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Brushing Teeth on Shabbos:

A Reevaluation in Light of Recent Research

Rabbi Dr. Ephraim Rudolph DDS

In 2002, R. Aryeh Lebowitz published a comprehensive review of
the halachic issues relevant to brushing teeth on Shabbos, which were
discussed by many of the Poskim (halachic authorities) of the previous
generation!. R. Lebowitz presents a number of potential issues that may
pertain to brushing one’s teeth on Shabbos, including molid (causing a
change in the physical property of a substance)?, sechitah (squeezing liquid
out of a solid substance)3, chavalah (causing a wound)4, uvda d’chol

(weekday activity)5, and hachono (preparing for after Shabbos)e.

1) R. Aryeh Lebowitz, “Brushing Teeth on Shabbos,” The Journal of Halacha and
Contemporary Society 44 (Fall 2002), pp. 51-79.

2) The Gemara (Shabbos 51b) prohibits squeezing or crushing ice in order to use the
resulting liquid. Rashi (s.v. k'day) explains that this is forbidden because it appears as though
one is creating water, thus resembling a melacha. Brushing teeth may entail a similar problem,
in that the toothpaste is transformed from a semi-solid into a liquid.

3) Sechitah is a subcategory of dosh (threshing). Dosh entails the removal of one part of
the wheat, the chaff, from another part, the kernels. Squeezing is similar in that it separates the
liquid part of a substance from the solid part (Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 8:10; Aruch
HaShulchan 320:3). According to most authorities, the prohibition of squeezing applies to non-
food items as well, such as in the case of squeezing a wet cloth (see Tosafot, Ketubot 6a; see
also Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 9:11, who disagrees), and Chazal extended the prohibition to
squeezing wet hair (Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 2:11 and Kesef Mishna ad loc.). Based on this,
it is possible to argue that squeezing toothpaste or water out of the toothbrush bristles presents
a problem of squeezing on Shabbos.

4) The Rishonim debate whether chavalah is subsumed under the av melachah of shocheit
(slaughtering an animal), as it entails a partial netilat neshamah (taking of life), or whether it
is a subcategory of dosh (threshing), as it entails the removal of blood from the blood vessels
(see Biur Halacha 316:8, s.v. hachovel; Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 8:7). All agree, however,
that causing bleeding is forbidden on Shabbos. Thus, if one’s gums normally bleed when he
brushes his teeth, it may be prohibited to do so on Shabbos.

5) The Rabbis established the prohibition of uvda d’chol, performing a weekday activity on
Shabbos, in order to enhance and protect the uniqueness and sanctity of Shabbos. The criteria
and parameters of uvda d’chol are not concrete and straightforward. The Rabbis debate as to
the exact definition of a weekday activity. As Rabbi Lebowitz explains, the categorizing of
brushing one's teeth on Shabbos as a weekday activity depends on how one defines an uvda
d’chol.

6) In order to safeguard the honor of Shabbos, as well as to curtail any extra work, or tircha,
on Shabbos, the Rabbis prohibited any activity on Shabbos that is not for the sake of Shabbos.
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Two central questions that R. Lebowitz addresses regarding tooth-
brushing on Shabbos relate to mimarayach (spreading) and refuah
(healing). Mimarayach is a toldah (subcategory) of the primary melachah
(forbidden Shabbos labor) of memacheik (smoothing). The melachah of
memacheik prohibits smoothing any hard surface?, while the toldah of
memarayach refers to smoothing out a pliable solid or semi-solid
substances. Toothpaste is semisolid, and smoothing it on one’s teeth on

Shabbos might therefore entail the prohibited act of memarayach.

Chazal prohibited the use of medicine on Shabbos, and subsequently
most forms of refuah, in order to avoid the possibility that one might come
to grind the ingredients on Shabbos (shechikas samamanim), which would
violate the malacha of tochen (grinding)®. The prohibition is limited to one
who experiences “meichush b'alma,” mild pain and discomfort!0. R.
Lebowitz discusses the possibility that preventing cavities by brushing teeth
is forbidden on Shabbos as an act of refuah.

In the present article, we will discuss the issue of the status of tooth-
brushing as refuah in light of recent research. We will then note how the

new science affects the question of mimarayach as well.
Refuah

R. Moshe Zweig ruled that brushing teeth is prohibited on Shabbos
because of the issur (prohibition) of refuah on Shabbos!!. R. Zweig based
his view on a Tosefta that states that it is forbidden to rub one’s teeth with

“sam,” medicine, when this is intended for the purpose of refuah; it is only

The Gemara (Shabbos 118a) prohibits washing dishes late Shabbos afternoon if they will not
be used again on Shabbos. Rashi (s.v. shuv) explains that this prohibition is due to the fact that
washing dishes in this scenario is really for after Shabbos. Perhaps rinsing a toothbrush after
use on Shabbos, with no intention to use it again, is a similar situation and maybe considered
hachono.

7) Shabbos 75a; Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 11:5.

8) Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 11:6.

9) Shabbos 53b.

10) See Shulchan Aruch 328:1.

11) Ohel Moshe 2:98.
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permissible if done solely for the purpose of eliminating bad breath!2. R.
Zweig maintained that toothpaste is akin to the “sam” mentioned in the

Tosefta, and it is therefore forbidden to be used on Shabbos.

The majority of Poskim did not share this view!3. Most of the responsa
on brushing teeth on Shabbos were written when the prevailing belief was
that toothpaste and brushing merely prevent future tooth decay from
occurring, but do not heal existing cavities. The prevalent perception was
that brushing with the help of toothpaste removes food that is stuck on the
teeth, and thereby prevents cavities from developing. Since brushing was
perceived as solely preventative, most authorities maintained that it is not
prohibited due to the prohibition of refuah. As R. Ovadia Yosef explained,
preventing cavities by removing food from the teeth is not considered

» «

refuah; it is simply “mavriach ari,” “chasing away a lion” — it removes

something bothersome, but cures no illness.

However, recent research has shown that in addition to preventing
plaque build-up on teeth, tooth brushing may, in fact, heal existing tooth
decay. Thus, R. Zweig’s opinion that brushing teeth is prohibited on

Shabbos as a form of refuah may warrant reconsideration.

Cavities develop because bacteria build up on teeth and form plaque
(dental biofilm). This plaque feeds on the sugars in food and produces acid.
In the demineralization process, the acid “dissolves” the main component
of tooth enamel, making the tooth soft and susceptible to bacterial

penetration and cavity development!4.

12) Tosefta, Shabbos 13:17. The Rambam (Hilchot Shabbos 21:24) and the Shulchan
Aruch (Orach Chaim 328:36) cite this Tosefta as the halacha.

13) Yabia Omer 4:29-30; Ketzot HaShulchan 8:99.

