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Showering 

on Yom Tov 

 As we approach the upcoming Yom Tov of Shavuos, one of the commonly 

discussed questions is whether it is permitted to take a shower on Yom Tov. In 

this chapter, we will review the fundamental halachos of Yom Tov, and how they 

relate to taking a hot or cold shower on Yom Tov. It must be stressed that the 

halachos regarding taking showers on Yom Tov are sensitive, complex and has 

many differing opinions, and one must consult his Rav for a final ruling on this 

issue.  
 

The prohibition against performing melacha on Yom Tov 
The Torah1 states that on Yom Tov “one may not perform any melachah.” 

Meaning, just as on Shabbos one may not perform any of the thirty-nine melachos, 

so too on Yom Tov one may not perform any of the thirty-nine melachos.  
 

The Leniency of Ochel Nefesh (Food preparation) 
The Torah2 gives a leniency regarding performing melacha on Yom Tov: It states, 

that although performing melacha on Yom Tov is generally prohibited, “melachos 

that are performed for what is eaten by all people, may be performed on Yom 

Tov.” For example: 

• It is permissible on Yom Tov to raise the flame of a gas stove. Although 

making the flame bigger violates the melacha of Ma’avir (kindling a fire), it is 

permitted on Yom Tov, because it is done for food preparation.3  

• One may cook food on Yom Tov by placing it inside an oven or on top of 

stovetop. Even though cooking the food involves the melacha of Bishul 

(cooking) it is nevertheless permissible on Yom Tov, because it is done for 

food preparation.4  
 

 

Performing melacha for other physical needs 
Included in the leniency of ochel nefesh is not only food preparation, but any 

physical need.5 For example, the Shulchan Aruch6 writes that one may heat up 

water on Yom Tov to wash his hands and face. Since washing one’s hands and 

face is a physical need, it is considered ochel nefesh, and thus it is permitted on 

Yom Tov.  
 

Davar ha’Shavah L’chol Nefesh: A need that is common for most people  

Although the Torah allows the performance of any melacha for the sake of one’s 

physical needs, it gives an important condition: it is only permitted if the physical 

need is common for most people. The Torah states,7 that one may only perform 

melachos [on Yom Tov] for “what is eaten by all people.”8 If the activity is 

something that most people do not consider a commonplace necessity, one may 

not perform a melacha. For example, the Gemara9 writes that one may not burn 

incense on Yom Tov to produce a pleasant smell, because burning incense 

involves the melacha of Ma’avir (kindling a fire). Although producing a pleasant 

smell is technically considered ochel nefesh,10 since most people do not consider 

burning incense a commonplace necessity, it is not considered a davar ha’shavah 

l’chol nefesh, and therefore may not be performed on Yom Tov.  
 

Showering and Bathing on Yom Tov 
The Shulchan Aruch11 discusses whether it is permissible to heat up water on Yom 

Tov for a hot bath. Since heating up water involves the melacha of Bishul (cooking), 

it is permitted on Yom Tov only for a need that is considered a davar ha’shavah 

l’chol nefesh. Is washing one’s body something that is considered shavah l’chol 

nefesh? The Shulchan Aruch rules that this would depend how much of his body 

one wishes to wash. “If one wishes to wash only his hands [feet and face12], it is 

permitted to heat up the water.” Since most people consider washing these parts 

of a person’s body to be a commonplace need it is considered a davar ha’shavah 

l’chol nefesh.13 “However, if one wishes to wash his entire body it is prohibited 

to heat up the water – even if he washes one limb at a time.” Since most people 

do not consider washing one’s entire body to be a commonplace need it is not 

considered a davar ha’shavah l’chol nefesh.14  
 

 

Accordingly, based on this ruling of the Shulchan Aruch, it would seem difficult 

to permit taking a hot shower or bath on Yom Tov, as the Shulchan Aruch rules 

explicitly that bathing one’s entire body is not considered a davar ha’shaveh l’chol 

nefesh. Therefore, heating up water on Yom Tov to take a shower or bath 

violates the melacha d’Oraisa of Bishul.15
16  

 

Possible leniencies regarding taking a shower on Yom Tov 
The poskim discuss several possible leniencies which may permit at least some 

form of showering on Yom Tov. It is important to stress, that the following 

discussion is meant to serve strictly as a review of the different opinions on this 

issue and should not be relied upon without first consulting with one’s Rav.    
 

