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The	Shabbos	Workout	

With	the	rising	awareness	of	the	importance	of	physical	fitness,	home	exercise	
has	become	extremely	popular,	especially	since	the	onset	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	
This	includes	the	use	of	home	exercise	equipment,	stretching	exercises,	yoga,	walking,	
and	running.	Many	make	sure	to	exercise	daily	and	would	like	to	do	so	on	Shabbos	as	
well.	 In	 addition,	 those	 recovering	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 illnesses	 or	 injuries	 may	 be	
instructed	by	a	doctor	to	perform	physical	therapy	exercises	on	a	regular	or	daily	basis.	
In	addition,	people	commonly	perform	various	massages	at	home,	as	well	as	treatments	
from	the	field	of	alternative	medicine	such	as	reflexology,	the	One	Brain	method,	and	
other	practices.	

This	essay	will	examine	whether	these	activities	are	permissible	on	Shabbos.	

The	Mishna	in	Shabbos	rules	(147a):	“…	Memashmeshin	Aval	Lo	Misamlin”.	Rashi	
explains	that	this	means	that	one	may	massage	the	body	but	not	with	force,	because	it	
is	“Uvdin	d’Chol”	–	a	weekday	type	act.	However,	although	the	Rambam	concurs	with	
Rashi	in	Peirush	haMishnayos,	in	Yad	haChazaka	he	explains	otherwise	(Hilchos	Shabbos	
21:28):	

Ein	 Misamlin	 b’Shabbos…	 [this	 means]	 that	 the	 body	 is	 pounded	 until	 he	 is	
exhausted	and	perspires…	for	it	is	forbidden	to	exhaust	oneself	in	order	to	perspire	
on	Shabbos	because	it	is	an	act	of	Refua.	

In	other	words,	according	to	the	Rambam,	“Misamlin”	refers	to	an	act	of	exertion	
with	the	purpose	of	causing	perspiration,	and	is	forbidden	because	of	the	Issur	of	Refua	
on	Shabbos.	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	(O.C.	327:2):	

A	person	may	massage	the	body	for	enjoyment,	utilizing	a	Shinui…	but	he	may	not	
massage	forcefully,	only	gently.	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	appears	to	have	followed	Rashi’s	interpretation,	in	fact	the	
Tur	states	explicitly	that	this	ruling	is	due	to	Uvdin	d’Chol,	as	does	the	Mishna	Berura	
(ibid.	7).	Nevertheless,	in	the	following	Siman	the	Shulchan	Aruch	also	appears	to	rule	
like	the	Rambam	(328:42):	

Ein	Misamlin	…	[this	means]	that	he	applies	force	to	his	body	until	he	is	exhausted	
and	perspires.	

The	Tur	explains	 that	 this	 ruling	 is	due	 to	 the	 Issur	 of	Refua,	 in	 line	with	 the	
position	of	the	Rambam.	
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Despite	the	fact	that	the	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	like	both	Rashi	and	the	Rambam,	
the	Poskim	discuss	various	Halachic	differences	between	them	(see	Magen	Avraham,	
328:46	and	Elya	Raba	327:3).	The	discussion	centers	on	the	contention	of	the	Shiltei	
haGiborim	that,	while	according	to	Rashi	a	person	is	only	permitted	to	massage	gently,	
according	 to	 the	 Rambam	 he	 may	 do	 so	 forcefully,	 as	 long	 as	 he	 doesn’t	 cause	
perspiration.	

The	 Shiltei	 haGiborim	 also	 discusses	 whether	 it	 is	 permissible	 to	 perform	 a	
massage	“for	those	who	are	exhausted,	so	as	to	restore	their	strength	and	counter	their	
exhaustion	 –	 for	 perhaps	 it	 is	 comparable	 to	 Refua”.	 He	 explains	 that	 he	 refers	 to	
massaging	vigorously,	which	is	certainly	forbidden	according	to	Rashi.	The	question	is	
whether	 it	 constitutes	 an	 act	 of	 “Ta’anug”	 (pleasure)	 and	 is	 therefore	 permissible	
according	to	the	Rambam,	or	an	act	of	Refua.	The	Shiltei	haGiborim	implies	that	vigorous	
massage	is	permissible,	as	long	as	it	doesn’t	lead	to	perspiration.		