14) This is a simplification of the process; demineralization is more complicated and entails
the lowering of the ph of the oral cavity.
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For many years, the scientific community assumed that fluoride prevents
tooth decay only by preventing the demineralization process5. However,
recent research has shown that fluoride not only prevents demineralization,
but also repairs existing demineralization!6. Fluoride facilitates
remineralization, or the re-hardening of areas that have been previously
damaged by bacteria, and it can reverse small damage, such as white spots
(“white lesions”)!”. According to many, the main way in which fluoride
prevents tooth decay is actually through remineralization, not the
prevention of demineralization!8. Research in the remineralization process

has progressed to the extent that new toothpaste technology is being

15) See Frank E. Law, Margaret H. Jeffreys, and Helen C. Sheary, “Topical Applications of
Fluoride Solutions in Dental Caries Control,” Public Health Rep. 76(4) (April 1961): 287-90;
O. Fejerskov, A. Thylstrup, and M.J. “Rational Use of Fluorides in Caries Prevention: A Concept
Based on Possible Cariostatic Mechanisms,” Acta Odontol Scand. 39(4) (1981): 241-9. In the
1960s, it was thought that when fluoride is incorporated into a developing tooth, it makes the
tooth stronger by creating stronger chemical bonds than the chemical bonds that naturally exist
in the tooth. Because the teeth become stronger, the tooth is less susceptible to
demineralization. The concept of “systemic fluoride” led to the implementation of water
fluoridation and the use of fluoride tablets. It was later discovered that fluoride prevents
demineralization in a completely different way, which is related to the concentration of the
fluoride ion on the surface of the tooth. The concept of “topical fluoride” is now the prevailing
view of how fluoride prevents demineralization.

It is important to note that there are two main aspects of brushing that help prevent
cavities: the mechanical removal of the biofilm and the fluoride that is incorporated in the
toothpaste. Mechanical removal of the dental biofilm through the act of brushing is very
important for the prevention of tooth decay. However, the incorporation of fluoride in
toothpaste is a critical and a necessary element in the prevention of cavities. The present
discussion is not an attempt to minimize the importance of the mechanical removal aspect of
brushing teeth, but is merely focusing on the fluoride aspect of brushing.

16) E. Hellwig and A.M. Lennon, “Systemic Versus Topical Fluoride,” Caries Res. 38(3)
(May-Jun 2004): 258-62.

17) A. Dijkman, E. Huizinga, J. Ruben, and J. Arends, “Remineralization of Human
Enamel in Situ after 3 Months: The Effect of Not Brushing Versus the Effect of an F Dentifrice
and an F-Free Dentifrice,” Caries Res. 24 (1990): 263-6. Fluoride slows demineralization and
enhances remineralization in multiple ways. The exact mechanism of how this is accomplished
is beyond the scope of this article. See John Hicks, Franklin Garcia-Godoy, and Catherine
Flaitz, “Biological Factors in Dental Caries: Role of Remineralization and Fluoride in the
Dynamic Process of Demineralization and Remineralization (part 3),” The Journal of Clinical
Pediatric Dentistry 28(3) (2004): 203-215.

18) Jaime Aparecido Cury and Livia Maria Andalé Tenuta, “Enamel Remineralization:
Controlling the Caries Disease or Treating Early Caries Lesions? Braz. Oral Res.
23(11) (June 2009): 23-30; John D. B. Featherstone, “Prevention and Reversal of Dental
Caries: Role of Low Level Fluoride,” Community Dentistry and Oral Epidemiology 27 (1999):
31-40.


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Law%20FE%5Bauth%5D
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Jeffreys%20MH%5Bauth%5D
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Sheary%20HC%5Bauth%5D
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Fejerskov%20O%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=7034449
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Thylstrup%20A%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=7034449
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Fejerskov+O%2C+Thylstrup+A%2C+Larson+MJ.+Rational+use+of+fluorides+in+caries+prevention.+A+concept+based+on+possible+cariostatic+mechanisms.+Acta+Odontolog
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Fejerskov+O%2C+Thylstrup+A%2C+Larson+MJ.+Rational+use+of+fluorides+in+caries+prevention.+A+concept+based+on+possible+cariostatic+mechanisms.+Acta+Odontolog
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Hellwig%20E%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=15153698
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Lennon%20AM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=15153698
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developed and marketed that enhances the remineralization abilities of

toothpaste and fluoride?®.

Through remineralization, fluoride arrests or reverses the progression of
a carious lesion. Although the white spot will probably still be noticeable on
a radiograph because the tooth will never remineralize completely, the use
of fluoride does improve the outcome??. Professional use of fluoride, over-
the-counter toothpastes, and prescription extra-strength fluoride
toothpastes reverse dental caries. Thus, tooth brushing not only prevents
decay, but also treats areas with existing decay. It therefore may be viewed

as refuah, and not only “mavriach ari’?!.

The risk of developing dental caries depends on many factors, including
genetics, food intake, and strains of bacteria in one’s mouth, oral hygiene
habits, age, and access to fluoridated water22. Every person is unique in the
cause of his or her carious lesions. Furthermore, there is a wide range of
caries susceptibility. There are people who regularly brush their teeth and
still develop cavities, while others never brush their teeth and never develop

cavities. Even in one individual, caries risk and development can vary over

19) Steven R. Jefferies, “Advances in Remineralization for Early Carious Lesions: A
Comprehensive Review,” Compendium of Continuing Education in Dentistry (April 2014).

20) H.E. Kim, H.K. Kwon, B.I. Kim, “Recovery Percentage of Remineralization According
to Severity of Early Caries,” Am J Dent. 26(3) (June 2013): 132-6; F.N. Hattab,
“Remineralization of Carious Lesions and Fluoride Uptake by Enamel Exposed to Various
Fluoride Dentifrices in Vitro,” Oral Health Prev Dent. 11(3) (2013): 281-90; A.R. Prabhakar,
A.J. Manojkumar , and N. Basappa, “In Vitro Remineralization of Enamel Subsurface Lesions
and Assessment of Dentine Tubule Occlusion from NaF Dentifrices With and Without Calcium,
“J Indian Soc Pedod Prev Dent. 31(1) (Jan-Mar 2013): 29-35; S.G. Damle, V. Bengude, and E.
Saini, “Evaluation of Ability of Dentifrices to Remineralize Artificial Caries-Like Lesions,” Dent
Res J (Isfahan) 7(1) (Winter 2010): 12-17; E. Casals, T. Boukpessi, C.M. McQueen, S.L.
Eversole, and R.V. Faller, “Anticaries Potential of Commercial Dentifrices as Determined by
Fluoridation and Remineralization Efficiency,” J Contemp Dent Pract. 8(7) (Nov. 2007): 1-10;
J. Timothy Wright, Nicholas Hanson, Helen Ristic, Clifford W. Whall, Cameron G. Estrich,
Ronald R. Zentz, “Fluoride Toothpaste Efficacy and Safety in Children Younger Than 6 years:
A Systematic Review,” Jada 142:2 (Feb. 2014): 182-9; J.A. Cury and L.M. Tenuta, “Enamel
Remineralization: Controlling the Caries Disease or Treating Early Caries Lesions?” Braz Oral
Res. 23(1) (2009): 23-30.

