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How Small is Too Small? Laws of Grinding (Tochein) on Shabbos 

One of the 39 forbidden melachos is Tochein, grinding. It was performed in the Mishkan either in order to produce dyes 
by grinding herbs OR to produce flour to use in making the lechem hapanim, the bread that was placed on the shulchan 
(table) in the Mishkan. 

Although we are accustomed to thinking of grinding as the process of making something large (e.g. wheat kernel) into 
something tiny (e.g. flour), the halachic definition of the forbidden activity is breaking down an entity to make it 
suitable for a new use. Therefore, breaking down an item into smaller parts even if they are not tiny can fall under the 
forbidden melacha. 

Examples: Chopping lumber into wood chips or rocks into gravel or reeds into thin strips for basket making all create an 
entity which is now suitable for a new use. 

There is no specific halachic measurement that defines how small an item must be for the melachah to be transgressed.  

Cutting Vegetables 

Slicing Vegetables into strips is permitted by Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, since there is no significant improvement in the 
vegetable, as it is not easier to eat. (This is in the case of long strips.) However, dicing or chopping vegetables would be a 
significant improvement, as it is easier to eat.  

There are 2 situations which can permit the chopping of vegetables. 

1. If one cuts the vegetable or fruit into slightly larger pieces than usual. 
2. If one does it immediately before the meal (Miyad), then it is permitted according to many poskim. 

Mashing fruits or vegetables is a matter of debate among the poskim as to whether that is considered a form of grinding 
or not. The Chazon Ish held it to be the most problematic form or tochein; however, other poskim hold (and this is how 
we pasken in this community) that it may be done with a shinui, e.g. mashing with the handle of a spoon or fork OR by 
pressing down on it with the bottom of a cup. If this is too difficult, then one may mash the food in the usual manner. In 
all of these cases, it should be done just before feeding the child. 

Four Exceptions to Tochein 

These exemptions do not need to be combined; they are completely independent of each other and each is sufficient to 
permit tochein. 

1. Tochein only applies to earth-grown foods:  
a. Based on this principle, tochein is permitted with cooked meat, tuna, eggs, liver or cheese. However, 

even in these situations, one is forbidden to use a grater or other tool. However, one is permitted to use 
an egg slicer to slice eggs. (Raw meat may not be ground on Shabbos.) 

b. However, this exemption only applies to food. Grinding is not permitted with regard to mud, rocks or 
filing metal even though they do not grow from the ground. So crushing salt into powder or crushing 
chalk or sheet rock into dust or removing dried mud from a shoe is forbidden on Shabbos. 

2. “Ain Tochein Achar Tochein” – “There is no grinding after grinding” 
a. It is permitted to crush or grind foods which were previously crushed or ground, since nothing new or 

significant is being accomplished. It basically was already achieved with this substance once before.  
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b. Therefore – one may crush a cookie into crumbs to make a cake or ice cream topping, or crush 

granulated sugar which has hardened, since in both of these situations, the items (or main ingredient) 
was ground once before. 

c. However – grinding chopped pieces to reduce them even further is not permitted since it achieves a new 
step in the grinding process which was not achieved earlier. An example would be blending cut up carrots 
or vegetables into a sauce OR grinding very coarse meal into flour. 

d. Exceptions to rule of “no grinding after grinding” - crushing bricks or mud or rock candy is NOT permitted 
since these substances have completely reassumed their original form and the grinding which is taking 
place is basically completing the act of grinding anew. 

e. Cooked and Roasted Vegetables which have been softened by the cooking process are considered by 
some poskim to already be “mashed” and that any further mashing is not a new act. However, one 
should only rely on this leniency if (i) the mashing is done right before eating and (ii) the vegetables had 
been chopped up somewhat before Shabbos. 

3. MiYad – For Immediate Use 
a. Many poskim permit tochein which is done right before the meal or before eating the food. This is 

because derech achilah, “normal eating,” is not forbidden on Shabbos, and while eating one is certainly 
grinding the food with her teeth. Preparation for eating is also considered to be derech achilah, as it is 
understood that one must cut up the food into smaller particles before eating it.   

b. The time-frame that permits cutting up food is the amount of time that one needs to prepare for the 
meal, without doing any unrelated activities before the meal. (Similar to Boreir.) Therefore, if one has a 
large meal and it will take her one hour to prepare it, then she may do an act of tochein within that one 
hour time frame before the meal. However, she may not do this earlier in the day, with the intention of 
going on a walk or going to shul. She may only do the tochein immediately before the meal. 

c. Therefore, one should cut up the vegetables for her salad within this time frame before the meal. She 
should also cut the vegetables somewhat larger than usual, in order to satisfy the halachic views of those 
Poskim who disagree with this exemption. 

4. Shinui – using a halachically defined abnormal manner 
a. One is permitted to do an act of tochein in an unusual manner.  
b. The method of a shinui most often used is that of using the handle of a spoon or a fork to mash the food. 

 

Rabbinic Restrictions of Tochein – MEDICINE ON SHABBOS 

In the time of the Talmud most medicines were derived from herbs and were ground in the preparation of the 
treatments for which they were used. Since the preparation of the medicine required tochein, taking any form of 
medication or therapy was Rabbinically prohibited in order to safeguard the melachah. Even exercising and other forms 
of physical therapy were included in this prohibition, even though they are not associated with herbal remedies. 