The	 Biur	 Halacha	 (328:42,	 see	 also	 his	 comments	 in	Mishna	 Berura	 327:7)	
contends	that,	in	the	view	of	the	Rambam,	the	distinction	is	not	between	an	act	that	may	
lead	to	perspiration	and	one	that	will	not.	Rather,	it	is	dependent	upon	his	intentions.	
If	he	intends	to	stimulate	perspiration,	the	act	is	forbidden,	if	not,	it	is	permissible,	even	
if	it	would	usually	lead	him	to	perspire.	According	to	Rashi,	the	Issur	does	not	relate	to	
perspiration	but	to	Uvdin	d’Chol.	

This	 leads	the	Biur	Halacha	 to	question	the	rulings	of	the	Shulchan	Aruch.	As	
stated	above,	 in	O.C.	327	he	rules	 like	Rashi	that	any	vigorous	massage	is	 forbidden,	
even	without	 the	 intention	 of	 stimulating	 perspiration.	 But	 in	 328	 he	 rules	 like	 the	
Rambam	 who	 only	 forbids	 an	 act	 that	 is	 performed	 with	 the	 intention	 of	 causing	
perspiration.	Ultimately,	the	Biur	Halacha	sides	with	the	Elya	Raba	who	rules	like	the	
Rambam.	

The	Bach	(O.C.	328),	by	contrast,	holds	that	Rashi	and	the	Rambam	do	not	argue	
in	 practice,	 and	 both	 forbid	 vigorous	massage	 in	 all	 cases	 and	 any	massage	 for	 the	
purposes	of	Refua.	The	Machatzis	haShekel	(328)	maintains	that	this	is	also	the	view	of	
the	Shulchan	Aruch	who	cites	both	the	explanation	of	Rashi	and	the	Rambam,	as	stated	
above.	This	is	also	implied	by	the	Shulchan	Aruch’s	wording	in	328:47	where	he	appears	
to	combine	the	explanations	of	Rashi	and	the	Rambam.	

Perhaps	the	Bach	and	Machatzis	haShekel	hold	that	the	Rambam	does	not	mean	
that	the	Issur	is	due	to	actual	Refua,	but	to	acts	that	are	“Darkei	Refua”	(the	practice	of	
Refua)	which	are	forbidden	due	to	Uvdin	d’Chol.	

Based	on	 the	 reasoning	of	 the	Biur	Halacha,	 the	Or	 l’Tzion	 (2:36:12)	permits	
exercising	on	Shabbos	using	weights	and	the	like,	and	he	also	permits	physiotherapy,	
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as	 long	as	one	does	not	 intend	 to	stimulate	perspiration.	 (He	also	(ibid.	11)	permits	
performing	a	massage	on	Shabbos	because	the	Chachamim	never	forbade	acts	of	Refua	
other	than	those	that	involve	ingesting	a	solid	or	liquid	substance,	as	explained	by	the	
Poskim	in	O.C.	307:7	–	see	Mishna	Berura	36	there.)	

However,	we	can	challenge	the	Or	l’Tzion’s	conclusion.	Firstly,	as	stated,	many	
Poskim	assume	that	Rashi	and	the	Rambam	do	not	actually	disagree,	and	thus	we	must	
be	stringent	in	either	scenario.	This	is	clearly	stated	by	the	Tzitz	Eliezer	(6:4)	who	notes	
that	 this	 is	 implied	 by	 the	Beis	 Yosef	 (328)	 and	who	 therefore	 forbids	 all	 forms	 of	
exercise,	even	if	there	is	no	intention	to	stimulate	perspiration.	

Secondly,	the	Biur	Halacha	may	only	have	relied	on	the	position	of	the	Elya	Raba	
regarding	exercise	for	enjoyment.	In	that	case,	although	there	is	an	element	of	Refua,	it	
is	permissible	because	that	was	not	the	person’s	intention.	However,	if	the	exercise	is	
conducted	for	the	purposes	of	Refua	and	the	perspiration	is	an	integral	element	of	the	
Refua,	how	can	it	be	permitted	based	on	the	argument	that	the	person’s	intention	was	
not	the	perspiration?	Why	is	there	any	difference	whether	the	Refua	comes	by	means	
of	 the	 perspiration	 alone	 or	 by	 means	 of	 the	 exercise	 itself?	 Furthermore,	 any	
[perceived]	therapeutic	benefits	of	perspiration	are	likely	due	to	the	increase	in	body	
temperature.	Given	that	it	is	certainly	the	person’s	intention	to	heat	up	and	loosen	his	
muscles	 by	means	 of	 exercise,	 the	 fact	 that	 he	 does	 not	 directly	 intend	 to	 perspire	
should	 make	 little	 difference.	 Regardless,	 in	 most	 cases	 a	 person’s	 intention	 is	 to	
perspire	to	remove	toxins	from	his	body.1	