21) According to this understanding of how fluoride functions, use of toothpaste is very
different from cleaning one’s skin, an analogy that R. Lebowitz suggests in his article, note 35.

22) Robert H. Selwitz, Amid I. Ismail, and Nigel B Pitts, “Dental Caries,” Lancet 369
(2007): 51-59.


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Kim%20HE%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23986959
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Kwon%20HK%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23986959
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Kim%20BI%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23986959
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Hattab%20FN%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23878839
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Prabhakar%20AR%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23727740
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Manojkumar%20AJ%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23727740
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Basappa%20N%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=23727740
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Damle%20SG%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21448441
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Bengude%20V%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21448441
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Casals%20E%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17994149
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Boukpessi%20T%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17994149
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=McQueen%20CM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17994149
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Eversole%20SL%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17994149
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Faller%20RV%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=17994149
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Cury%20JA%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19838555
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=Tenuta%20LM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=19838555
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time. For those people who have a minimal caries risk (they either never or
rarely developed cavities or they have not had cavities for many years23), the
remineralization process probably provides very little support in
maintaining disease-free teeth; even without fluoride, their teeth would
remain healthy. However, a significant portion of the population has a caries
problem and develops cavities constantly, such that remineralization is vital
in the fight against the disease. It is for this significant portion of the

population that remineralization may be viewed as refuah.

In addition to remineralization of the tooth enamel, brushing teeth treats
gingivitis, an inflammation of the gums that occurs predominantly among
people who do not regularly brush their teeth. The mechanics of brushing
removes the plaque and bacteria that elicit this inflammatory response. In
addition, the antimicrobial antiseptic ingredients in all toothpastes
approved by the American Dental Association reduce and prevent

gingivitis24,

Furthermore, in addition to fluoride being able to act on the tooth, it has
been shown that fluoride also has the ability to act directly on bacteria; it is
bactericidal (kills bacteria) and bacteriostatic (stops bacteria from
reproducing)?5. Moreover, some toothpastes contain additional ingredients
that are antimicrobial26. Research has proven that regular toothpastes can

kill the bacteria that create cavities and cause gingivitis2”.

23) As determined by consistent dental visits for exam and cleanings.

24)http://www.ada.org/~/media/ADA/Science%20and%20Research/Files/Seal%20guid
elines/SCI_SealGuidelineChemotherepeuticProdforControlofGingivitis_2011Nov01.ashx.

25) R.E. Marquis, “Antimicrobial Actions of Fluoride for Oral Bacteria,” Can J Microbiol.
41(11) (Nov. 1995): 955-64. Fluoride cannot penetrate the tooth to kill the bacteria inside a
cavity, but it can render the bacteria that are on the outside of the tooth inactive, thereby
preventing cavities. With respect to gingivitis, fluoride’s bactericidal properties can help heal
the gingivitis, not merely prevent it.

26) For example, Colgate toothpaste contains Triclosan.

27) Marieke P.T. Otten, Henk J. Busscher, Henny C. van der Mei, Chris G. van Hoogmoed,
and Frank Abbas, “Acute and Substantive Action of Antimicrobial Toothpastes and
Mouthrinses on Oral Biofilm In Vitro,” European Journal of Oral Sciences 119(2) (2011): 151-
5. In certain situations, dentists use fluoride-releasing materials to help prevent the tooth from
developing recurrent, new decay under a filling or crown.


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Marquis%20RE%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=7497353
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7497353
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Thus, brushing teeth can provide refuah for people with the early stages
of the cavity process or gum disease. Since a significant percentage of the
population has at least some dental cavities and/or gingivitis, tooth-
brushing may be considered refuah for many people, and may therefore
present a problem on Shabbos28. Indeed, the Shulchan Shlomo quotes R.
Shlomo Zalman Aurbach as presenting the possibility that if toothpaste can
disinfect the tooth of bacteria and reduce inflammation of the gums, then it

may be considered refuah®.
Prevention of Future Illness

Despite the recent research indicating the therapeutic benefits of
brushing teeth, it is possible to argue that it should not be classified as
refuah because remineralization may be considered a dynamic process,
rather than healing, and the “white spots” that are “cured” by fluoride are
not actual cavities that would classify someone as a choleh (an ill individual).
Furthermore, some professionals and scientists still question the validity of
the idea that the remineralization process can reverse caries. They maintain
that the regression of the white lesion may be due to brushing the biofilm
off the teeth or that the fluoride in toothpaste cannot positively affect the
demineralization-remineralization struggle30. Additionally, not all scientists
agree that the bactericidal capabilities of fluoride have any direct effect on

the reduction of cavities3!, and some studies have shown that only certain

28) The Mishna Berura (328:130) rules that when the benefit of a particular refuah
practice could not be accomplished by taking a pill, that practice is permitted on Shabbos. R.
Lebowitz notes a number of reasons why this leniency would not apply to toothpaste (see his
article, note 32). The most important reason is that the benefits of toothpaste can, in fact, very
often be attained through a pill. In areas that do not have fluoridated water, many children take
fluoride tablets to strengthen their developing adult teeth. Additionally, if remineralization is
refuah, then using any of the “Kosher” Shabbos products, such as the Shabbos toothbrush and
toothpaste, would not be permitted if fluoride is one of the ingredients in the toothpaste.

29) Shulchan Shlomo, Shabbos 3:328:39.

30) L.L. Tathiane, Anelise Fernandes Montagner, Fabio Zovico Maxnuck Soares, and
Rachel de Oliveira Rocha, “Are Topical Fluorides Effective for Treating Incipient Carious
Lesions? A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” JADA 147:2 (February 2016): 84-91.

31) Cesar R. Reyes, Raphael Hirata Jr., and Paulo P. Sergio, “Evaluation of Antimicrobial
Activity of Fluoride-Releasing Dental Materials Using a New In Vitro Method,” Quintessence
International 34(6) (June 2003): 473-7.
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toothpastes have the ability to reduce bacteria32. Given all of this, it may be

possible to argue that toothpaste does not provide refuah.

However, there nevertheless may be an issur of fluoride use on Shabbos
due to the fact that all agree that fluoride at the very least prevents future
decay. Accordingly, the status of tooth-brushing is related to the question of
whether a healthy person may engage in an act on Shabbos that will fortify

his well-being and thereby prevent future illness.

The Magen Avraham argues that a healthy person may not take
medicine on Shabbos for the purpose of refuah33, whereas the Beit Yosef
writes that it is permissible for him to do so34. R. Ovadia Yosef writes that
even the Magen Avraham would permit tooth-brushing because toothpaste
is not a medicine; the purpose of tooth-brushing is to remove the food and
plaque from the teeth before they cause the teeth to rot. As cited above, R.

