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	Exodus 35; 1-5,11, 29 ; Exodus 16;29 

Bab. Talmud, Shabbat 49b 
"The principle categories of labor are forty less one - to what do they correspond? Said R. Hanina b. Hama to them: To the forms of labor in the tabernacle." 
 
Bab. Talmud, Bitzah 
"One must not ride a beast as a preventive measure lest he might go outside of the tehum... it is a preventive measure lest he cut off a branch." 
"One must not ride a beast as a preventive measure lest he might go outside of the tehum... it is a preventive measure lest he cut off a branch." 
Mishnah, Shabbat 10,5

"If a person carries a corpse in a bed, he is culpable... but R. Simeon declares him exempt." 

Rashi, commentary ibid. 
"because it is a m'lachah sheainah z'richah l'gufah [work not needed for itself], and every form of work which is not needed (for its own sake) but rather for the sake of removal from his presence is a m'lachah sheainah z'richah l'gufah, since it did not come about through his intent and he had no need for it, it is, therefore, not a premeditated act according to R. Simeon." 


Tosafot, Commentary ibid. 

"It seems to R. Isaac, that a m'lachah sheainah z'nchah l'gufah applies to situations when the work is not done for the purpose for which it was designated in the tabernacle, but for a different purpose, because the purpose for which the work was done in the tabernacle is the essence of the prohibition and its root" 


Bab. Talmud, Baba Kamma 80b 

"In the case of one who buys a house in the land of Israel the deed may be written even on the Sabbath day. You mean to say, on the Sabbath? It must therefore mean as stated by Raba in the case mentioned there, that a Gentile is asked to do it; so too here a Gentile is asked to do it. For though to ask a Gentile to do some work on the Sabbath is shevut, the Rabbis did not maintain this prohibition on account of the settling of the land Israel." 


Shulchan Aruch, (R. Joseph Caro, 16th century) Orach Chaim,306, 11 

"It is permissible to acquire a house in the land of Israel from a Gentile on the Sabbath and to sign and register it" 


Isserles (16th century Polish rabbi and codifier), footnotes ibid. 

"With them (the registration), in their language which is only a Rabbinic prohibition and because of the settlement of the land of Israel they did not maintain the prohibition." 
"With them (the registration), in their language which is only a Rabbinic prohibition and because of the settlement of the land of Israel they did not maintain the prohibition." 


Aruch ha-Shulchan ibid., 22 

"You should know that it is clear to me, in my humble opinion, that a grave error occurred in the printing of the Shulchan Aruch section 11, in which it says "It is permissible to acquire a house from a Gentile on the Sabbath...". What it should read instead is "it is permissible for one who is acquiring a house in the land of Israel from a non-Jew to tell a non-Jew to sign and to register it" - as that is the way it is explicitly mentioned in the Talmud and in the Rambam there, and it makes no difference in what language it is written, because in all script and in all languages a person who writes intentionally must suffer karet (destruction) and if it is unintentional he must bring a sin offering" 


Romain, J. (1991) Faith and Practice. A Guide to Reform Judaism Today p.134 

"The command to observe the Sabbath is accompanied by the injunction not to do any work. However, the meaning of "work" is not defined and there are only a few scattered examples in the Bible of activities that were forbidden. Subsequent Rabbinic literature noted that a repetition of the prohibition against working on the Sabbath was immediately followed by instructions concerning the building of the Tabernacle (Exodus 35,4); from this it was deduced that the type of work forbidden on the Sabbath was that which was required for the Tabernacle (Shabbat 49b). Thirty nine different categories of work were enumerated and any activity related to them was also deemed to fall under the Sabbath ban. (Sabbath 7.2). These formed the basis of traditional Sabbath observance and became guidelines for judging any new activity. Thus turning on an electric light is forbidden as it activates an electric current, and is held to come under the category of kindling a fire; opening a letter is forbidden because it is considered akin to the prohibition against cutting any material. The logic by which many traditional prohibitions have bee derived today is so far-fetched as to have no connection to the original meaning of the Sabbath. Thus turning on a television to watch a programme on Israel is prohibited under the ban on kindling a fire. In Reform synagogues it is recognised that the nature of "work" has changed considerably over the centuries and that the talmudic bans sometimes have no relevance to modern conditions. A redefinition of work permitted or forbidden on the Sabbath has been undertaken. The object is to preserve the original spirit of the Sabbath command - a day of pleasurable rest and spiritual refreshment which is marked by refraining from normal work. In some instances the traditional prohibitions still remain in force, such as the ban on commerce, as it clearly contravenes the fourth commandment regarding Sabbath rest. In many other instances, actions forbidden by Orthodoxy are permitted by Reform, such as turning on a light as it enhances rather than detracts from the Sabbath. Sometimes the permissibility of an activity depends on its purpose, as in the case of traveling by car, which is seen as involving no real work and merely serves a particular end. Thus driving on the Sabbath is allowed if it is used to attend synagogue or visit relatives, but not if it is to go shopping... 