The	Or	l’Tzion’s	assertion	(based	on	O.C.	306)	that	the	Chachamim	never	forbade	
acts	 of	 Refua	 that	 do	 not	 that	 involve	 ingesting	 a	 solid	 or	 liquid	 substance	 is	 also	
dismissed	by	other	Poskim.	They	argue	that	if	a	certain	form	of	Refua	is	usually	achieved	
by	means	of	ingestion,	it	is	even	forbidden	to	perform	is	by	alternative	means	(see	the	
Taz	to	328:28).	

Let	us	return	to	our	suggestion	above	that	the	Rambam	considers	exercise	to	be	
a	forbidden	activity	since	it	is	“Darkei	Refua”	(the	practice	of	Refua)	which	is	forbidden	
due	 to	Uvdin	 d’Chol,	 as	 implied	by	 the	Shulchan	Aruch	 haRav.	 The	 Issur	 of	Refua	 on	
Shabbos	 is	 due	 to	 the	 concern	 of	 Shechikas	 Samemanim	 (grinding	 ingredients	 for	
medications),	which	does	not	apply	to	forms	of	Refua	that	are	not	ingested	[or	applied	
topically].	However,	engaging	in	acts	of	Refua	is	considered	a	“weekday-type	activity”	
and	 is	 thus	 forbidden	 due	 to	Uvdin	 d’Chol.	 This	 is	 implied	 by	 another	 ruling	 of	 the	

 
1	[Editor’s	note:	It	was	popularly	believed,	especially	in	the	times	of	the	Rishonim	and	earlier	Poskim,	that	
perspiration	removed	toxins	from	the	body	and	was	seen	as	a	therapeutic	process	in	the	Halachic	
discussion.	Although	modern	medicine	and	physiology	has	demonstrated	that	belief	to	be	false,	it	is	still	
relevant	in	order	to	understand	the	opinions	and	positions	of	the	Poskim.]	
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Rambam	 (ibid.	 28)	 forbidding	 massaging	 the	 stomach	 area	 with	 oil,	 unless	 it	 is	
performed	in	a	different	manner	than	it	is	performed	during	the	week.	

The	Shemiras	Shabbos	Kehilchasa	(34:22)	rules	stringently	in	this	Halacha	–	it	is	
forbidden	 to	 perform	 a	 vigorous	 massage	 for	 enjoyment,	 even	 if	 it	 doesn’t	 cause	
perspiration,	 and	 it	 is	 certainly	 forbidden	 to	 perform	 strenuous	 exercises	 (such	 as	
lifting	weights)	which	leads	a	person	to	perspire.	It	is	also	forbidden	to	perform	any	act	
for	therapeutic	benefit	(such	as	reflexology	or	yoga).	However,	it	is	permissible	if	it	is	
performed	 in	a	different	manner	 than	 it	 is	during	 the	week,	and	 the	 intention	 is	 for	
Ta’anug.	 Therefore,	 if	 oils	 are	 usually	 applied	 before	 a	 massage	 is	 performed,	 it	 is	
permissible	to	perform	a	massage	without	oil.	

However,	this	only	applies	when	the	massage	is	not	vigorous.	Vigorous	massage	
(even	 if	 the	 masseuse	 does	 not	 intend	 to	 draw	 perspiration)	 is	 the	 subject	 of	 a	
Machlokes	haPoskim.	As	stated,	the	Mishna	Berura	rules	leniently	but	other	Poskim	are	
stringent.	It	is	therefore	preferable	to	be	stringent	unless	the	exercise	is	intended	for	
muscle	strengthening,	such	as	breathing	and	speech	exercises	and	physiotherapy	for	
rehabilitation	 from	muscle	 disease.	 Since	 these	 are	 not	 forms	 of	Refua	 that	 can	 be	
achieved	by	means	of	medications,	there	is	more	reason	to	be	lenient,	and	one	may	rely	
upon	the	opinion	of	the	Mishna	Berura.2	

If	the	person’s	intention	is	for	Refua	(such	as	if	he	has	back	or	muscle	pain),	it	is	
forbidden,	 even	 in	 a	 gentle	 fashion,	 unless	he	 is	 suffering	 to	 the	degree	 that	he	 is	 a	
Choleh	sheEin	Bo	Sakana	(meaning	that	he	is	bedridden	due	to	the	pain),	in	which	case	
it	would	be	permissible	with	a	Shinui.	Regardless,	 it	 is	accepted	 to	perform	a	gentle	
massage	for	a	friend	for	Ta’anug	and	light	stretches	with	one’s	arms	and	neck.	

