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For	The	“I”’s	Only	–	Treating	Injuries	and	Infections	on	Shabbos	
Chapter	1	–	Injuries	at	Risk	of	Infection	

The	next	several	essays	will	discuss	the	treatment	of	injuries	and	infections	on	
Shabbos.	This	topic	is	of	great	practical	relevance	but	are	complex	and	not	well-known	
or	understood.	

There	are	several	general	classes	of	injuries.	The	severity	of	an	injury	hinges	on	
numerous	 factors,	and	Halacha	 follows	accordingly.	This	essay	will	 focus	on	 injuries	
that	 pose	 a	 Sakana	 due	 to	 the	 risk	 of	 infection.	We	will	 begin	 with	 two	 important	
introductory	points.	

High	Fever	

Often,	a	high	temperature	is	an	indication	of	infection.	Even	in	the	absence	of	a	
specific	diagnosis,	a	high	temperature	renders	a	person	a	Choleh	sheYesh	Bo	Sakana	for	
whom	 Shabbos	 may	 be	 desecrated.	 The	 person	 should	 seek	 immediate	 medical	
attention,	including	the	use	of	a	telephone	or	traveling	by	car	on	Shabbos.	This	because	
a	high	temperature	may	be	an	indication	of	a	life-threatening	infection.	Therefore,	even	
if	 it	 is	possible	to	reduce	the	temperature	with	antipyretic	medications,	his	Halachic	
status	remains	unchanged,	and	Shabbos	may	be	desecrated	on	his	behalf.1	

In	small	children	or	the	elderly,	even	a	mild	fever	is	potentially	life-threatening,	
and	Shabbos	should	be	desecrated	on	their	behalf	(Chazon	Ish,	O.C.	59:4	and	Igros	Moshe	
O.C.	1:129).	The	same	is	true	of	those	with	lung	diseases	and	the	like,	whose	lives	are	
endangered	by	any	rise	in	temperature	(ibid.)	

Severe	Pain	

Pain	 can	 also	 be	 an	 indication	 of	 a	 serious	 illness.	 The	 Shulchan	 Aruch	 (O.C.	
328:3)	rules:	“One	may	desecrate	Shabbos	on	account	of	any	internal	injury	–	namely,	
from	the	teeth	and	inwards,	including	the	teeth	themselves.	However,	this	is	only	the	case	
when	one	of	the	internal	organs	is	damaged	due	to	an	injury	or	abscess	and	the	like,	but	

 
1	Shemiras	Shabbos	keHilchasa	(32:11),	citing	Rav	Shlomo	Zalman	Auerbach	zt”l.	This	applies	in	all	cases	
of	extremely	high	temperatures,	even	if	there	is	no	known	infection	or	injury,	until	a	doctor	determines	
the	cause	of	the	fever.	Of	course,	in	the	case	of	a	disease	that	has	already	been	diagnosed	and	is	being	
treated	(e.g.,	with	antibiotics)	but	the	fever	is	still	high,	the	Halacha	is	different,	since	high	fever	is	not	a	
dangerous	disease	in	and	of	itself,	but	only	a	possible	indication	of	a	dangerous	disease	requiring	surgery	
or	other	urgent	treatment.	Therefore,	the	status	of	a	patient	in	these	circumstances	is	determined	based	
on	his	illness	and	not	solely	by	his	temperature.	However,	if	his	temperature	is	extremely	high	and	does	
not	respond	to	medications,	there	is	a	concern	of	dehydration	and	other	side	effects,	and	he	should	seek	
medical	attention.	
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discomfort	 [alone]	 is	 not	 considered	 an	 injury.”	 The	 Biur	 Halacha	 infers	 from	 the	
Shulchan	 Aruch	 that	 pain	 itself	 is	 not	 considered	 a	 “Makah”,	 and	 shouldn’t	 be	
considered	a	Sakana.	Nevertheless,	pain	may	be	considered	an	indicator	of	a	dangerous	
illness.	The	Biur	Halacha	continues:	

