requires	an	obstetrician	to	deliver	her	baby).	There	are	
two	doctors	who	could	potentially	perform	the	surgery	or	delivery,	but	one	
is	 currently	 in	 the	 hospital	 and	 the	 other	 is	 at	 home	 and	would	 need	 to	
desecrate	Shabbos	to	travel	to	the	hospital.	Both	doctors	are	equally	capable,	
but	the	one	who	is	available	in	the	hospital	would	charge	a	large	sum	for	the	
procedure	whereas	the	one	who	is	at	home	would	charge	half	that	amount.	
May	the	patient	ask	the	doctor	who	is	at	home	to	desecrate	Shabbos	(either	
by	answering	the	call	or	in	travelling	to	the	hospital),	so	that	he	can	save	a	
large	sum	of	money?	

2. An	observant	doctor	needs	 to	 travel	 to	 the	hospital	on	Shabbos	where	he	
works	in	an	intensive	care	unit.	He	will	undoubtedly	be	caring	for	patients	
who	are	in	a	state	of	Pikuach	Nefesh.	He	lives	ten	kilometers	from	the	hospital	
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and	has	two	options	as	to	how	to	reach	the	hospital.	He	could	travel	in	his	
car	for	just	a	few	minutes,	or	travel	on	foot	for	several	hours	in	the	heat	of	
the	day.	May	he	desecrate	Shabbos	and	travel	by	car,	or	must	he	make	an	
enormous	effort	and	walk	there	just	to	avoid	Chilul	Shabbos?	(Obviously,	we	
are	discussing	a	case	where	he	doesn’t	need	to	come	urgently.	If	he	is	needed	
urgently,	he	must	come	in	the	quickest	way	possible.	Our	question	pertains	
to	a	case	where	his	shift,	for	example,	begins	at	3pm	and	he	wants	to	know	
whether	he	is	obligated	to	leave	his	home	on	foot	at	12pm.)	
	

These	 questions	 bring	 this	 debate	 to	 the	 fore.	 According	 to	 the	 stringent	
approach,	in	the	first	example	the	patient’s	life	is	not	actually	in	danger	because	there	
is	a	physician	in	the	hospital	who	can	treat	him.	His	decision	as	to	whether	to	call	the	
second	physician	from	his	home	is	due	to	financial	considerations,	not	considerations	
of	Pikuach	Nefesh.	It	is	therefore	forbidden	as	financial	loss	is	no	justification	for	Chilul	
Shabbos.	

However,	 according	 to	 Rav	 Shlomo	 Zalman,	 this	 premise	 is	 incorrect,	 as	 the	
patient	 is	 in	 a	 state	 of	 Pikuach	 Nefesh,	 therefore,	 the	 Halachos	 of	 Shabbos	 are	
overridden,	regardless.	The	only	pertinent	question	is	how	much	effort	or	money	must	
a	person	exert	or	spend	to	avoid	overriding	the	laws	of	Shabbos	due	to	Pikuach	Nefesh?	
Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	view	was	that	if	avoiding	Chilul	Shabbos	would	cause	significant	
inconvenience	or	distress,	it	is	not	considered	a	truly	viable	option.	Therefore,	it	would	
be	 permissible	 for	 the	 patient	 to	 call	 the	 second	 physician	 from	 home	 to	 save	 a	
significant	amount	of	money,	even	though	it	will	necessitate	Chilul	Shabbos.	

The	same	 is	 true	of	 the	 second	example.	The	physician	needs	 to	 come	 to	 the	
hospital	on	Shabbos	for	his	shift	to	treat	patients	in	a	state	of	Pikuach	Nefesh.	The	laws	
of	Shabbos	are	overridden	for	 this,	but	how	much	must	he	 invest	so	that	he	doesn’t	
desecrate	Shabbos?	Again,	 in	 the	view	of	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman,	 since	 traveling	 to	 the	
hospital	on	foot	would	take	several	hours,	it	cannot	be	considered	a	truly	viable	option.	
Therefore,	it	is	permissible	for	him	to	travel	by	car,	for	that	is	his	truly	viable	option.	

It	would	seem	that	the	practical	criteria	to	define	something	as	a	“truly	viable	
option”	 is	whether	 it	would	be	normally	performed	 that	way	when	 it	 isn’t	 Shabbos.	
Clearly,	 a	 person	would	not	 consider	 traveling	 on	 foot	 for	 several	 hours	 during	 the	
week,	 though	he	might	consider	a	half-hour	walk	as	a	viable	option.	 If	his	car	broke	
down,	he	could	well	consider	walking	a	half-hour	to	the	hospital,	but	if	it	was	a	walk	of	
several	hours,	he	would	certainly	take	a	taxi.	There	are	also	many	instances	in	which	a	
person	 would	 use	 the	 stairs	 rather	 than	 the	 elevator,	 thus	 the	 stairs	 must	 also	 be	
considered	a	“viable	option”	on	Shabbos.	
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The	same	can	be	applied	to	the	first	example	above.	If	the	difference	between	
the	price	of	the	physician	in	the	hospital	and	the	one	who	is	at	home	is	not	great,	and	
the	patient	might	consider	utilizing	 the	physician	 in	 the	hospital	 if	 this	would	occur	
during	the	week,	it	must	be	considered	a	viable	option	on	Shabbos	as	well.	

