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A New Drug

Last week we saw that the Magen 
Avraham (Shulchan Aruch, Orach 
Chayim 328) only permitted using 

medication or medical procedures on 
Shabbat if they were proven to be effec-
tive. In all other cases we would not be 
permitted to break Shabbat, even if a per-
son’s life was in danger.

However, Rabbi Yosef ben Meir 
Teomim, in his major halachic work the 
Pri Megadim, challenged this statement 
by the Magen Avraham. We know that 
it is an obligation to save life even if the 
chance of doing so is slim. Not only do we 
break Shabbat in the case where there is 
definitely danger to life, but even in a case 
of doubt or possibly danger to life. Why 
then, does the Magen Avraham not permit 
breaking Shabbat in the case of a non-
proven medical procedure? Surely there is 
a chance that it will be successful and the 
person’s life will be saved.

The Pri Megadim answers his own 
question by making a distinction between 
a person whose life is in danger as 
opposed to someone who is ill but is not 
in mortal danger. In the former case we 
are obligated to save their life and break 
Shabbat if necessary, even if it is not 
certain that we will be successful, and we 

can use all means at our disposal. For such 
a person we would be permitted to use 
even experimental medication, since there 
is a chance that it could save a life. If the 
manufacturer claims that it will work it 
can be used even if there is no proof. But 
in the latter case, when there is not present 
danger to life, we would only be able to 
break Shabbat if the medication had been 
proven to improve the situation.

Thus, it appears that there is a difference 
of opinion regarding using experimental 
and as yet unproven medication. 
According to the Magen Avraham it would 
be prohibited until the end of clinical trials 
and proof of no dangerous side effects. But 
the Pri Megadim suggests that in the case of 
a life-threatening illness we are obligated 
to pursue all treatment and medication, 
even if it may not be successful.

In the case of a new drug, such as a 
vaccination for Covid 19, the Pri Megadim 
would permit using it even before it had 
been proven successful, whereas the 
Magen Avraham would exercise more 
caution.

More on this next week. 
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