Yosef classifies this as “mavri’ach ari,” not as refuah.

However, as we noted, this is not how brushing prevents cavities. Even if
we do not consider remineralization to be “healing,” it is indisputable that
the prevention capabilities of fluoride go beyond simply the removal of
plaque. Since this form of prevention is more than just mavri'ach ari, the

Magen Avraham might indeed maintain that it is prohibited on Shabbos.

One might argue that even given its extensive preventative qualities,
brushing teeth is similar to taking vitamins, which in general are not taken
to cure illnesses, but rather to strengthen healthy individuals3s. The
permissibility of taking vitamins on Shabbos is subject to dispute among the

Poskim.

32) V.I. Haraszthy , J.J. Zambon, and P.K. Sreenivasan, “Evaluation of the Antimicrobial
Activity of Dentifrices on Human Oral Bacteria,” J Clin Dent. 21(4) (2010): 96-100.

33) Magen Avraham, Orach Chaim 328:43. The Pri Megadim quotes the Levush, who
agrees with this view.

34) Beit Yosef, Orach Chaim 328:37. The Bach concurs with this view.

35) There may be some vitamins that are capable of refuah as defined by halacha.


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Haraszthy%20VI%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21269037
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Zambon%20JJ%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21269037
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Sreenivasan%20PK%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=21269037
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21269037
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R. Moshe Feinstein explains that the Magen Avraham is referring to
people who are healthy but have weak dispositions, who wish to take
medicines that will help them fortify their constitutions. In such individuals,
the medication leads to some sort of physiological change, and it is therefore
prohibited for them to take medication on Shabbos. However, if a healthy
person has no health concerns, but nevertheless wants to take the
medication in order to further strengthen himself, even the Magen
Avraham would allow him to do so on Shabbos36. R. Feinstein writes that
vitamins fall in the latter category. They do not create any real change in the
body or alter a person’s overall constitution; they only minutely fortify a
person, in the same manner as eating fruits and vegetables. Therefore, he
concludes, it is permitted to take vitamins on Shabbos even according to the

Magen Avraham?’.

R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, in contrast, is of the opinion that it is
forbidden to take vitamins on Shabbos. Vitamins are permitted only if they
are taken as a food supplement, not in order to strengthen oneself3s.
According to this view, any vitamin, no matter the degree to which it will

strengthen a person, is prohibited3°.

36) R. Feinstein reaches this conclusion because of two seemingly contradictory statements
of the Magen Avraham. With regard to the halacha of ma’achal beri’im (328:37), the Magen
Avraham writes that a healthy person may not take medicine for refuah purposes — that is, for
prevention. However, in the context of the Shulchan Aruch’s ruling that one is permitted to
place a bandage over a healed wound (328:27), the Magen Avraham writes that this is
permitted because the bandage is intended only to guard, not to heal. R. Feinstein explains this
contradiction by explaining that the Magen Avraham is strict only when the person has a weak
constitution; in the bandage case, the person in question is completely healthy. Another
possible explanation is that the Magen Avraham was only strict in the case of real medicine,
whereas a bandage is only a protective cover.

37) Igros Moshe, Orach Chaim 3:54. R. Feinstein claims that the Pri Megadim is also in
agreement with his chiddush (novel idea), but he points out that the Machatzit HaShekel is
not.

38) Minchat Shlomo 2:34:37; Shulchan Shlomo 3:328:1; Shemiras Shabbos KeHilchasa,
ch. 34, note 85.

39) See Yalkut Yosef 328:55:63, who cites this debate. See also Pischei Teshuvos 328:62,
notes 496 and 499.
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Fluoride in toothpaste should at the very least be viewed as akin to a
vitamin, and therefore subject to this disagreement between R. Feinstein
and R. Auerbach. However, one could argue that even according to R.
Feinstein, toothpaste is problematic according to the Magen Avraham. In
his responsum, R. Feinstein concludes that if a person is truly weak in his
nature and the vitamins actually cause the body to become strong, the
scenario is subject to the disagreement between the Beit Yosef and the
Magen Avraham, and we should be strict in this case because the Pri
Megadim and the Levush seem to agree with the Magen Avraham’s view.
Since, as explained above, most people’s teeth naturally become weak
through demineralization, and since fluoride “strengthens” the tooth by
either reducing and inhibiting demineralization or by enhancing
remineralization, perhaps even R. Feinstein would maintain that tooth-

brushing is prohibited on Shabbos.

Furthermore, the very comparison to vitamins is questionable. As
presented earlier, fluoride and other ingredients act directly on bacteria.
This is more than what a vitamin is capable of doing; vitamins enhance and

strengthen the body, but do not act directly on bacteria.

In summary, it may be difficult to classify fluoride’s anti-cavity
prevention powers as purely mavri’‘ach ari. Additionally, the prevention
that is taking place is for someone who is in a weakened state — due to the
demineralized enamel — in which case even R. Feinstein would be strict.
Finally, according to many researchers, toothpaste has antibacterial
properties, which would preclude toothpaste from being classified as a

preventative material0.

40) The only possibility of permitting fluoride on Shabbos even if one compares fluoride to
vitamins is if one adopts the view of the researchers who do not believe that toothpaste has
significant antimicrobial properties, rejects the notion that demineralization is considered a
weakened state, and follows R. Feinstein’s leniency.
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With the respect to gingivitis, a conscientious brusher would most likely
not have gum disease. In his case, brushing will solely help prevent future
gingivitis. However, the prevention of gingivitis is different from the
prevention of cavities. The ingredients in toothpaste prevent gingivitis by
killing the bacteria before they can become harmful or by preventing the
colonization of the bacteria. Thus, use of toothpaste may be more similar to
the case of using a bandage to cover a healed wound, and the Magen
Avraham permits this type of prevention#l. The act of brushing itself also
prevents gingivitis, as frequent brushing removes plaque, which is used by
the bacteria to cause harm, and also disrupts the biofilm, thereby preventing
colonization on the teeth42. This would be classified as mavri’ach ari, and

not refuah.

Therefore, in respect to the gingiva, defining fluoride healing capabilities
as purely preventative will enable the use of toothpaste on Shabbos.
However, as presented, in regards to the teeth, whether fluorides refuah
properties are defined as actual healing or as prevention, in either case

toothpaste may be forbidden on Shabbos.

Possible Leniencies

Common Perception

In response to a question posed by this author, R. Asher Weiss
responded that the prohibition of refuah is based on common perception,
and not on science and scientists*3. People brush their teeth with the
intention of maintaining a healthy mouth. They do not brush with the
perception or intention that they are healing their teeth with toothpaste, or

even that they are strengthening their teeth with some sort of vitamin.

41) Magen Avraham, Orach Chaim 328:31. See note 36

42) Richard H. Nagelberg, “Understanding Advances in Oral Rinse Technologies,”
Compendium of Continuing Education in Dentistry (October 2011).

