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Treating OCD
The National Institute of Mental Health estimates that 2.2 million adults in the United States suffer from 

obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), a debilitating condition that manifests itself through, among other 

symptoms, incessant uncertainty about the satisfactory completion of tasks. For example, OCD patients 

are prone to repeatedly wash their hands due to the concern of germs, check their doors to ensure they 

are locked, and check repeatedly before leaving their houses to make sure that electrical appliances are 

turned off. They might also count things multiple times out of fear that they may have counted incorrectly.

For the halachically observant Jew, OCD can be especially severe. Halacha, by nature, is demanding and 

detailed, and given the religious importance we afford to the meticulous observance of all its minutiae, 

it can create a great deal of anxiety and result in compulsive behavior among those suffering from this 

disorder. Observant Jews with OCD may, for example, be unable to complete berachos or prayers, as the 

uncertainty of whether they pronounced all the words properly drives them to recite the texts repeatedly. 

Married Orthodox women with OCD may find themselves spending many hours preparing for the mikveh 

on the night of immersion, overcome by anxiety over the possible presence of chatzitzos (dirt or other 

foreign substances on the skin or in their hair, which could invalidate the immersion). They might also feel 

the need to consult about every light discoloration found on their undergarments and bedika (inspection) 

cloths. Pesach preparations can be exceedingly stressful for OCD patients who feel the need to check the 

entire house numerous times to ensure the absence of all chametz.

OCD is generally treated through cognitive behavior therapy (CBT), and at times with medication, as well. 

Typically, the therapy used to treat OCD involves “exposure and response prevention,” whereby the patient 

is trained not to respond compulsively to the situations that trigger obsessive thoughts. In the case of 

“halachic OCD,” this might mean training the patient not to repeat the beracha or prayer text even if he 

knows for certain that he recited it improperly.

BACKGROUND

And you shall perform all of My decrees and laws – that 

a man shall do, in order that he live.
ושמרתם את חקתי ואת משפטי, אשר יעשה אתם 

האדם וחי בהם.

This discussion hinges on a fundamental question: how far must a person go to fulfill a specific mitzva? 

For example, Chazal say (Sanhedrin 74b) that for most mitzvot, a person should not give up his life. This is 

learned from a passuk in Parshat Kedoshim which instructs:

Vayikra 18:5

HOW FAR 
SHOULD YOU 
GO?
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QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ May a person willingly violate halacha for the sake of curing his/her OCD?

 ■ What factors would go into this decision?

Chazal learn that mitzvot should make us live – but they should never make us die.



TR E ATI N G OC D
–2 –

There are other things a person does not have to do for a mitzva. Rama discusses a case where a person 

cannot afford an esrog for Sukkos. Rama states:

Rama on Orach Chaim 656:1

Someone who doesn’t have an esrog, or any elapsing mitzva, 

one does not need to spend a lot on it. As they (Chazal) said 

“One who is giving money [for a mitzva] should not give more 

than a fifth [of his total money] even for an elapsing mitzva. 

And this specifically [regards] a positive mitzva, but for a 

negative commandment he should relinquish all his money 

before violating.

ומי שאין לו אתרוג, או שאר מצוה עוברת, 
אינו צריך לבזבז עליה רב, וכמו שאמרו: 

המבזבז אל יבזבז יותר מחמש, אפלו מצוה 
עוברת; ודוקא מצות עשה, אבל לא תעשה 

יתן כל ממונו קדם שיעבר

One who is traveling on the road and doesn’t know which day 

is Shabbos… Rava says every day just do enough [work] to eat.
היה מהלך בדרך ואינו יודע אימתי שבת... 

אמר רבא בכל יום ויום עושה לו כדי פרנסתו

 ■ One is not obligated to give up more than 1/5th of his/her money to perform a positive mitzva

 ■ Rav Asher Weiss: likewise, one need not risk his/her mental health to perform any positive mitzva

Rama rules that one only needs to spend 1/5th of his/her money to keep a positive mitzva. If it will cost 

more, one is instructed to not fulfill the mitzva but rather let it go.

The Avnai Nezer (E.H. 1:8) extends this ruling beyond the realm of money. He says that if a man has been 

married to a woman for 10 years and they have no children, the man does not have to divorce his wife, 

even if it means he will never fulfill the mitzva of pru u’revu (having children). The Avnai Nezer says that if a 

person doesnot need to give up 1/5th of his money to fulfill any positive mitzva, then certainly one does not 

need to give up his beloved wife who is worth so much more.

