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The “Bitter Soul” or the Doctor – Who Knows Best? 
Part I 

 
This essay is an adaptation of a shiur delivered in our Beis Medrash and is therefore 
presented in a different style than our usual weekly essays. It will also be broken up into 
two parts and the second part will be delivered during the Aseres Yemei Teshuva. 
 
 This Shiur is a discussion of the Halachic issues and rulings in scenarios when 
a patient disagrees with medical advice about whether or not to fast on Yom Kippur, 
and will be organized in 4 sections: 

1. The Sugya 
2. The “Baki” (expert) 
3. The Halacha 
4. The principle of “Lev Yodea Maras Nafsho” (“A heart knows the bitterness of its 

soul”) 
 
1. The Sugya 
 

The Mishna in Yoma (82a) states: 

 עד,  עצמו פי על אותו מאכילין -  בקיאין שם אין ואם, בקיאין פי על אותו מאכילין חולה"

".די שיאמר  

A sick person should be fed (on Yom Kippur) based on the word of experts; but if 
there are no experts there – we feed him based on his own assessment, until he 
says (he has eaten) “enough”. 

 
According to the Mishna, a doctor should decide whether a Choleh (sick 

person) should eat on Yom Kippur, should be made by a doctor. However, in the event 
that no doctor is available, the decision is given to the Choleh himself even though he 
has no medical expertise. 
 

What happens when doctor and patient disagree as to whether the patient 
should eat? The Gemara in Maseches Yoma (83a) discusses this question at length. 
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Let us carefully examine the Sugya (which is the source of the many Halachic 
rulings on the subject): 

  לב  -  טעמא  מאי,  לחולה  שומעין  -  צריך  אינו  אומר  ורופא,  צריך  אומר   חולה:  ינאי  רבי  אמר"
". לן משמע קא, טפי ליה קים רופא: דתימא מהו! פשיטא. נפשו מרת יודע  

R’ Yanai said: If a Choleh says that he needs [to eat], and the doctor says that he 
does not need – we listen to the Choleh. Why? Because “a heart knows the 
bitterness of its soul”. Is that not obvious? [No because] one might have said that 
a doctor knows better, [therefore R’ Yanai needed] to come and teach us 
[otherwise]. 

 
In short, the opinion of a Choleh is more relevant than that of a doctor, as we 

assume that he understands his condition better, in spite of the doctor’s expertise. 

 דנקיט  הוא תונבא  - טעמא מאי. לרופא שומעין - צריך אינו אומר וחולה צריך אומר רופא"

". ליה  

If the doctor says that (the Choleh) needs (to eat) and the Choleh says that he 
does not need – we listen to the doctor. Why? Because he has been overtaken by 
“Tunva” (confusion). 
 
Here we learn that the rule of Lev Yodea Maras Nafsho is not absolute. Even 

though a sick person intuitively understands his condition, he may occasionally 
believe that he doesn’t need to eat because he has been confused by his illness. 
 

If so, why do we rely on him in the circumstances that he says he does need to 
eat? Should we not suspect that the illness has caused him to be confused? The Ran 
addresses this (Yoma 4a): 

  אלא ,  קאמר  ביעתותה  מחמת  לאו",  צריך"  אמר  דכי,  הכי  תלינן  להקל   נפשות  דספק  ומשום"
  הוא   תונבא  דמחמת  תלינן",  צריך  לא"  אמר  וכי.  נפשו  מרת  יודע  ולב,  טפי  בגוויה  ליה  קים

".להקל נפשות דספק - הכי דאמר  
And because of [the rule of] “in matters of life and death we rule leniently” we 
assume that when [the Choleh] says “I need [to eat]”, we don’t assume it is 
because of his fear (i.e. confusion), but rather it is because he knows himself 
better and “a heart knows the bitterness of its soul”. But when he says “I do not 
need [to eat]”, we assume that it is due to “Tunva” that he says it – for “in matters 
of life and death we rule leniently”. 

 
In other words, the cardinal principle in this discussion is that of “Safeik 

Nefashos leHakel” – “in matters of life and death we rule leniently”. Since we are dealing 
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with a matter of Pikuach Nefesh we rely on the self-assessment of the Choleh when he 
says that he needs to eat on Yom Kippur. However, since the rule of Lev Yodea Maras 
Nafsho is not absolute (as his judgment may be clouded by his illness), if a sick person 
claims that he needn’t eat but a doctor disagrees, we follow medical advice. 
 