43) R. Yitzchak Zilberstein gave a similar oral response to a friend of the author: people
brush with the intention of removing plaque, not of healing teeth.
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Therefore, even if remineralization is indeed refuah, there would still be no
prohibition of refuah on Shabbos*4.

Furthermore, R. Weiss notes that the Shulchan Aruch and the
Magen Avraham are of the opinion that if a person is not sick and the
medicine is only to guard against future illness, he will not become bahul (in
turmoil), and he will not come to grind the ingredients for the medicine*s.
This is all the more true in our case, in which the person does not think that
he is sick or that he is even taking medication; he will not become bahul, and

there is therefore no reason for concern.

R. Weiss did not address the question of whether the halachic status of
tooth-brushing would change if the common perception were to change,
such that the general population becomes more aware of the true effects of

fluoride on the teeth.
Ma’achal Beri’im

One possible leniency that might permit tooth-brushing on Shabbos
is the leniency of “ma’achal beri'im.” A choleh is allowed to eat and drink
items on Shabbos that are normally consumed by healthy people, even if the
sick person is using them for healing purposes. For example, many healthy
people drink tea. Therefore, a sick person is also allowed to drink tea, even

if he does so in order to heal a sore throat+¢. Perhaps fluoridated toothpaste

44) This idea is very similar to the concept of “refuah she’einah nikeres;” see below, n. 59.

It is possible that R. Auerbach would not agree with R. Weiss’s distinction. As recorded in
Shulchan Shlomo, R. Auerbach considered the question of whether brushing should be
prohibited based on the new scientific knowledge, yet he never mentioned this leniency.

45) Shulchan Aruch 328:23, 24, 27 and Magen Avraham 31. See Rif, Shabbos 24 in the
dafei Rif.

It is unclear how R. Weiss would explain the contradictory rulings of the Magen Avraham
cited in n. 35 above. R. Weiss seems to be suggesting that the Magen Avraham agrees with the
Beit Yosef/Shulchan Aruch that a healthy person can take medicine on Shabbos, but in 328:27,
the Magen Avraham appears to write that this is prohibited. Furthermore, neither explanation
for the contradiction between the Magen Avraham’s rulings would provide for a comparison
between a bandage and fluoride that would enable one to say that the Magen Avraham is
lenient in the case of fluoride.

46) There is a debate among the Rishonim regarding the reason that ma’achal beri'im is
permitted on Shabbos. Rashi (Shabbos 108b) is of the opinion that consumption of ma’achal
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should be considered a ma’achal beri’'im, as it is used by healthy people, and
it should therefore be permitted for use even by people with cavities or other

dental problems+”.

However, the recent research regarding demineralization has
demonstrated that a significant portion of the world’s population should be
considered cholim in regard to their teeth*8, and it has also been found that
a significant percentage of the population has gum disease*. Furthermore,
if classification as ma’achal beri'im is dependent on specific times and
places, there are many cities and areas in the world in which the majority of
people have cavities. Given that many of the people using toothpaste are

really “sick,” perhaps it cannot be considered a ma’achal beri’im5°.

It could possibly be argued that toothpaste is a ma’achal beriim due to
the fact that, as noted above, a sizable portion of the population do not need
and do not benefit from remineralization. Their teeth are usually not found
to be in a significantly demineralized state, and even if their teeth do become
demineralized, the caries process rarely progresses from demineralization

to cavity formation. These individuals should not be considered cholim

beri’im creates a “refuah she’einah nikeres,” healing that is not recognizable. Since healthy
people use this item, if a sick person uses it on Shabbos, it would not be evident that he does so
for refuah purposes. The Rashba (Berachot 38a) suggests another explanation: any normal
food item that healthy people eat or drink is not included in the decree of refuah. See also Ra’ah,
Berachot 38a; Ritva, Shabbos 111; and possibly Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 21:21-22. (See
below in the text for further relevance of this discussion.)

According to the second approach, it is possible that anything that is not a food or drink
(or ointment) item would automatically not be considered a ma’achal beri'im. However, the
Sha’arei Teshuvah (328:30) discusses whether or not snuff is a ma’achal beriim and snuff is
not a food item. Accordingly, even non-food items may be classified as ma’achal beri’im.

47) R. Asher Weiss also noted this leniency in his teshuva.

48) See http://amjdent.com/Archive/2009/Bagramian%20-%20February%202009.pdf ;

http://www.nidcr.nih.gov/DataStatistics/FindDataByTopic/DentalCaries/Dental CariesAdult
s20to64.htm.

49) J.M. Albandar and T.E. Rams, “Global Epidemiology of Periodontal Diseases,”
Periodontol 29 (2002): 7-10; R.C. Oliver, L.J. Brown, and H. Loe, “Periodontal Diseases in the
United States Population,” J Periodontol 69 (1998): 269-78.

50) It is notable that R. Moshe Zweig, who ruled that brushing is forbidden on Shabbos
based on the issur of refuah, clearly did not believe that ma’achal beri’im is a valid leniency.
Similarly, R. Ovadia Yosef does not cite ma’achal beriim as a reason to reject R. Zweig’s
opinion.
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regarding their teeth. Perhaps this population is large enough to create a

ma’achal beri’im status for toothpaste.

However, even if it is argued that the non-cholim population is sizable
enough to create a ma’achal beriim status, toothpaste may still not be
considered a ma'achal beri’im due to the fact that fluoride still affects refuah
through remineralization for those who are considered cholim regarding
their teeth. In a personal conversation, R. Hershel Schachter agreed that the
classification of fluoride as a ma’achal beri’'im is questionable. He compared
this case to that of aspirin. Many people take aspirin on a daily basis, yet it
is still forbidden for one to take aspirin on Shabbos for a minor headache.
R. Schachter explained that even though many non-cholim take aspirin,
aspirin is itself a medicine, and a medicine cannot be considered a ma’achal
beriim. R. Yitzchak Weiss similarly writes that aspirin is “ikran lerefuah,”
its main purpose is to heal, and it therefore cannot be considered a ma’achal
beri'im>!. In the same manner by cavities, even if the non-cholim are the
majority of the population, since fluoride is ikran lerefuah, it should also

not be considered a ma’achal beri’im.

The Shulchan Shlomo similarly states that if toothpaste can disinfect or
reduce gingival inflammation, even though healthy people use it (my

emphasis), there is still a questionable status as refuah52.

However, R. Moshe Stern writes that he heard that R. Yonasan Steif
permitted the use of aspirin on Shabbos based on its classification as a
ma’achal beriim53, and R. Schachter noted that R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik
also permitted taking aspirin on Shabbos®*. According to these opinions, if

most people are not considered cholim regarding their teeth, even if

51) Minchat Yitzchak 3:35:2.

52) Shulchan Shlomo, Shabbos 3:328:39.

53) Be’er Moshe 1:33:5 and 2:32. R. Stern writes that he is personally wary of this opinion.