Based on the above rulings, Rav Asher Weiss (Shu”t Minchas Asher, 134) ruled that a person undergoing 

treatment for OCD can certainly violate any positive mitzva because one’s mental health is worth more 

than 1/5th of his money and doesn’t have to be sacrificed for a positive mitzva. Therefore, the positive 

mitzva may be violated to save the victim’s mental health.

This means that a person who is undergoing therapy for OCD should not repeat davening or a bracha 

(positive mitzvot) even if he is 100% sure he made a mistake since it will interfere with his treatment. 

Instead, he should go on and not worry about the possible positive commandment that he may have 

violated.

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why should one not spend excessive money on mitzvot?

INTERIM SUMMARY

Rav Weiss also discussed a potential reason to allow OCD patients to violate even negative mitzvot.

There is a Gemara which discusses the interesting case of a person who is stranded in the wilderness and 

doesn’t know which day is Shabbos. The Gemara says:

Shabbos 69b

SHORT TERM 
VS. LONG TERM

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE
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Rabbi Shimon Ben Gamliel said: a one-day-old baby we 

violate Shabbat for him… The Torah said: violate one Shabbat 

for him so that he will keep many more shabbatot later

רשב״ג אומר תינוק בן יומו חי מחללין עליו 
את השבת... אמרה תורה חלל עליו שבת אחד 

כדי שישמור שבתות הרבה

It is preferable for him to violate the Torah for some time so 

that he could [later] observe many mitzvos
מוטב שיחלל תורה זמן מה כדי שישמור 

מצוות הרבה

This man’s primary obligation is to do everything that is 

necessary for him to cure his illness, and to this end he is 

allowed even to violate the Torah’s mitzvos

ראשית חובתו של איש זה לעשות את כל הנדרש 
על מנת למצוא מזור ומרפא למחלתו, ולשם כך 

מותר לו אף לעבור על מצוות התורה

Normally on Shabbos a person may not walk more than 2,000 amos outside of his area of residence—an 

area referred to as the techum. In this case, the traveler should be confined to his techum and not allowed 

to travel. Nevertheless, Tosfot thinks it is obvious that we would allow the stranded Shabbos-observer to 

violate the techum to reach a nearby town, even if his or her life is not in danger, and he/she can survive 

just fine without reaching the nearby town!

The logic of Tosfot probably comes from a different Gemara which says:

Shabbos 151b

We see that the Torah is willing to sacrifice one Shabbos now if it will facilitate more Shabbos observance 

later. That is why Tosfot allows violating Shabbos in the desert; by violating Shabbos once, he is enabling 

himself to fulfill it properly countless times in the future.

The Chasam Sofer employed a similar logic when asked the following question: may a mentally ill person 

go to the only available clinic if it will mean being served non-kosher food? The Chasam Sofer ruled that he 

may. He quoted the Tosfot in Shabbos and paskened:

Chasam Sofer: Responsa 1:83

In other words, if the child’s condition was not cured, he would remain a שוטה (mentally disabled person) 

throughout his life and be exempt entirely from mitzva obligation. Therefore, it is permissible to have him 

violate mitzvos temporarily if this is necessary for his recovery and would then allow him to become fully 

obligated in all the Torah’s commands.

Rav Weiss applied a similar logic to OCD patients. Since their OCD was preventing them from fulfilling 

mitzvot, we would be willing to temporarily allow them to violate some mitzvot so they could fulfill all of 

them properly in the future. Rav Weiss writes:

Responsum of the Minchas Asher, 134

Rav Dovid Cohen adds that as long as the OCD lasts, the victim cannot be truly happy. There is great 

religious benefit in being happy, and great spiritual danger if one is constantly in a state of depression and 

stress. These too could perhaps be considered motivations to be lenient with halacha temporarily to get 

the victim cured, so that he can serve Hashem with joy later.

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE

But to walk [beyond the techum] he can walk as far as he wants… 

because if he can’t he will never reach civilization.
אבל להלך יכול כל מה שירצה... דאי לאו 

הכי לא יגיע לעולם ליישוב

The Gemara offers multiple solutions, one of which (the most stringent) says that you must assume every 

day is Shabbos and only do enough melacha to survive, and no more. Nevertheless, Tosfot says:
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Rav Weiss goes on to say that all of these leniencies only apply to the person with OCD. No one else is 

allowed to violate any mitzva in order to help the OCD patient. 