Nevertheless,	if	it	is	possible	that	one	of	his	internal	organs	is	causing	him	a	great	
deal	of	pain	and	he	is	unsure	whether	it	has	been	injured	in	some	way,	and	there	is	
no	physician	in	the	city	to	consult,	it	is	permissible	to	desecrate	Shabbos	in	order	
to	travel	to	consult	a	physician.2	

Therefore,	if	a	patient	has	a	very	sore	throat	of	undiagnosed	origin	and	he	has	
difficulty	moving	his	neck,	since	there	is	a	possibility	that	he	has	a	dangerous	internal	
medical	issue	(such	as	an	abscess),	one	may	desecrate	Shabbos	to	obtain	a	diagnosis	
and	allow	him	to	undergo	treatment.	The	same	is	true	of	severe	flank	or	abdominal	pain	
that	may	be	associated	with	a	kidney	infection	or	obstruction,	and	certainly	of	chest	
pain	that	can	be	an	indication	of	a	heart	attack.	

Injuries	at	Risk	of	Infection	

Let	us	now	turn	our	attention	to	the	treatment	of	injuries	that	have	a	risk	of	infection.	
The	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	(328:7):	

One	may	desecrate	Shabbos	on	account	of	any	injury	caused	by	metal,	for	a	rectal	
boil3,	for	“Simta”	(which	is	known	as	a	furuncle),	or	for	someone	with	a	very	high	
fever.	

Lacerations	

A	 cut	 caused	 by	 dirty	 or	 rusty	 metal	 can	 cause	 tetanus	 and	 other	 serious	
infections.	This	poses	a	Sakana,	and	Shabbos	may	be	desecrated	to	treat	the	wound	and	
prevent	infection.	Nowadays,	most	people	have	been	immunized	against	tetanus,	so	it	
is	usually	sufficient	to	clean	the	wound	and	apply	a	dressing.4	If	the	person	has	not	been	
fully	immunized	or	it	has	been	a	long	time	since	his	last	tetanus	immunization,	Shabbos	
may	be	desecrated	to	seek	medical	attention,	which	may	include	cleansing	the	wound5,	

 
2	Rav	Moshe	Feinstein	zt”l	(Igros	Moshe	1:131)	and	the	Tzitz	Eliezer	(13:55	&	56)	maintain	that	even	if	
there	 is	 a	physician	 in	 the	 city	 it	 is	permissible	 to	 travel	 to	a	different	 city	 to	 consult	one’s	personal	
physician	or	one	with	more	expertise.		
3	I.e.,	hemorrhoids	
4	This	 is	true	of	superficial	 lacerations.	Deep	lacerations	with	vascular	 injury	and	significant	bleeding	
certainly	require	immediate	treatment.		
5	It	is	preferable	to	pour	aseptic	solution	(e.g.,	alcohol	or	betadine)	over	the	area	if	that	is	sufficient.	If	
necessary,	one	may	utilize	a	synthetic	swab	to	apply	the	solution	and,	if	that	is	not	sufficient,	one	may	
use	a	cotton	swab	soaked	in	disinfectant	(Shemiras	Shabbos	Kehilchasa	35:2).	
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debridement	 of	 damaged	 tissue,	 and	 treatment	 with	 antibiotics.	 If	 necessary,	 the	
tetanus	injection	should	also	be	administered.6	

Blunt	Injuries	

A	blow	that	does	not	puncture	the	skin	does	not	usually	cause	infection,	even	if	
it	is	severe	and	painful	(such	as	if	a	person	closed	a	window	or	door	on	his	hand).	If	
there	is	no	concern	of	serious	injury,	Shabbos	should	not	be	desecrated	even	if	there	is	
localized	swelling.7	

