Guide to Giving Birth on Shabbos or Yom Tov

Edited and approved by Rav Moshe Heinemann

Any variations in Halacha between Shabbos and Yom Tov are noted at the end of each section.

In this guide, the Halachos of Yom Kippur are the same as Shabbos.

If a pregnant woman suspects that it is necessary to phone the doctor, e.g. labor is starting, some complication may be occurring, etc., someone must call (א) immediately. Shabbos/Yom Tov is not a reason to postpone calling for either medical care or transportation to a medical facility. The general rule is that one should respond as he/she normally would on a weekday (ב). 

The Halachos in this guide apply to a woman whose pregnancy results in a natural birth, Caesarian birth or a miscarriage (ג) and 1) this event occurs on Shabbos/Yom Tov, or 2) one of the first 3 days (ד) (three 24-hour intervals) after this event is a Shabbos/Yom Tov. Furthermore, the pregnancy must have lasted at least 40 full days (ה). The Halachos in this guide also apply during labor.

Many Halachos which involve going to the hospital and using a telephone on Shabbos/Yom Tov are explained in the previous guide, Medical Response on Shabbos or Yom Tov, sections I through VII.

I. Choosing and calling a doctor 

A. When choosing a physician, one should choose the best doctor one can afford and with whom one is comfortable. It is not relevant whether the doctor is a Jew, non-Jew, man or woman.

B. One should follow the doctor's instructions regarding when to call and not deviate by making fewer calls to him. 

C. If a phone without a lighted dial is not available to contact the doctor, one may even use a phone with a lighted dial.

II. Riding to the Hospital 

A woman need not spend Shabbos/Yom Tov at a location close to the hospital or arrive at the hospital before labor starts to avoid riding on Shabbos/Yom Tov. The order of preference in arranging transportation for an expectant mother is as follows:

A. 1st - Pre-arrange with a non-Jew.

B. 2nd - Use a taxi service. (When phoning for a taxi, one should not reveal that a woman is in labor. Some taxi drivers hesitate to transport a woman in labor to the hospital. This is a suggestion, not a Halacha.)

C. 3rd - Have a Jew drive the pregnant woman. The Jew should drive normally, e.g. using signals, brakes, lights, etc. The Jew should drive in the usual manner because if he chooses to perform fewer Melachos, he might cause an accident.

III. Bringing Items to the Hospital

A. If the home, the hospital and the entire trip are within the same Eruv - any non-Muktza item may be brought. 

B. Almost without exception, if the home, the hospital and the entire trip are not within the same Eruv - no items may be brought. However, if important items are needed which the hospital will not have, e.g. medical records, medicine, etc., they may be brought. Also, she may bring any items she has been practicing to use during her delivery, e.g. Lamaze items.

C. Suppose a child is taken to a caregiver while the parents travel to the hospital. 1) If the home, the caregiver and the entire trip are within the same Eruv, one may bring any non-Muktza item. 2) If they are not within the same Eruv and the child is more than six years old, he may only bring important items for himself, e.g. antibiotics, allergy medicine, etc. If the child is younger than six, he may bring any item. However, a Jewish adult may not suggest to the child that he take any particular item. Only the child may carry the item(s).

D. A Jew may ask a non-Jew to bring any item for a Jew whether or not there is an Eruv if the need derives from a Mitzvah, Oneg Shabbos, great necessity, potential significant monetary loss, slight illness or worse. 

Yom Tov Variation


Paragraphs B and C do not apply. The Halacha is the same as paragraph A, i.e. any non-Muktza item may be brought. 

Paragraph D only applies for items that are Muktza. Even a Jew may bring any non-Muktza items that are 

needed.

IV. At the Hospital

A. Electric doors - If there are electric doors near manual doors, one should use the manual doors. If the manual doors are inconvenient, one may use the electric doors. Preferably, the Jew should enter immediately after someone else. If the patient has a companion, that person may follow too.

B. Admission forms - Explain to the admission clerk that the forms will be completed after Shabbos/Yom Tov. If this is not acceptable, a Jew may sign the forms with his non-dominant hand. Usually, one may complete the admission forms at the beginning of the ninth month and ask the hospital to hold the forms until arrival. This eliminates the problem of signing in on Shabbos/Yom Tov. 

C. Suppose the expectant mother decides to ride the elevator to labor and delivery. If there is a non-Jew in the elevator, one may ask him/her to press the button for the desired floor. If there is no non-Jew, one may press the button with a Shinui, e.g. a finger knuckle.

D. Nowadays, many hospital stairways are either locked or alarmed, and one may become trapped inside. Therefore, it is permitted for someone who is visiting a patient for a significantly important reason to use an elevator. However, if the visitor knows that the stairwells are neither locked nor alarmed, he should use the stairs. A visitor is not permitted to press an elevator button even with a Shinui. Therefore, the visitor may only ride the elevator if a non-Jew presses the button. If the non-Jew is going to the same floor as the visitor, the visitor may get off at that floor. If the non-Jew is going to a different floor, the visitor may hint to the non-Jew to help him. For example, the visitor may declare, "Today is my Sabbath/Jewish holiday and I am not allowed to press the button for the fourth floor."

V. Medicine and Procedures Before and After Delivery

A. A woman may request any procedure or medicine needed for delivery or recovery, e.g. Milk of Magnesia ®, pain-relievers, epidural, etc. 