Although modern medications are different and the original reason no longer applies, the restriction itself continues to 
remain in force, following a principle governing many Talmudic decrees. 

What is included in this prohibition? 

1. Taking pills or liquid medicine 
2. The use of topical therapies (lotion, ointment, powder) 
3. Applying herbal health preparations 
4. Acupuncture 
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5. Exercise or other physical therapies.  

Even a perfectly healthy person may not take vitamins or medicine to improve his physical constitution. He may take 
vitamins to maintain his health, e.g. to prevent a regression or relapse.  

Exemptions to Refuah 

Only a treatment which is medicinal in nature OR which lends itself to the appearance of therapeutic treatment is 
prohibited on Shabbos. Therefore: 

Any treatment which merely eliminates an outside nuisance or negative effect is PERMITTED on Shabbos. This includes 
examples such as  

- closing the shade to assist someone with an eye irritation 
- Removing a splinter on Shabbos (even if bleeding may occur and if it is very painful, even if bleeding will 

certainly occur) 
- Removing an insect sting and soaking the area in ice water, diluted vinegar or lemon juice. (But one may not 

soak the area in water or a solution, since that is an overt form of therapy.) 
- Halting bleeding 
- Inducing vomiting (but without medication), since that is just a means of eliminating food which made him ill 
- Placing talcum powder on perspiring feet 
- Putting cotton in one’s ear or covering a wound with a band-aid (without ointment) since it merely covers the 

wound and does not directly aid in healing process. 

Furthermore, any activity or food which are done or eaten by healthy people is not forbidden on Shabbos, even if it is 
done to help an ill person feel better. 

Examples of this includes: 

- Drinking wine or whisky to relieve pain, e.g. of a toothache (but one may not spit it out) 
- Drinking hot tea with honey 
- Drinking prune juice as a laxative 
- Smearing oil on dry or mildly irritated skin 

Preventive therapy is also permitted on Shabbos. This is because people tend to be much calmer regarding the 
possibility of contracting an illness than when they are suffering from an ailment. The lack of urgency removes Chazal’s 
concern that one would come to transgress the laws of Shabbos by grinding a medication. HOWEVER, it is only 
permitted if it does not also strengthen one’s physical constitution or improve one’s health. 

Examples of permitted actions are: 

- Taking an antacid to prevent heartburn before eating an acidic food 
- Taking a tablet to prevent the onset of a headache 
- A diabetic, asthmatic or person with a chronic condition may take any medication necessary for maintaining his 

health. 

Therapy that is never achieved through the use of medications is PERMITTED on Shabbos. Examples of this are dental 
headgear or orthodontics and putting ice cube on a bruise to prevent it from swelling. 
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Medication required over a protracted period of time, such as antibiotics are permitted to be taken on Shabbos as well. 
If it is not for a serious illness (e.g. to heal a mild skin disorder), one should consult a rav before taking it on Shabbos. 

Different Levels of Illness on Shabbos 

Depending on how ill an individual is, one may be permitted to take medication on Shabbos. There are 5 different levels 
with regard to the halachic limitiations. Note: IF A PERSON’S LIFE IS IN DANGER, THEN ONE MUST TRANSGRESS ANY 
MELACHA TO OBTAIN THE MEDICINE OR THERAPY. 

1. Maichush B’alma (minor indispositions)  
a. Includes any slight malady or physical discomfort, such as a common cold, slight headache, muscle 

pain, mosquito bite, mild stomach disturbances, itching, chapped lips and chapped hands. 
b. All Shabbos restrictions apply to this category. 
c. One may use any of the exceptions mentioned, such as drinking tea or taking medication beforehand 

to prevent discomfort. 
2. Miktzas Choli (semi-illness)  

a. Does not restrict one to bed, but causes significant discomfort of a generalized nature. This includes 
sunburn, hives, headache, mild toothache and heartburn.  

b. One may have a non-Jew perform an issur drabbanan for him, such as by applying medicated cream or 
putting ear drops in an infected ear. 

3. Tza’ar Gadol (severe pain) 
a. Someone is in great pain, but it is definitely not life threatening 
b. This includes someone with a strong headache, painful burns (but not life-threatening) or a painful 

toothache.  
c. One may ask a non-Jew to perform a rabbinical prohibition or even a Jew (including himself) may perform 

a rabbinically prohibited prohibition (such as smearing a salve on in a backhanded, awkward manner) 
4. Choleh Kol Gufa (debilitating illness) 

a. An illness which causes one to feel weak and ill all over, to the extent that his entire body is affected. One 
can determine this by considering if the condition confines him to bed, or that he would go to bed if it 
would help - then he is in this category. 

b. Someone in this category is permitted to take medication if he is in this category and one may even have 
a non-Jew purchase the medication for him.  

5. Sakonos Aiver (threat to a limb) 
a. This refers to an illness which is certainly not life threatening, but which can result in the loss (or loss of 

use of) a limb if untreated.  
b. One may not do a melacha d’oraisah, but may do any melecha drabbanan. 
c. IF ONE IS UNSURE WHETHER IT IS LIFE THREATENING, THEN HE MUST TREAT IT AS THOUGH IT IS LIFE 

THREATENING. 

To purchase a copy of Rabbi Bodner’s Halachos of Refuah on Shabbos, call Judaica Plaza at 732-942-4500. The book costs 
$28.99. (It is out of print and cannot be obtained directly from Feldheim.) 