Rav	 Yitzchak	 Mordechai	 Rubin	 Shlit”a,	 in	 his	 Sefer,	 Orchos	 Shabbos,	 also	
discusses	this	issue.	He	begins	by	citing	the	Rambam	in	Hilchos	Bi’as	Mikdash	(4:14):	

If	some	of	the	Beis	Av1	were	impure,	and	some	were	pure	–	even	if	the	majority	of	
them	have	contracted	Tumas	Meis	(the	impurity	of	a	dead	body)	–	only	the	pure	
Kohanim	should	offer	[the	sacrifices].	If	the	entire	Beis	Av	had	contracted	Tumas	
Meis,	a	different	Beis	Av	should	offer.	If	the	entire	Mishmar	had	contracted	Tumas	
Meis,	they	should	summon	a	different	Mishmar.	If	the	majority	of	the	Kohanim	
in	Yerushalayim	were	impure	at	that	time,	they	should	perform	the	service	
in	impurity.	

In	other	words,	although	Tumah	is	only	overridden	(Dechuya)	for	the	purposes	
of	offering	public	Korbanos,	and	not	waived	completely	(Hutra),	there	is	a	limit	to	the	
amount	of	effort	they	must	make	to	bring	in	Kohanim	who	are	not	impure.	Though	they	
must	enlist	other	Kohanim	from	the	Mishmar,	 they	have	no	obligation	 to	summon	a	
different	Mishmar	 from	outside	of	Yerushalayim	and	may	perform	the	service	while	
Tamei.	

This	is	a	support	for	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	position	regarding	Pikuach	Nefesh	on	
Shabbos.	 Though	 the	 Halachos	 of	 Shabbos	 are	 only	Dechuya	 in	 the	 face	 of	 Pikuach	
Nefesh,	there	is	no	need	to	make	extraordinary	efforts	to	avoid	Chilul	Shabbos	due	to	
Pikuach	Nefesh.	

Rav	Rubin	adduces	another	proof	for	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman’s	ruling.	The	Shulchan	
Aruch	rules	(O.C.466)	that	a	person	may	not	chew	wheat	on	Pesach	in	order	to	place	it	
on	 a	wound	because	 the	 chewing	 heats	 the	wheat	which	mixes	with	 the	 saliva	 and	
becomes	Chametz.	What	kind	of	wound	does	the	Mechaber	refer	to?	The	Mishna	Berura	
(ibid.	2)	explains:	

This	 all	 only	 applies	 if	 the	wound	 is	 not	 dangerous,	 but	 if	 it	 is	 dangerous	 it	 is	
permissible	[to	chew	the	wheat	and	place	it	on	the	wound]	if	it	is	at	all	possible	
that	it	will	be	a	cure	for	him,	even	though	he	risks	transgressing	“Bal	Yeira’eh”,	if	

 
1	Editor’s	note:	The	Kohanim	were	divided	 into	24	 “Mishmaros”	 (familial	groups)	 that	 served	 in	weekly	
rotations	in	the	Beis	haMikdash.	Each	Mishmar	was	further	divided	into	6	“Batei	Avos”,	and	each	Beis	Av	
would	be	assigned	to	the	Avoda	of	the	Korbanos	on	each	day	of	the	week.	The	Rambam	is	discussing	whether	
these	assignments	were	maintained	when	some	or	all	of	the	Kohanim	had	become	Tamei.		
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it	 is	 not	 easy	 to	 do	 it	 [instead]	 in	 a	 permissible	manner.	 In	 fact,	 it	 is	 even	
permissible	to	eat	or	drink	Chametz	as	a	cure	if	his	life	is	endangered.	

The	Mishna	Berura	clearly	implies	that	one	is	only	obligated	to	take	reasonable	
steps	to	avoid	the	transgression	of	Bal	Yeira’eh.	If	it	would	entail	a	great	deal	of	effort,	
one	may	rely	on	the	fact	that	it	is	a	case	of	Pikuach	Nefesh	and	the	Issur	is	overridden.	

All	 of	 the	 above	 applies	when	 the	Chilul	 Shabbos	 is	 necessary	 to	 address	 the	
threat	to	the	patient’s	life.	However,	if	the	Chilul	Shabbos	is	for	an	incidental	issue,	there	
is	no	justification	for	it.	For	example,	if	somebody	is	injured	on	Shabbos	and	his	wounds	
urgently	need	to	be	sutured,	but	he	has	two	treatment	options.	The	first	is	to	be	treated	
near	his	home	where	his	wound(s)	will	be	sutured	and	the	danger	to	his	life	averted,	
but	he	is	likely	to	be	left	with	significant	scarring.	The	second	option	is	to	travel	to	a	
more	distant	 hospital	where	 a	 plastic	 surgeon	 can	 expertly	 close	 the	wound(s)	 and	
there	will	be	less	risk	of	permanent	disfigurement.		

Clearly,	during	the	week	the	patient	would	certainly	travel	to	the	hospital	to	be	
treated.	Nevertheless,	this	does	not	 justify	Chilul	Shabbos	since	it	 is	not	necessary	to	
address	the	Pikuach	Nefesh	issue.	It	is	only	the	aesthetic	aspect	that	cannot	be	attended	
to	close	 to	his	home	and	 it	 is	 therefore	prohibited	to	be	Mechalel	Shabbos.	 It	 is	only	
when	there	are	two	possible	methods	to	react	to	the	life-threatening	issue	–	one	that	
involves	Chilul	Shabbos	and	the	other	does	not	–	that	one	may	chose	the	one	that	does	
desecrate	Shabbos	to	avoid	expending	great	effort	or	incurring	large	expenses.	

 