54) Yalkut Yosef (328:51) writes that although some authorities are lenient, the halacha
follows the view of those who are strict. See also Pischei Teshuvos 328, n. 499, who lists
additional Poskim who agree with the lenient approach, but writes that the practice is to be
strict, as many Poskim are strict.
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toothpaste is comparable to aspirin, brushing teeth with fluoridated
toothpaste should be permitted on Shabbos due to it being considered a

ma’achal beri’im.

As presented earlier, some may want to argue that fluoride is only
preventative medication, which would make it more comparable to
vitamins, as opposed to medication such as aspirin. In the view of R. Moshe
Stern and R. Moshe Sternbuch, vitamins are permitted nowadays according
to all opinions — even that of the Magen Avraham — because so many people
take them that they should be considered ma’achal beri’im>5. Other modern
day poskim, in contrast, maintain that vitamins are still not considered
ma’achal beri’'im>¢. According to the view of R. Stern and R. Sternbuch, if
we accept the argument that fluoride can be compared to vitamins,

toothpaste should also be considered a ma’achal beriim57. According to the

55) Be’er Moshe 1:33:4; Teshuvot VeHanagot, Orach Chaim 3:104.

56) Minchas Shlomo, Tinyana 60:16. See Pischei Teshuvos 328, n. 496, for a list of Poskim
who prohibit vitamins on Shabbos.

57) R. Sternbuch writes (Teshuvos VeHanagos, Orach Chaim 3:104) that it is permissible
to take vitamins on Shabbos even according to the Magen Avraham, because the Magen
Avraham was stringent only regarding a case in which the ingested item is essentially medicine,
“tkar lerufah,” but happens to be taken by healthy individuals as well. Even though such an
item might be classified as a ma’achal beriim, it may not be used on Shabbos even for
prevention. Since, however, vitamins are generally not ikaran lerefuah, R. Sternbuch argues
that even the Magen Avraham would permit their use for prevention. However, this may not
be true of fluoride. In the scientific community, fluoride would likely be viewed as a vitamin
that is ikar lerefuah — to heal cavities. Therefore, it might be problematic according to R.
Sternbuch even if used only for prevention.

Similarly, R. Stern distinguishes between vitamins that are used to strengthen and fortify,
used for prevention, and vitamins that are for refuah. Regular vitamins are ma’achal beri’im,
while vitamins for refuah are not. If we do not compare fluoride to a real medication yet still
view remineralization as refuah, fluoride should be compared to vitamins that are for refuah,
in which case it would not be ma’achal beri’im.

It is unclear from the Be’er Moshe why the classification of ma’achal beri’im does not apply
to these types of vitamins. It appears that he does not include this category of vitamins as
ma’achal beri’im because he considers them a completely separate category from regular
vitamins. Vitamins taken lerefuah cannot be subsumed under the regular vitamins’ leniency of
ma’achal beriim; they need to be evaluated independently. This implies that vitamins for
refuah could theoretically be considered ma’achal beri’im; they are not simply because the
consumption of that category of vitamins is not widespread. If so, even if toothpaste is
comparable to a vitamin for refuah, since the use of toothpaste is widespread, it should be
considered a ma’achal beri’im.
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other position, even if toothpaste is comparable to vitamins, toothpaste

would still not be considered a ma’achal beriim.

However, R. Sternbuch himself concludes with an important distinction.
If one is taking the vitamin for refuah, because he has a weakness, then he
should not take the vitamin on Shabbos, whereas if one is healthy and the
vitamin is purely for prevention, it is permitted. The same distinction should
apply to tooth-brushing. In the case of those who are brushing due to their
many current and previous cavities, it should be forbidden to brush their
teeth on Shabbos, but for those who have good teeth and are brushing for

prevention, brushing is permitted on Shabbos>8.
Refuah She’ainah Nikeres

One might argue that toothpaste should be permitted as a ma’achal
beri'im because most people still think that brushing teeth only prevents
future cavities by removing plaque from the teeth. One of the explanations
for why ma’achal beri’im is permitted on Shabbos is that it is unclear to the
observer that the item is ingested for refuah purposes, as it is commonly
taken by healthy individuals. It is a “refuah she’einah nikeres” — the action
heals, but it is not readily apparent that it was performed for refuah
purposes®. Similarly, since most people are not aware of how fluoride really
works, when people brush their teeth, the onlooker does not consider or

understand that refuah is taking place.

This argument seems questionable, however. Refuah she’einah nikeres
may only refer to a situation in which others will misinterpret what is taking
place because of the normal usage of the item, not because people in general

do not understand how the item is used.

58) Ibid. Additionally, R. Sternbuch writes that some Poskim do not allow the use of
vitamins on Shabbos because vitamins have a bad taste and are not fit to be eaten. Therefore,
he writes, even if they are considered ma’achal beriim, it is best not to take them if there is no
real need to do so on Shabbos. Similarly, toothpaste is not fit for consumption.

59) See note 45 above.
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However, according to R. Weiss, who maintains that the prohibition of
refuah is based on the public perception and not on science, it may be that
the leniency of refuah sheeinah nikeres is also based on the common
perception®. However, as noted above, there may come a time when the

general population does indeed know that fluoride rebuilds teeth.

R. Chaim Jachter adds an additional reason to apply the category of
refuah she’einah nikeres to tooth-brushing. As noted, the impact of tooth
brushing varies by individual, and even varies from time to time for a
particular individual. Since absent a professional evaluation one cannot
know if he is actually engaging in an act of refuah, tooth-brushing should be

considered refuah she’einah nikereso!.

However, R. Jachter’s insight would only apply with regard to the
medicinal aspect of toothpaste. With regard to fluoride’s preventative
qualities — which make it comparable to a vitamin — nearly all scientists are
in agreement as to its benefit. Just about everyone can assume that fluoride
strengthens or fortifies his teeth, even without the diagnosis from a

professional.

In summary, if many people are considered cholim with regard to
their teeth, the leniency of ma’achal beri’im may not apply. Even if that is
not the case and the non-cholim segment of the population is large enough

to create a ma’achal beriim status, the classification of ma’achal beriim

60) In truth R. Weiss’s teshuva seems to be an extension of this leniency, although he does
not use this phrase in his response. Indeed, his chiddush may be that refuah she’einah nikeres
does not refer only to a case of misinterpretation of the situation, but also to one of lack of
knowledge that this item has healing properties. Furthermore, classically, refuah she’einah
nikeres implies that the onlooker is mistaken in his evaluation of the action; R. Weiss extends
the category to include even those people performing the action. It is possible that R. Weiss is
making a logical inference — if the fact that an onlooker is unaware that an action constitutes
refuah deems that action permissible, then it certainly should be permissible if the one
performing the action is unaware of its refuah properties.