Boils	and	Abscesses	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	(cited	above)	considers	a	furuncle	(commonly	referred	to	
as	 a	 boil)	 to	 be	 a	 Sakana.	 A	 furuncle	 is	 a	 bacterial	 infection	 of	 a	 hair	 follicle	 with	
accumulation	of	pus	and	necrotic	tissue.	Since	the	infection	is	beneath	the	skin,	topical	
treatment	is	ineffective	and	systemic	antibiotics	are	necessary.	If	the	furuncle	develops	
into	a	carbuncle	or	an	abscess8,		the	pus	should	be	drained	by	incision.	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	(ibid.	6	&	9)	explains	that	although	we	are	more	stringent	
about	desecrating	Shabbos	for	an	injury	or	 illness	which	poses	a	danger	to	only	one	
limb	(Sakanas	Aiver)	than	we	are	for	one	that	poses	a	danger	to	the	entire	body	(see	
328:17),	this	is	not	the	case	with	an	injury	or	disease	of	limbs	such	as	the	eyes,	back	of	
the	hand,	or	dorsum	of	the	foot,	which	do	pose	a	danger	to	the	entire	body.	The	Mishna	
Berura	(ibid.	49)	adds:	“The	same	is	true	of	other	limbs.	If	the	physician	says	that	if	the	
[injury	or	 illness	of	 the]	 limb	 is	not	 treated	 it	will	 be	a	matter	of	Pikuach	Nefesh,	 it	 is	
considered	like	any	other	life-threatening	illness.”	Therefore,	Shabbos	may	be	desecrated	
in	any	case	of	injury	or	disease	of	an	individual	limb	that	poses	a	Sakana	to	the	entire	
body.	

Though	the	Shulchan	Aruch	considers	a	furuncle	a	Sakana,	in	most	instances	a	
furuncle	poses	no	danger,	despite	the	marked	erythema,	pain,	or	swelling.	However,	in	
the	following	cases	a	furuncle	or	abscess	should	be	considered	a	matter	of	Sakana:9	

1. A	large	external	furuncle	or	abscess	
2. An	internal	abscess	(from	the	lips	and	inwards),	even	small,	with	fever	
3. A	furuncle	or	skin	abscess	with	has	red	streaks	(i.e.,	lymphangitis)	emerging	

from	it	

 
6	Shemiras	Shabbos	Kehilchasa	(ibid.	41)	notes	that,	in	some	cases,	the	tetanus	injection	can	be	deferred	
for	a	few	hours.	Therefore,	if	it	is	close	to	the	end	of	Shabbos,	the	injection	may	be	delayed	until	after	
Shabbos	with	physician	approval.	
7	Piskei	Teshuvos	328:19	
8	A	carbuncle	is	a	cluster	of	boils	that	form	a	connected	area	of	infection	under	the	skin.	An	abscess	is	a	
collection	of	pus	and	necrotic	tissue	caused	by	infection	and	can	occur	anywhere	in	the	body.	
9	Based	on	the	opinions	of	physicians	cited	in	Shemiras	Shabbos	Kehilchasa	32:11.	
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4. An	abscess	in	the	lymph	nodes	-	especially	in	the	neck,	axilla,	or	groin	
In	 these	 instances,	 medical	 attention	 should	 be	 sought	 immediately	 and	

whatever	is	necessary	to	drain	the	pus	and	disinfect	the	wound	should	be	done.	In	other	
cases	where	the	furuncle	or	abscess	is	not	yet	a	Sakana,	it	may	still	pose	a	danger	or	
cause	intense	pain	if	it	is	not	treated.	

The	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	(ibid.	28)	that	if	a	person	lances	a	boil	on	Shabbos	in	
order	 to	 form	an	opening	 so	 that	 it	will	 heal,	 he	has	violated	 the	Melacha	 of	Makeh	
b’Patish.10	However,	if	he	does	so	in	order	to	drain	the	pus,	it	is	permissible.	

This	is	one	of	the	most	fundamental	laws	in	Hilchos	Shabbos	and	is	the	subject	
of	great	debate,	relating	to	the	Melachos	of	Boneh	and	Makeh	b’Patish,	and	the	definition	
of	“Davar	sheEino	Miskaven”.	We	will	 focus	on	the	Shulchan	Aruch’s	ruling	that	if	the	
purpose	of	the	incision	is	merely	to	drain	the	pus,	and	not	to	create	a	semi-permanent	
opening	for	continuous	drainage,	it	is	permissible.		