This poses a problem for married women with OCD. In order to touch their husbands, they must immerse in 

a mikva once a month. First, they must inspect their bodies to make sure there is nothing there that would 

cause a chatzitza (separation) between the mikva water and their skin. For women with OCD, this can be 

incredibly disruptive to their therapy as they obsess unnecessarily over inspecting countless times to make 

sure they missed nothing. Normally, they could rely on the leniencies granted to OCD patients and never 

inspect more than once even if they know they missed something, but their healthy husbands cannot rely 

on the same leniency.

Such cases need to be discussed with a competent halachic authority who will provide guidance for the 

mikveh attendant, informing her of the minimum requirements that the woman needs to meet for her 

immersion to be valid, and which customary measures may be waived out of consideration of the patient’s 

condition.

It should be noted that Ramban strongly opposed over-inspecting for the mikva and thought nothing more 

than the customary procedure was ever necessary, even for a healthy woman. He writes:

Ramban, Hilchos Nidda

JUST FOR ME

Here… where there is a strong evil spirit (mental 

dysfunction), he might possibly put himself in danger, and 

so to settle his mind, we allow this for him

הכא...דאיכא רוח רעה תקפה, אפשר דאתי בה 
לידי סכנה ומשום יתובי דעתא שרינן ליה

While every case of OCD is different and poses a different level of risk, this is certainly a factor that may 

give leeway for a more lenient ruling.

 ■ One is permitted to violate Shabbos if it will enable him to keep many shabbatot later

 ■ Chasam Sofer: One may violate (almost) any commandment in order that he will be able to keep it 

many more times later

 ■ Rav Weiss: OCD patients may also be lenient with mitzvot so they can fulfill them properly later

 ■ Additionally, there may be a reason to permit OCD patients to violate mitzvot because their OCD may 

be a threat to their lives

INTERIM SUMMARY

There may be another reason to be lenient with victims of OCD: risk to their lives. Studies have shown 

that as many as 25 percent of OCD patients become suicidal due to the unbearable hardship the disorder 

causes. It is possible that if the victim is not treated, he may attempt suicide. As stated above, almost any 

mitzva may be violated if observing it will endanger a person’s life. The exceptions are murder, idolatry, and 

forbidden sexual relationships. We apply this rule even if the chance of death is extremely remote. 

When a question was asked to Rashba regarding a mentally ill person whose treatment involved breaking a 

vow he made, Rashba allowed it due to ספק סכנה – the risk of death. He writes:

Teshuvot Hameyuchasos LaRamban, 281

DON'T RISK IT

With regard to the laws of chatziza, it is not advisable 

for a person to be excessively stringent and to look for 

uncertainties to disqualify the immersion over some trivial 

matter, for if so, there is no end. Rather, after she cleaned her 

hair, combed it with a comb, cleaned and washed her whole 

body with hot water... [continued on next page]

ומדיני חציצה לא טוב היות האדם מחמיר 
יותר מדאי ומחפש אחר הספיקות לפסול 

טבילתה בדבר הקל, כי אם כן, אין לדבר סוף. 
אלא, אחר שחפפה ראשה וסרקה במסרק 

וחפפה ורחצה כל גופה בחמין... 
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While every case of OCD is different and poses a different level of risk, this is certainly a factor that may 

give leeway for a more lenient ruling.

D ISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.

There are several reasons to allow a victim of OCD to be lenient with Halacha. In regard to positive 

commandments, Rav Weiss ruled one does not have to sacrifice his/her mental health to fulfill them. 

Negative commandments may also be violated if either it will allow for more mitzva observance later 

on, it will increase happiness, or it will save the victim’s life. However, care should be taken that no one 

besides the victim violate halacha.

CONCLUSION

...was careful not to touch anything that could make an 

obstruction, and performed her immersion while spreading 

out her limbs and her entire body, one should not then give 

thought to grave uncertainties which are endless, such as 

whether she closed her eyes too tightly, clenched her lips 

too tightly, and other questions, because who can distinguish 

between too tightly and not too tightly?

...ונזהרה לבלתי תגע בשום דבר חוצץ, 
ותעשה טבילתה בפשיטות איבריה וכל גופה 

לא יכניס אדם ראשו בספיקות החמורות אשר 
אין להן קץ וסוף, כגון עצמה עיניה ביותר, 
קרצה שפתותיה ביותר ומשאר הספיקות, 

כי מי יוכל להבחין בין עצמה ביותר ובין לא 
עצמה ביותר

Ramban, Hilchos Nidda (continued from previous page)


