The Future of Electricity on Shabbat

Rabbi Jonathan Ziring: jziring@torontotorah.com

1. Classic Positions on Electricity:
a. Chazon Ish — Building/Boneh
b. R.Yitzchak Shmelkes, Beit Yitzchak — Rabbinic Prohibition of Molid — creating new things.
¢.  R. Shlomo Zalman Aurbach — is not convinced by the above arguments.
i. He may accept that it is rabbinic, in deference to Beit Yitzchak.
ii. He may think that it is 2 minhag/custom (R. Michael Broyde and R. Chaim Jachter).
ili. He may think it is fundamentally permitted, but we treat it as forbidden, perhaps because it is not in
the spirit of Shabbat (R. Yosef Eliyahu Henkin)
d. ** Some things are clearly biblical if they involve melachot ***

2. The Problems:
a. The halachic positions were never fully settled.
b. New technology has doesn’t fit with the original reality.
i. Ex. Motion sensots, speech controlled, mind controlled devices, continuous current.
c.  The world is becoming harder to navigate if electricity is prohibited. Ex. Google Maps — ever seen yourself
entering your house when you looked for directions? I have.

3. Religious Row as Orthodox Jewish Couple Sue Neighbours for 'Imprisoning' Them with Automatic Hallway
Light, June 2009 http://dailym.ai/2kl9zuQ
Dr. Dena Coleman and husband Gordon claim they cannot leave their holiday flat on the Sabbath because when they do they
automatically trigger the light in the communal hallway - contravening a religious ban on turning on electrical items from sunset
on Friday to sunset on Saturday...

4. Where do we go from here?
a. Find substantive, rather than formal categories to deal with new realities — R. Asher Weiss.
b. Rule it was never formally prohibited; return to meta-principles — R. Nachum Rabinowitz
c.  Maintain the formal prohibitions in light of the meta-issues — R. Yaakov Ariel

5. Rabbi Asher Weiss, Shut Minchat Asher 1:39
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[Regarding LED lights|: I received your pamphlet, and I don’t agree with a single word you wrote. In my opinion, this is a great
mistake and the conclusion is severe and will, G-d forbid, lead to the masses stumbling in a biblical prohibition.... The truth will
lead the way, that there is much to discuss and doubt regarding all the arguments said before... However, anyone who wants to
be lenient in practice has removed himself from the community. It is as if a voice came from heaven and said that there is a
biblical prohibition involved...I think that closing an electric circuit is striking the final hammer blow, makeh bipatish, biblically.
[This is based on the Yerushalmi which says that] R. Yochanan and Reish Lakish investigated all the melachot and established that
this act is significant, it fixes and creates, and therefore it is a melacha. Afterwards, they looked to see which of the 39 melachot it
was... and it seems that the same is true regarding closing electric circuits... that, without a doubt, creates something new, and
nothing is a more significant fixing... and so too for LED lights.

e Elsewhere, he argues that if the person perceives no change, it is permitted. Maggid Mishnah argues that regarding
Makebh Bipatish, even inevitable causes (psik rezsha) are permitted, as the melacha is subjectively defined.

6. Rabbi Nachum Rabinowitz/Rabinovitch http:/ /bit.ly/2jV4deHm
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It is self-evident that if a person performs of the 39 melachot using electricity, such as grinding with an electric grinder and the
like, the o7e who uses it is liable biblically. However, some use electricity for goals which are neither, nor resemble, melachot. . ..
The use of electricity, even where the electric currents are closed, when no actions defined as melacha are performed, is definitely
not forbidden biblically, but there is room to forbid rabbinically because of “weekday activity.” In the past, when electricity was
beginning to spread, the great authorities saw a danger for keeping Shabbat, because electricity could be used to do all the 39
melachot. .. However, in our days, electricity has been applied to different usages that are fully automated, without human hands
at all, not on Friday, and for sure not on Shabbat itself... Now the question is: How much can we ascribe these actions to human
beings when they are fully automated?

I already wrote in Siach Nachum (25) that there must be a limit to when we can ascribe action to people when they are fully
automated. However, it is clear that the limit must be defined must be when the person acting is separated from the system he
is acting on — i.e. where he cannot be considered part of the system. Additionally, the action must be noticeable to the senses...
Only then can you forbid, even rabbinically. However, if a person doesn’t touch the electrical system at all, and does no specific
act to initiate the system, and it happens totally by itself — how can one even think that it is forbidden, especially when none of
the 39 melachot are being done? This is even if you appreciate and benefit from it.

e Inarecent article, R. Rabinowitz permitted using electric keys lechatchila.