The	source	of	this	ruling,	and	the	distinction	between	intending	to	form	a	drain	
and	merely	extracting	the	pus,	is	the	Gemara	in	Shabbos	(107a).	Rashi	explains	(s.v.	“Im	
La’asos	Lah	Peh”):	

The	 Tosefta	 teaches:	 If	 it	 is	 to	 remove	 the	 skin	 and	 to	 form	 an	 opening,	 as	
physicians	do	today…	he	is	 liable,	because	he	built	an	entranceway	or	formed	a	
“vessel”.	What	difference	 is	 there	between	forming	an	entrance	 in	a	wound	and	
forming	a	vessel?	But	if	it	is	to	drain	the	pus	–	that	is	there	currently	-	and	he	
doesn’t	mind	if	the	opening	closes	immediately	–	he	is	exempt,	and	it	is,	in	fact,	
permissible.	 For	 nothing	 has	 been	 “formed”.	Moreover,	 the	 Chachamim	did	 not	
forbid	it	(a	Shevus)	due	to	the	pain.	

It	follows	that	it	is	only	permissible	to	make	an	incision	that	will	drain	all	the	
collected	 pus.	However,	 it	 is	 common	 to	 form	 a	 [semi-]permanent	 opening	 through	
which	the	pus	drains	continuously,	and	even	to	place	a	type	of	bandage	or	drain	that	
will	keep	the	opening	patent.	This	would	be	an	Issur	d’Oraisa	on	Shabbos,	for	the	person	
does	indeed	“mind	if	the	opening	immediately	closes	up	again”.	If	this	is	his	intention,	it	
is	absolutely	forbidden.	

If	the	doctor	states	that	this	is	not	his	intention	and	that	he	only	intends	to	drain	
some	of	the	pus	to	make	the	furuncle	less	painful	(but	not	to	form	a	permanent	opening	
through	which	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 pus	will	 continue	 to	 drain),	 it	 is	 permissible,	me’Ikar	
haDin.	 However,	 the	 Magen	 Avraham	 (ibid.	 32,	 citing	 the	 Aguda),	 holds	 that	 it	 is	

 
10	The	Shulchan	Aruch	rules	like	the	Rambam	that	the	Melacha	in	question	is	Makeh	b’Patish.	Rashi	holds	
that	 the	Melacha	 is	 “Boneh	 Pesach”	 (building	 an	 entrance)	 or	 “Tikun	 Kli”	 (repairing	 a	 vessel).	 This	
question	is	the	subject	of	much	discussion	among	the	Rishonim	and	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	essay.	
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preferable	 to	 have	 a	 non-Jew	 perform	 this	 procedure.11	 The	 Machatzis	 haShekel	
explains	 that	 this	 is	 because	while	 he	may	 state	 that	 he	 does	 not	 intend	 to	make	 a	
permanent	opening,	he	will	be	pleased	if	one	forms.	This	is	also	the	conclusion	of	the	
Mishna	Berura	(ibid.	88).	

Regarding	the	Issur	of	extracting	blood	from	the	body	on	Shabbos	–	there	is	a	
distinction	 between	 blood	 that	 is	 contained	 in	 the	 vasculature,	 which	 can	 only	 be	
extracted	 by	 transgressing	 the	Melachos	 of	Chovel	 or	Mefarek,	 and	 blood	which	 has	
already	been	extruded	and	is	mingled	with	pus.	Therefore,	though	it	is	permissible	to	
make	an	incision	to	drain	the	pus	–	even	if	blood	is	mixed	with	it	–	one	may	not	press	
deeply	 on	 the	 wound	 because	 that	 may	 also	 extract	 blood	 that	 has	 not	 yet	 been	
extruded.	

 

 
11	If	a	non-Jew	is	not	available,	he	should	attempt	to	drain	the	minimum	amount	necessary	to	reduce	the	
pressure	of	the	pus	on	the	surrounding	tissue.	