In	addition,	when	one’s	 intention	 is	not	 for	Refua	 nor	Ta’anug,	 but	 to	 relieve	
stress	(as	is	common	with	teenage	boys)	it	is	permissible	(Shulchan	Shlomo,	footnote	
110).3	

	 	

 
2	In	some	cases,	patients	need	to	perform	certain	exercises	daily.	Though	they	are	not	dangerously	ill,	
refraining	from	these	exercises	may	worsen	their	condition.	It	is	therefore	permissible	(even	vigorous	
exercise),	though	it	is	preferable	to	exercise	with	some	form	of	Shinui	(Piskei	Teshuvos	328:69).	
3	There	are	some	who	hold	that	one	should	refrain	from	using	weights	as	it	is	a	degradation	of	Shabbos.	
Regarding	morning	exercise	–	some	permit	it	as	it	is	only	to	refresh	oneself	(Shulchan	Shlomo	ibid.),	but	
others	forbid	it	as	it	is	for	health	reasons	and	not	to	relieve	stress	(Avnei	Yashfe	2:33,	citing	Rav	Elyashiv	
zt”l	and	Chut	Shani	4:89:51,	cited	in	Piskei	Teshuvos	ibid.)	
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Today	 it	 is	 very	 common	 to	 walk	 to	 improve	 physical	 fitness,	 develop	
cardiopulmonary	endurance,	and	lose	weight.	In	this	regard	the	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	
(301:2):	

Young	 boys	 who	 enjoy	 jumping	 and	 running	 –	 are	 permitted	 [to	 do	 so	 on	
Shabbos].	 It	 is	 also	 permissible	 to	 look	 at	 anything	 one	 enjoys.	 Rema:	 It	 is	
likewise	permissible	to	take	a	walk	(“l’Tayel”).	

The	Mishna	Berura	(ibid.	7)	explains	the	addition	of	the	Rema:	

Even	 if	 his	 intention	 is	 to	 exercise	and	 to	warm	himself	 up,	 for	 the	purposes	of	
Refua,	it	is	nevertheless	permissible	as	it	is	not	noticeable	that	he	is	doing	so	for	
Refua.	But	it	is	forbidden	to	run	to	warm	oneself	up	for	the	purposes	of	Refua,	as	it	
is	 noticeable.	 It	 is	 thus	 forbidden	due	 to	 the	 concern	of	 Shechikas	 Samemanim.	
Some	are	even	 stringent	with	 regard	 to	walking,	 if	 the	person’s	 intention	 is	 for	
Refua.	

The	Mishna	Berura	does	not	only	refer	to	absolute	Refua	but	even	to	exercise	
performed	by	 a	 healthy	 person	who	wishes	 to	 increase	 his	 fitness	 and	 improve	 his	
general	health,	as	evident	from	his	comments	in	328:130.	

Therefore,	walking	quickly,	which	is	intended	to	produce	perspiration,	and	to	
strengthen	 the	 body,	 lose	 weight,	 or	 improve	 fitness,	 is	 subject	 to	 the	 Machlokes	
between	the	two	opinions	cited	by	the	Shulchan	Aruch.	 If	 it	would	be	obvious	to	the	
onlooker	that	he	is	exercising,	all	would	agree	that	it	is	forbidden,	as	evident	from	the	
Mishna	Berura.	But	walking	at	a	regular	pace	is	permissible,	even	for	a	long	distance,	
and	even	if	it	is	intended	to	benefit	one’s	health	(and	certainly	if	it	follows	a	meal	with	
the	 intent	 to	help	digestion),	 as	 long	as	he	enjoys	 it.	 If	 it	provides	no	enjoyment,	he	
should	refrain	from	doing	so	(as	evident	from	the	Shulchan	Aruch	ibid.	3,	see	also	Igros	
Moshe	5:18).	

 