61) In a personal conversation with Rabbi Jachter. Similar to Rabbi Weiss, Rabbi Jachter
is broadening the leniency of refuah she’einah nikeres to include even the person performing
the action and not just the onlooker, as well as a case of lack of knowledge as opposed to just a
mistaken understanding of the situation, see previous note.



nxp DWW - TN AR N DY

may still not apply if fluoride is considered to be a type of medication (as in
the case of aspirin). Although it is possible to argue that toothpaste is
comparable to vitamins, which are permitted by some Poskim as a ma’achal
beriim, other Poskim do not permit the consumption of vitamins on
Shabbos. The fact that many people are not aware of how fluoride affects
their teeth may not indicate that it is in fact a ma’achal beriim. However,
based on the teshuva of R. Weiss and the approach of R. Jachter, it may still
be possible to rely on the leniency of refuah she’einah nikeres and ma’achal

bertim.
Routine Medication

R. Jachter suggests another leniency based on the opinions that the
prohibition of refuah does not apply to an activity that is performed
routinely. R. Shlomo Kluger and the Chazon Ish permit taking medicine on
Shabbos if it is part of a routine that was established before Shabbos¢2. R.
Yosef Adler cites R. Yosef Dov Soloveitchik as reporting that R. Chaim
Soloveitchik adopted the same approach®3. Thus, for example, if someone is
taking antibiotics for ten days, he may take the antibiotics on Shabbos as
well. In this situation, the concern that one may grind medicine on Shabbos
is moot, as one usually obtains the medicine before Shabbos if he knows that

he must take this medicine for a specific period of time.

According to this approach, there should not be concern for refuah
regarding tooth-brushing, as it is performed on a daily basis. Research has
shown that a frequent and constant low concentration of fluoride is critical
for remineralization success, and it is therefore important to brush on a

daily basis®4.

62) Shemiras Shabbos KeHilchasa, ch. 34, n. 76.

63) In a personal conversation with Rabbi Jachter

64) K. RoS$in-Grget, K. Peros, I. Sutej, K. Ba$i¢, “The Cariostatic Mechanisms of
Fluoride,”Acta Med Acad. 42:2 (Nov 2013): 179-88; D.F. Nobrega, C.E. Fernandez, A.A. Del
Bel Cury, L.M. Tenuta, J.A. Cury, “Frequency of Fluoride Dentifrice Use and Caries Lesions
Inhibition and Repair,” Caries Res. 50:2 (March 2016;):133-40. It is important to note that


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Ro%C5%A1in-Grget%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24308397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Pero%C5%A1%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24308397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Sutej%20I%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24308397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Ba%C5%A1i%C4%87%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24308397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Ba%C5%A1i%C4%87%20K%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=24308397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Fern%C3%A1ndez%20CE%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=26992247
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26992247
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However, R. Jachter notes that R. Moshe Feinstein, R. Shlomo Zalman
Auerbach, and R. Eliezer Waldenberg express serious reservations about

this lenient approach®s.
Brushing for Non-Health Reasons

The Mishnah states that one is not permitted to drink “mei dekalim”
for refuah purposes on Shabbos, but one may drink it to quench his thirstsé.
Rashi explains that this leniency refers only to healthy people, not cholim;
only healthy people are permitted to use the medication of mei dekalim for
anon-medicinal use®”. The Biur Halacha cites many Rishonim who disagree
with Rashi and maintain that even sick people are permitted to use
medication for non-medicinal purposes, but the Biur Halacha leaves this

question unresolved®s.

Based on this, perhaps it could be argued that it is permissible to brush
one’s teeth on Shabbos for purely hygienic or esthetic reasons. People know
that missing one morning brush will not affect their overall health; they
could have in mind that they are only brushing to have clean, fresh, and
pleasant smelling mouths®. Since most Rishonim are lenient in this
scenario — coupled with the fact that it is not certain that toothpaste is
refuah and the possibility that the leniency of ma’achal beri'im does apply
to toothpaste — it is possible to argue that it would be permissible for these
individuals to brush their teeth on Shabbos, as they are brushing their teeth
for non-medicinal purposes. R. Jachter believes that this is the implicit

intention of those Bnei Torah who brush their teeth on Shabbos.

although a constant low level of fluoride is necessary for remineralization, missing one morning
brushing will not greatly affect the process.

65) Igros Moshe, Orach Chaim 3:53; Shemiras Shabbos KeHilchasa, ch. 34, n. 76; Tzitz
Eliezer 8:15:15:15.

66) Shabbos 14:3.

67) Rashi, Shabbos 109b, s.v. mei.

68) Biur Halacha, Orach Chaim 328, s.v. aval.

69) Some may object and claim that this may be an issue of ha’aramah, circumventing the
halacha, and only those individuals who brush daily for hygienic reasons and not health reasons
can utilize this leniency.
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Sakanas Ever

In a personal conversation, R. Hershel Schachter concurred that it is
possible that given the recent research on the therapeutic benefits of fluoride
and antimicrobial agents, there is a concern that brushing one’s teeth should
be considered a prohibited act of refuah on Shabbos. However, R. Schachter
suggested that brushing teeth on Shabbos is still permitted — even for people
with cavities and gingivitis — because if the cavity is not treated properly, no
matter how small it is at present, the damage may progress and potentially
result in tooth loss and diminished function of the jaw70. Similarly, gingivitis
can progress to periodontitis, a gingival inflammation coupled with bone
loss, and severe periodontitis can result in tooth loss?!. Thus, neglecting to
brush one’s teeth on Shabbos raises a concern of sakanas ever, loss of the
proper function of a limb72. Although not all neglected cavities and gingivitis
result in tooth loss, there is at least a doubt of sakanas ever, and we treat a
safek sakanas ever, a possible loss of limb, as a vadai sakanas ever, a
certain loss of limb73. Since one is allowed to violate a Rabbinic prohibition
in order to prevent sakanas ever, R. Schachter maintains that brushing

one’s teeth is permitted on Shabbos despite its therapeutic benefits.

R. Shlomo Zalman Auerbach rules that if a person is not currently sick
but he will become sick if he does not take medicine, he is allowed to take

medicine on Shabbos?4. This is true even if the person will get sick only after

70) O. Fejerskov and E.A.M. Kidd, eds., Dental Caries: The Disease and its Clinical
Management (Copenhagen: Blackwell Monksgaard, 2003).

71) M. Schatzle, H. Loe, W. Burgin, A. Anerud, H. Boysen, and N.P. Lang, “Clinical Course
of Chronic Periodontitis: Role of Gingivitis,” J Clin Periodontol 30(10) (2003): 887-901; A.
Hugoson, B. Sjodin, and O. Norderyd, “Trends Over 30 Years, 1973-2003, in the Prevalence
and Severity of Periodontal Disease,” J Clin Periodontol. 35(5) (2008): 405-14.

72) See Ketzos HaShulchan 138; Badei HaShulchan 18.

73) Minchas Shlomo (Tinyana) 60:15. R. Auerbach rules that even if it is not a case of a
life threatening sickness, if the person will become sick enough that he would need to lie down
or feel sick in his entire body, he can still take the medicine on Shabbos.