The Gemara continues: 

 בקיאין פי על. לא - עצמו פי על, אין  – בקיאין פי על. בקיאין פי על אותו מאכילין חולה: תנן"

!"   לא - אחד בקי פי על, אין –  

We have learned in a Mishna: a Choleh is fed based upon the word of experts. 
[This implies that] based on expert opinion he may be fed, but not based on his 
own statement. [It also implies that] based on the words of a number of experts 
he may be given to eat, but based on the words of just one knowledgeable person, 
he may not. 

 
The Gemara raises the apparent contradiction between the ruling of the 

Mishna (cited earlier) that we rely on a Choleh’s self-assessment as to whether he 
needs to eat (when there is no doctor available), and the implication of the beginning 
of that same Mishna that one may only feed a Choleh on Yom Kippur if multiple 
experts concur that it is necessary. 
 

The Gemara concludes that the Mishna is to be understood as follows: Ideally 
we should garner the opinion of at least two experts. In the event that there is only 
one available, we also take the Choleh’s opinion into account. The opinion of the 
Choleh alone is not to be taken seriously.  
 

This resolves the  contradiction within the Mishna but the Gemara is left with 
a question on R’ Yanai who asserted that a sick person is to be relied upon when he 
says that he needs to eat and even when the doctor says otherwise. 
 

The Gemara therefore offers the following answer: 

דאמר לא צריכנא" -"הכא במאי עסקינן   
What are we dealing with here?  Where (the Choleh) says “I don’t need (to 
eat)”. 

The Gemara’s answer is that the Mishna’s ruling that two doctors are required 
to permit the sick person to eat, only applies when the Choleh himself insists that he 
doesn’t need to. In that case, one doctor isn’t enough to override him. 
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The Gemara then asks: 

! בקי פי על ליה וליספו  

“Let them give him to eat based on the words of one knowledgeable person” 

Why are two people required – why isn’t one enough? 

".  צריך לא": דאמר, בהדיה  אחרינא דאיכא, צריכא לא  
No, it is necessary [to have two experts who say that he should eat] because there 
are other [experts] with him (the sick person) who [agree with him and] say “he 
doesn’t need to eat”. 

 
In other words, if one doctor sides with the Choleh who says that he does not 

need to eat, we do not feed the Choleh unless there are two doctors who say that he 
does need to eat. However, if there is no doctor who agrees with the Choleh, we pay 
heed to a doctor who insists that he does need to eat, against the wishes of the Choleh. 
 

The Gemara continues to ask: 

  !"  להקל  נפשות וספק הוא נפשות ספק! פשיטא. בקיאין  פי על אותו מאכילין"

We give him to eat based on the opinion of experts. That is obvious!? It is a 
situation of possible danger to life, and in any situation where there is a possible 
danger to life, we rule leniently! 

 
In other words, even though we have clarified that the first part of the Mishna 

is speaking of a case where two doctors maintain that the person needs to eat, and a 
doctor and the person himself say that he doesn’t, there still does not appear to be 
any Chidush (novelty) in the Mishna’s ruling. Of course we would side with the doctors 
who say that he needs to eat as “Safeik Nefashos leHakel”. 
 

The Gemara therefore adjusts the case: 

, כמאה  תרי:  ספרא  רב  דאמר  גב  על  ואף.  צריך  לא:  דאמרי,  בהדיה  אחריני  תרי  דאיכא  צריכא  לא"

  אומדנא  לענין  מילי  והני.  אזלינן  דעות  בתר  -   אומדנא  לענין  אבל,  עדות  לענין  מילי  הני  -   כתרי  ומאה

 ".  הוא נפשות ספק  - הכא אבל, דממונא
No, it is necessary, as [we are speaking of a case where] there are two others with 
him (the Choleh) who maintain that he does not need to eat. Even though Rav 
Safra said that “two are like a hundred and a hundred are like two, that is only 
[true] in the laws of testimony, but regarding making an appraisal of a situation, 
we would [have thought] to follow the [number of] opinions. And this only applies 
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regarding an appraisal regarding financial matters, but here – it is a case where 
there is a possible danger to life. 

 
The Gemara’s conclusion is that the Mishna is speaking of a case where no 

fewer than two doctors side with the Choleh who claims that he doesn’t need to eat. 
However, there are two doctors who maintain that he does. Though the side that 
argues that he doesn’t need to eat, is the majority opinion (which is usually important 
in the realm of “appraisals” (as opposed to testimony), nevertheless, since there is a 
possible risk to the person’s life, we rule leniently and do not follow the majority 
opinion. This is the Chidush of the Mishna. 
 