7. Siach Nachum 69 concerning Conversion
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His honor asked regarding a convert who will watch television on Shabbat and the like. It is certain that it has not escaped his
honor that 100 years or more ago, when electricity first spread, there was a great dispute among the Jewish sages if there was
any prohibition regarding electricity, even when melachot were done. G-d forbid, I would not permit watching television on
Shabbat; however, I remember that there were good Jews, in all senses of the word, who followed the rulings of the Galitctzian
who were lenient. Even if in the end, based on our current rulings, we forbid, who says that soon, when “our judges are returned”,
that a court will arise who will punish with seki/ah one who lights an electric light? Should be invalidate a conversion of one who,
in his innocence, watches television, because this is considered a strict law?!

8. Rabbi Yaakov Ariel, Shut B’Ohalah Shel Torah 2:23
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It seems to me that the opinion of the Gaon Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l is the accepted law according to most
authorities in our generation. Namely, that using an electric appliance involves a rabbinic prohibition, unless the appliance
performs a biblical melachah, such as milking, shaving, lighting a fire, and the like. However, the opinion of the Chazon Ish is
that using an electric appliance is forbidden biblically. According to him, there are two prohibitions — the very closing of the
electric circuit that enables the current to flow through the wires is building, and using the appliance as a result of this is
fixing a vessel which is biblically prohibited, either because of building or delivering the final hammer blow... The Gaon
Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach disagreed with him... If I am allowed to presume to grasp the depths of his great opinion, he
was worried, quite correctly, that if these appliances would be permitted, the Shabbat would, G-d forbid, become a weekday.
He understood, with the breadth of his knowledge, the knowledge of Torah, that the Torah would presumably not agree to
permit use of electric appliances. Therefore, it seems to me that even those who disagree with Chazon Ish, [holding] that there
is only a rabbinic prohibition in using certain electric appliances, they mean this only with a single, incidental use. However, it
is possible that using many electric appliances on Shabbat would involve a biblical prohibition, based on what the Ramban
wrote in his commentary to the Torah (Vayikra 23:24):

We are biblically commanded to rest on Yom Tov even from those activities that technically do not qualify as melachah. We
should not strain all day to measure grain, weigh fruit... to move utensils, and even stones, from house to house and place to
Pplace. .. to load up donkeys. .. And all packages wonld be delivered on Y om Tov; and the marketplace wonld be filled with

ongoing commerce. .. and the workers wonld arise for their duties and hire themselves ont like the rest of the week, and so
on. .. Therefore, the Torah commands us “Shabbaton”-- that these should be days of rest and cessation of work, and not days
of labor and toil.

This is specifically true for our generation. As technology has developed and moved forward, and even during the week most
people do not toil and work with their bodies, but rather they press buttons,, listen and talk and receive decisions, and all is
done with virtually not work, but with psychological stress. And thank G-d, Who gave his nation of Israel Shabbat and the
holidays, when the world’s Sambatyon rests for us. No phone, no fax, no computer, no radio, no car, and no other appliance.
Just the holy Shabbat! How lucky we are, how good is our portion, and how great is this gift that the Holy One Blessed be He
gave us, the One who gives his nation of Israel Shabbat and holidays for holiness and rest, for Torah and joy. And therefore,
it seems to me that event he authorities who hold that electric appliances are only forbidden rabbinically, we should not be
lenient regarding their use unless there is great need and with other reasons [to be lenient|, and with responsible and deliberate
decision making, so that we shall not, G-d forbid, breach the floodgates of the holiness of Shabbat, which is the foundation of
all of Israel’s Torah.
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11. Prof. Benny Brown (page 580), quoting R. Tzvi Yehuda, a student of the Chazon Ish
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e Speech? Thought?
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It was stated: If one muzzled an animal using his voice, or led it [with &zayim| with his voice — R. Yochanan says he is liable.

Reish Lakish says he is exempt. R. Yochanan says he is liable because the twisting of his lips is an action. Reish Lakish says he is
extempt, as speech is not an action.

e What about thought? Is it not an action (RNR permits)? 1t is melechet machshevet? 1s it like telling a non-Jew to do
something (see Brit Yaakov 54)? Is it like performing melacha through metaphysical powers, which is itself a dispute

(http://traditionarchive.org/news/_pdfs/0067-0086.pdf)? Is it because it is fundamentally not melacha, ot perhaps only
when it is not the normal way of doing things?