B. One may break a chemical ice pack to make it cold.

C. Before delivery, a woman may take a hot shower/bath and even adjust the water temperature if she believes that the hot water will help the delivery.

D. After delivery, a woman may not take a hot shower unless directed to do so by medical personnel.

E. One may press the button of a P.C.A. (patient controlled analgesic) with a Shinui.

Yom Tov Variation


Paragraphs C and D do not apply. A woman may take a hot shower if she chooses.

VI. When to Use a Call Button Before and After Delivery

If a non-Jewish nurse or other non-Jew is available, one should ask for her assistance and not use the call button or other electrical device.
A. If the woman needs her bed adjusted or a light turned off, she should activate the switch herself with a Shinui.

B. If the woman needs the air conditioning or heat turned on or off, food, drink or to be helped out of bed, she should press the call button with a Shinui.

C. If the woman needs to have a light turned on, one should ask a non-Jew and not use the call button. 

D. If the woman wants to know how her baby is doing, she may not use the call button.

VII. Nursing 

A. To make it easier for the baby to nurse, the mother may apply a free-flowing oil before nursing. A thick preparation like cream may be applied only by dabbing.

B. If the baby does not begin nursing on its own, the mother may express some of her milk into the baby's mouth to encourage the baby to start nursing  (ו) 
C. Using a breast pump

1. Hand pump

a. If the baby needs the milk because he/she will not take formula, one may pump in the usual manner, and give the milk to the baby.

b. If the baby does not need the milk, but the mother needs to express milk to relieve her pain or discomfort, one must put talcum powder or a similar material in the pump receptacle before starting to pump so that the milk will become spoiled (ז,ח) 
2. Electric pump

a. If the baby needs the milk because he/she will not take formula, it is preferable to ask a non-Jew to turn on the pump after the pump is already in place on the mother's breast. Then, one may pump in the usual manner and give the milk to the baby.

b. If the baby does not need the milk, a Jew may not activate the pump. If a non-Jew places the pump on the mother's breast, the milk may be saved. If the mother (or another Jew) places the pump on her breast, one must put talcum powder or a similar material into the pump receptacle before starting to pump so that the milk will become spoiled       (ז,ח).

VIII. Pager

The husband/caregiver may wear a pager on Shabbos/Yom Tov so that he may be signaled when his wife/the expectant mother needs him immediately, because labor is starting, or some complication(s) may be occurring, provided A) he wears the pager only within an Eruv and B) he does not activate any pager function.

Yom Tov Variation


Clause A does not apply. He may wear the pager even if there is no Eruv.

IX. Candles, Kiddush, Food and Havdalah

A. Candlelighting with a Bracha may be performed on any incandescent light, even a single bulb or a nightlight. 

B. If this specific light was already on, it must be turned off, then turned on before the Bracha is recited (ט).

C. This light must remain on until the stars appear (Tzais Hacochavim). If, after the stars appear, the light(s) must be turned off for any reason, e.g. it disturbs her sleep, hospital regulations, etc., one must ask a non-Jew to deactivate the light(s).

D. On Friday night, or at the start of Yom Tov, Kiddush may be recited over wine, grape juice or two rolls. To recite Kiddush on bread, first wash and say the Bracha of Al Netilas Yadayim. Then start Kiddush by reciting "Yom Ha-she-she..." Substitute  “Hamotzee Lechem Min Ha'aretz” for “Borei P’re Hagafen.” Finish reciting the Bracha of “M’kadesh Hashabbos,” and then eat the bread.

E. The Havdalah Bracha of Borei M'orai Ha'aish may be recited over a clear incandescent bulb, not a frosted bulb.

F. Suppose no Sabbath/Yom Tov observant Jewish male is available to recite Havdalah in the hospital. If the woman chooses not to wait until a Jewish male appears, she may recite Havdalah herself and then drink the wine or grape juice.

G. If fragrant spices and/or candles or a clear lightbulb is/are not available, the woman fulfills her obligations by reciting Havdalah without either or both of these blessings.

H. Suppose the woman does not want to wait until Kiddush or Havdalah is recited, or if wine, grape juice or Challah are not available, she may eat and hear Kiddush or Havdalah later.

I. One may rip open the plastic wrapping around a food tray or cutlery.

J. If there are words, letters or digits on the plastic wrapping, one should not rip through them.

K. Only a non-Jew may reheat food.

Yom Tov Variation


Paragraph B does not apply on the second day of Yom Tov or when Yom Tov begins on Motzai Shabbos. If the specific bulb was already on, one may not turn it off and then on again.


In paragraph D, one completes the Bracha with “M’Kadesh Yisrael V’hazmanim.” 

Paragraph G does not apply. The only Havdalah Brachos are “Borei P’re Hagafen” and ”HaMavdil Bein Kodesh L’chol.”

Paragraph K – Not only may a non-Jew reheat food but a  Jew may reheat or cook food with a pre-lit stove or oven.

X. Other

A. Suppose the baby will be born on Shabbos/Yom Tov. One may not arrange for a non-Jew to phone an answering machine or to phone a person on Shabbos/Yom Tov to announce the news about the birth. 

B. A baby boy born Friday evening after sunset may have his Shalom Zachor either on that Friday night or the following Friday night. 
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