1) Is taking a shower nowadays considered a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh?  

The poskim discuss whether taking showers nowadays can be considered 

something which is a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh. Since nowadays every home has 

a shower, and many people are careful to take showers every day, perhaps we 

can consider taking a shower a commonplace necessity, and therefore heating up 

water for a hot shower may be permitted on Yom Tov.17 
 

Indeed, some poskim18 rule that taking showers nowadays has become a common 

physical need and may be considered a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh.19 Accordingly, 

these poskim permit taking a hot shower on Yom Tov even though doing so will 

cause water to be cooked, since taking a shower nowadays has become a davar 

ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh.20  
 

However, the majority of prominent poskim21 do not accept this argument. They 

rule that since the Shulchan Aruch explicitly ruled that, one may not heat up water 

on Yom Tov to wash one’s entire body, it is difficult to alter his ruling even if 

societal norms have changed.22 Additionally, although nowadays it is 

commonplace for people take showers daily, it is not certain that it has become 

a commonplace need.23 Therefore, we cannot conclude that taking showers has 

become a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh, and as a result, according to the majority 

of poskim it is prohibited to wash one’s entire body in a hot shower on Yom 

Tov.24 



 

The intention of this summary is to discuss common practical shaylos. One should consult a Rav concerning p’sak halacha. 
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2) Washing only part of one’s body 
As we mentioned earlier, although the Shulchan Aruch25 prohibits washing one’s 

entire body with hot water on Yom Tov, he does permit warming up water on 

Yom Tov to wash one’s hands, feet, and face. Washing these minimal areas is 

considered a commonplace physical need and is therefore considered a davar 

ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh.26 
 

The Biur Halacha27 cites a dispute regarding whether this ruling of the Shulchan 

Aruch is limited to these specific minimal areas of one’s body (i.e., one’s hands, 

feet, and face), or it is permitted to wash any minimal area of his body (i.e., less 

than 50% of his body). The Biur Halacha concludes, that one may be lenient on 

this issue, and so long as only a minority of one’s body is washed it is considered 

a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh. Accordingly, one may take a hot shower on Yom 

Tov, so long as he is careful to only wash a minority (less than 50%) of his body.28  
 

The concern of the Mishna Berura. Although this leniency would seem to be 

a practical way to wash up over Yom Tov, the Mishnah Berura29 cites the Bais 

Yosef who raises a concern with this leniency: If one were to wash part of his 

body in the shower or bath, there is a strong concern that he may inadvertently 

wash the rest of his body as well. Therefore, it is prohibited to wash even part of 

one’s body when this concern is present. However, there are a couple of ways 

to avoid this concern and permit washing a minimal part of one’s body: 
 

a. He is wearing clothes on the rest of his body. One may wash a minimal 

part of his body if the rest of his body is covered.30 When one is wearing 

clothing on the rest of his body there is no longer a concern that he will 

inadvertently wash his entire body.  
 

b. The rest of his body is outside the shower. One may wash a minimal 

part of his body if only part of his body is inside the shower.31 Since only part 

of his body is inside the shower, there is no concern that he will inadvertently 

wash the rest of his body which is outside the shower.   
 

3) Showering with cold water 
Another possible way to take a shower on Yom Tov, is by taking a cold shower. 

Showering with cold water obviously does not involve the melacha of Bishul on 

Yom Tov, since there is no cooking involved when using cold water. 

Nevertheless, the Mishnah Berura32 writes that there is a time-honored custom 

among the Ashkenazim not to immerse oneself into cold water on Shabbos [or 

Yom Tov]. There are several reasons why this custom was established. One 

reason is due to the concern that immersing one’s entire body in water may lead 

someone to inadvertently squeeze water out of his hair, violating the prohibition 

of s’chitas se’ar (squeezing one’s hair).  
 

Accordingly, based on this time-honored custom taking even a cold shower on 

Yom Tov would seem to be prohibited. Nevertheless, Rav Moshe Feinstein33 

rules that in cases of discomfort (e.g., one is perspiring heavily34) one may be 

lenient and take a cold shower on Shabbos or Yom Tov.”35 Accordingly, someone 

who is uncomfortable he may wash his entire body in a cold shower on Yom Tov.   
 