74) Ibid. 60:16. The Radbaz writes that refuah is forbidden on Shabbos even if one thinks
that he will become sick in the future. R. Auerbach clarifies that this is true only when there is
a safek if one will become sick; if he certainly will (vadai), then refuah is permitted. Our case
is also only one of safek; if one does not brush his teeth, he may lose his teeth. However, the
Pischei Teshuvos (328, n 24) suggests that the Radbaz is referring only to refuah that violates
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Shabbos if he does not take the medication on Shabbos”. Similarly, R.
Schachter notes, even though cavities and gingivitis will not progress to the
point of tooth loss on Shabbos itself, and indeed will take years to reach that
level, it should be permitted to brush teeth on Shabbos in order to prevent

sakanas ever in the future.

R. Schachter points out that although in theory missing one day of
brushing and rinsing will not cause tooth loss, many people are busy during
the week and take care of their teeth properly on the weekend. Therefore, in
reality brushing teeth on Shabbos is critical to prevent a person from

sakanas ever.

R. Schachter’s approach is a substantial chiddush, which was not
proposed by any of the earlier Poskim. Although those authorities may have
not been aware of the remineralization aspect of brushing, they did know
that brushing prevents the decay that results in tooth loss, yet no one applied
the leniency of sakanat ever to permit brushing on Shabbos. This leniency
can further be questioned from a practical standpoint. Is it really true that
many people only brush properly on the weekends and that if they would
forgo brushing on Shabbos they would be in jeopardy of losing their teeth?
And is it true that brushing only on weekends will prevent tooth loss? As
noted above, remineralization requires a constant level of fluoride; if
remineralization is the key to retaining teeth, then brushing teeth only on

Shabbos may not be successful in preventing decay and future tooth loss.

There is a significant difference between R. Schachter’s approach and
that of R. Weiss. The foundation of R. Weiss’s leniency is the current
perception of the goal of tooth-brushing, which, as noted above, is subject

to change. Due to the push in the dental and oral health care community to

a melachah. Taking medication is a lesser prohibition, so he might agree that it is permitted
even if there is only a safek that one will become ill in the future otherwise. Alternatively, one
could argue that the Radbaz was speaking about a choleh she’ein bo sakana, while our case is
one of sakanas ever.

75) Pischei Teshuvos 328, n. 514.
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educate people about this new understanding of fluoride’s properties, it is
possible that the perception of brushing teeth will change. While many
people may not fully understand the process of remineralization, they may
in the future come to perceive fluoride as a vitamin that they are using to re-
harden their teeth, in which case R. Weiss’s leniency would not apply. In
contrast, the current perception of the goal of tooth-brushing is irrelevant

to R. Schachter’s leniency.
Memarayach

As noted in the introduction, in addition to possibly violating the
prohibition of refuah on Shabbos, tooth-brushing might potentially violate
the prohibition of memarayach, smoothing out a pliable solid or semi-solid
substance”s. R. Ovadia Yosef ruled that tooth-brushing does not pose a
problem of memarayach because in order to violate the malacha, one has
to have intention that the substance that he is spreading will remain on the
surface. This is not the intention, he writes, of one who spreads toothpaste
on his teeth; his intention is only that the toothpaste facilitate the removal

of plaque, not that it should remain on his teeth?”.

However, based on the new understanding of the mechanism of fluoride,
there are new instructions for brushing teeth: one should have the
toothpaste remain on the teeth for at least two minutes and then spit it out,

with minimal to no rinsing after brushing?s. In order for fluoride to provide

76) Memarayach is the prohibition of spreading a substance onto a surface. The
consistency and density of that substance determines whether the violation is Biblical or
Rabbinic. If the substance is a pliant solid, memarayach constitutes a Biblical prohibition; if
the substance is a semi-solid, it would only be a Rabbinic injunction. Most Poskim, such as R.
Yosef (Yabia Omer, Orach Chaim 4:27:1), maintain that memarayach with toothpaste would
at most violate a Rabbinic prohibition. In his article, R. Lebowitz (n.5) notes that it is possible
to argue that there is a Biblical prohibition involved here as well, based on a slightly different
understanding of which substances are Biblically forbidden.

77) Yabia Omer, Orach Chaim 4:27.

78) K. Sjogren, J. Ekstrand, and D. Birkhed, “Effect of Water Rinsing After Toothbrushing
on Fluoride Ingestion and Absorption,” Caries Res 28 (1994): 455-9; Zamataro CB1, Tenuta
LM, Cury JA, “Low-fluoride dentifrice and the effect of postbrushing rinsing on fluoride
availability in saliva,” Eur Arch Paediatr Dent. 9(2) (2008):90-3.


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Zamataro%20CB%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18534177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Tenuta%20LM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18534177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Tenuta%20LM%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18534177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Cury%20JA%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18534177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18534177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18534177
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its health benefits, it must remain on the teeth for a significant period of
time. Accordingly, if one brushes properly and follows the new guidelines,
then he indeed intends to have the toothpaste remain on the teeth.
Furthermore, the longer toothpaste remains on plaque, the more likely the
antimicrobials in the toothpaste will be able to penetrate the biofilm and kill

the bacteria, thereby reducing or preventing gingivitis7°.

It is possible to argue that R. Yosef meant that one has to intend that the
substance should remain on the surface for a significant amount of time,
which is still not the case regarding toothpaste. Additionally, R. Soloveitchik
ruled that tooth-brushing is not a problem of memarayach, as memarayach
is violated only when the new smooth outer coating remains on the surface
it is applied to80. Toothpaste does not remain on the surface in a significant

way for a long period of time.
Conclusion

The new research regarding how toothpaste prevents cavities may
significantly impact the halachot of brushing teeth on Shabbos. The halachic
topics of refuah on Shabbos, the status of preventative medication,
ma’achal beriim, and memarayach must be re-addressed, as the new
science may undermine the lenient approaches of R. Soloveitchik and R.
Ovadia Yosef to teeth brushing on Shabbos. However, we have presented
new teshuvos from R. Asher Weiss and R. Herschel Schachter, as well as
other possibilities, that defend the lenient position despite these
developments. Those who follow the lenient approach and brush their teeth
on Shabbos should consult with their Rav to see if they are still permitted to

do so.

In addition, R. Chaim Jachter notes that many people who adopt the
strict approach of R. Moshe Feinstein regarding tooth brushing on Shabbos

79) P.D. Marsh, “Microbiological Aspects of the Chemical Control of Plaque and
Gingivitis,” J Dent Res 71 (1992): 1431-8.
80) Nefesh HaRav, pp. 168-9.
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use either mouthwash or liquid toothpaste, which is formulated to avoid
concern for memarayach. Based on the new research, without the leniencies
mentioned, these items may also be prohibited on Shabbos due to the
prohibition of refuah on Shabbos.

o
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