Earlier, we cited R’ Yanai who holds that if a person believes that he needs to 
eat but two doctors oppose him, we follows the doctors’ opinion. Later in the Sugya, 
the Gemara cites a more lenient opinion: 

, שמעינן  לדידיה  -  צריך  לא   דאמרי  מאה  איכא  אפילו  אני  צריך  דאמר  היכא  כל :  אמר  אשי   רב   בר  מר"

  ".נפשו מרת יודע לב שנאמר
Mar bar Rav Ashi says: In any case that he [the Choleh] says “I need  [to eat]”, 
even if there are a hundred who say that he doesn’t need – we listen to him, as it 
says “A heart knows the bitterness of its soul”. 

 
The Gemara asks a question on Mar bar Rav Ashi’s opinion from the Mishna: 

 " ! לא- בקיאין איכא  הא, בקיאין דליכא - טעמא. עצמו פי על אותו מאכילין  - בקיאין שם אין אם: תנן"
We learned in our Mishna. If there are no informed people there, we feed him 
 [the Choleh] based on his own opinion. The reason [that we do so] is because 
there are no experts [there], however, if there were experts  [there], we would not 
do so! 

 
The Gemara answers as follows: 

  כלל  בקיאין  שם  אין  -  אני   צריך  אמר   אבל ,  אני   צריך  לא   דאמר  -  אמורים  דברים  במה :  קאמר  הכי" 

 ." נפשו מרת יודע לב שנאמר, עצמו פי על אותו מאכילין
This is what was said: When do these words apply – when he [the Choleh] said “I 
don’t need [to eat]”, but if he says “I do need [to eat] – [it is as if] there are no 
informed people there at all [and] we give him to eat based on his own opinion, 
as it says “A heart knows the bitterness of its soul.” 

 
2. Who is Considered a “Baki” (An Expert) 
 



 ראש בית המדרש  - יוסי שפרונגרב ה      ראש השנה תשפ"א  

 

 Page 6 
©2020 The Beit Medrash Govoha for Medical Halacha 

The Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 2:1) defines a “Baki” as “an expert doctor of that 
place”. The Beis Yosef (O.C. 328) cites a Ri (also cited by the Hagahos Meimonis ibid.) 
who holds that a Baki needn’t be an expert. Any person could be somewhat 
knowledgeable and if they say “I know a little about this disease and in my opinion this 
person needs to eat” we consider him a Baki in that situation. The reason we do so is 
because the person may be in danger and Safeik Nefashos leHakel.  
 

The opinion of the Ri is cited by the Shulchan Aruch (ibid.) as a “Yesh Omrim” 
and is brought l’Halacha by the Magen Avraham (328:7), Shulchan Aruch haRav, 
Mishna Berura (618) and Biur Halacha (328). 
 

It should be noted that although this ruling is a product of the rule of Safeik 
Nefashos leHakel, nevertheless the opinion of a non-Jew in this regard is not to be 
reckoned with. A Jew would not offer this opinion unless he was certain (for he 
doesn’t want somebody to erroneously eat on Yom Kippur) whereas a non-Jew 
doesn’t feel the same way (Shulchan Aruch 328 and Mishna Berura 29 ibid.). 
 
3. The Halacha 
 

Based on the Sugya cited above, the Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 618:1) rules as 
follows: 

 .לחולה שומעים, צריך אינו: אומרים רופאים מאה אפילו, אני צריך: אומר החולה ואם
And if the Choleh says “I need [to eat]”, even if a hundred doctors says “he doesn’t 
need [to eat], we listen to the sick person. 

 
Here the Halacha clearly follows the lenient opinion of Mar bar Rav Ashi (as 

ruled by the Rosh Yoma ibid. 13 in the name of Rabbenu Chananel and the Geonim, the 
Ramban (Toras ha’Adam Inyan haSakanah and Tur). The Tur and other Poskim add 
that one should remind a sick person who needs to eat that it is Yom Kippur. 
 

The Brisker Rav zt”l (Hilchos Shevisas Asor 2:8) maintained that the lenient 
ruling of Mar bar Rav Ashi that a sick person who insists that he needs to eat may 
overrule even a hundred doctors, only applies to a person who is already dangerously 
ill. Then we may invoke the rule of “Lev Yodea Maras Nafsho”. However, if his 
condition is not yet grave, but he argues that he needs to eat so that he will not become 
endangered, we will only do so if the doctors agree with him. This is because the 
assessment of whether a person will become endangered by fasting requires great 
expertise and medical knowledge. A layperson does not possess this knowledge or 
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experience, even with regard to himself. (The Rav did concede that the Shulchan 
Aruch does not appear to make this distinction). 

 
To be continued… 

 
וברכותיה תחל שנה   