To summarize 

Taking a shower on Yom Tov is a complex issue that can possibly involve the 

melacha d’Oraisa of Bishul on Yom Tov. The poskim discuss several possible ways 

that one may take a shower on Yom Tov to relieve some level of discomfort: 
 

1) Some poskim argue that nowadays taking a shower is considered a davar 

ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh, and therefore one may take even a hot shower on Yom 

Tov. However, the majority of poskim do not agree with this leniency.  
 

2) One may wash a minimal area (less than 50%) of his body with hot water, as 

this can be considered a davar ha’shaveh l’chol nefesh. However, one may not 

completely enter the shower due to the concern that he may inadvertently wash 

his entire body.  
 

3) One may take a cold shower on Yom Tov to wash his entire body to relieve 

pain and discomfort. 
 

Additional concerns with taking a shower on Yom Tov 
When taking a shower on Yom Tov, using one of the permissible methods 

discussed above, there are several other concerns that one must be careful to 

avoid: 
 

1. Using soap. One may not use a bar of soap on Shabbos or Yom Tov due to 

the melacha of Memareiach (Smoothing).36 When a bar of soap is used, the bar is 

smoothed out, and is therefore prohibited under the melacha of Memareiach. 

However, many poskim37 permit using liquid soap on Shabbos or Yom Tov. Since 

the liquid soap consists of a loose and liquidly consistency that does not hold a 

form, smoothing it does not violate the melacha of Memareiach. However, Rav 

Moshe Feinstein38 ruled that using liquid soap also violates the melacha of 

Memareiach because it has a viscous consistency and does not pour easily. Later we 

will discuss using shampoo on Yom Tov. 
 

2. Squeezing water out of a garment. It is prohibited to squeeze water out 

of a garment on Shabbos or Yom Tov, as doing so violates the melachos, Melabain 

(laundering) and Dosh (extracting).39 For example, one may not use a bath brush 

or sponge to lather oneself with soap, since doing so will inadvertently extract 

water and soap from the brush.40  
 

3. Squeezing wet hair. The Beis Yosef41 rules that it is rabbinically prohibited 

to squeeze water out of one’s hair on Shabbos or Yom Tov. Squeezing water out 

of one’s hair resembles squeezing water out of a garment, and therefore Chazal 

forbade it under the prohibition called s’chitas se’ar (wringing one’s hair). For 

example,  

• One may not wring his hair after taking a shower.42 

• It is prohibited to lather shampoo into one’s hair while taking a shower, 

since doing so will indelibly extract water and soap from his hair. 
  

However, one may pour shampoo directly onto his hair and allow the water from 

the shower to rinse his hair. Since he is not actively squeezing out his hair, doing 

so does not involve the prohibition of s’chitas se’ar.43  
 

4. Drying one’s hair with a towel. Drying one’s hair with a towel may involve 

the prohibition of s’chitas se’ar, because as he dries his hair, he extracts water 

from his hair. There are several opinions among the poskim regarding using a 

towel to dry one’s hair on Shabbos or Yom Tov: 
 

1 – Some poskim44 rule that it is prohibited to dry one’s hair with a towel on 

Shabbos or Yom Tov, because this will inevitably squeeze water out of one’s hair. 

According to these poskim, after taking a shower, one must allow his hair to dry 

on its own.  
 

2 – Other poskim45 rule that based on several halachic factors one may dry his 

hair with a towel on Shabbos or Yom Tov. One of the reasons given is that since 

the water gets absorbed directly into the towel and it is not noticeable that water 

is squeezed out of his hair, it does not resemble squeezing a garment and is 

therefore permitted. 
 

3 – Others46 give a middle opinion, they rule that although one may not use a 

towel vigorously to dry his hair, one may place a towel gently on top of his hair. 

Since this only causes the towel to absorb the water that is resting on top of one’s 

hair and not the water that is absorbed within his hair, the prohibition of s’chitas 

se’ar is not violated. 
 

Drying one’s body with a towel does not pose any halachic issue. Since the hair on 

one’s body are spread apart and water is not trapped between the hairs, they 

may be dried with a towel.47 One does not need to be concerned while drying 

his body he will inadvertently squeeze water out of the towel, because any water 

which is squeezed out is unintentional (davar sh’eino miskavein) and is permitted.48 