In practice, therefore, there has been a substantial departure from traditional interpretation of Sabbath observance, with many activities that were prohibited previously now being permitted fully. In principle, though, the same concern remains- that the Sabbath be a day that is distinctive from the other days of the week and which allows everyone to rest and be refreshed. This takes into account the enormous changes that have occurred in lifestyle since the Talmud was written, and it acknowledges that different people relax in widely different ways. thus there can be divergent expressions of Sabbath observance which are equally valid. Clearly this approach puts much emphasis and responsibility on individuals to observe the Sabbath meaningfully - a situation that requires both knowledge and commitment. It is typical of the Reform position in many other areas. It is, of course, open to neglect but then those who lack commitment will also ignore a much more rigid system of observance... 

As mentioned above, traveling is not forbidden providing it is for a purpose in keeping with the Sabbath. This applies to all people and not just to those who are too infirm or who live too far away from their destination. Nevertheless, it is also pointed out that traveling is often associated with tension, be it crowded buses, running out of petrol or being delayed in a traffic jam, whereas walking can be more peaceful. Choosing to walk might also be a way of differentiating the Sabbath from other days of the week, and so for these reasons (rather than the traditional one that turning on the ignition creates a spark and so desecrates the Sabbath), walking should be considered as an option where appropriate. However, this does not undermine the original principle that in Reform thinking there is no intrinsic objection to traveling by car." 


Adler, M.., Agus, J., Friedman, T. (1958). "A Responsum on the Sabbath" in Tradition and Change 

"We seek a solution, humbly and prayerfully aware of the fact that we are dealing with one of the central sanctities of our tradition. The feeling that a Sabbath-less Judaism is no Judaism governs our consideration and motivates our reverent approach to the complex issues which are associated with so fundamental a problem. The colleague who has directed his quest to us has rightly suggested that as spiritual leaders in Jewry we would be remiss in our calling, were we content to leave the Sabbath to its fate, to be further buffeted about by the compelling pressures of the changed outer world in which we live and by the dictates generated by a greatly altered inner world of ideas and attitudes to which we have come, as modern men, to inhabit... Our duty as rabbis is not exhausted when we cite the law as it has been understood and practiced, and ignore the conditons of life in the midst of which, or the thoughts of men by whom that law is to be followed. One of the great responsibilities of this age in our history is to release the life-giving and life-enriching powers that inhere in our tradition, by relating that tradition to modern life.. .The preservation of the Sabbath spirit and of the Sabbath practices is an indispensable element in any program for the Jewish future. The Sabbath has always served Israel as a "sanctuary in time" when, released from the deadening drudgery of daily duty, the Jew could soar to the highest realm of his human possibilities... While it is difficult to measure exactly the extent of Sabbath violation among the members of our congregations, no one will dispute the assertion that the Sabbath observers among our people constitute but a tiny minority and a dwindling minority at that. Thus, the breakdown in Sabbath observance is certainly the most flagrant and widespread instance of the disintegration of Jewish religious life of our times... Where some sense of the sanctity of the Sabbath still remains among our people, the feeling is rife that since they do follow their usual employment on the Sabbath, it would perhaps be self-delusion, or, what is worse, hypocrisy, if they made any effort at all in the direction of Sabbath observance other than that of refraining from work. This conviction leads, of course, to the gradual elimination and disappearance of all forms of Sabbath observance. It is a trend best described as a descending spiral. Unless halted and reversed, it will soon reach an absolute nadir and the single greatest religious institution will have passed out of the lives of the great mass of the members of our congregations, It is in our time, then, that the opportunity presents itself for doing something constructive towards the revitalization of Sabbath observance. One man, says the Midrash, can right an object that is falling; once it has fallen to the ground, five men cannot pick it up... The program that we propose, then, is not to be regarded as the full and complete regimen of Sabbath observance, valid for all Jews for all times and for all places. On the contrary, it is aimed to meet the particular situation that confronts us, a situation without parallel in the long annals of Judaism. Our program seeks to introduce into the lives of people as much Sabbath observance and spirit as we may reasonably hope our people will, with proper education, accept. This program is devised, moreover, with an acute awareness of certain special conditions which obtain at present and which, as far as we can see, will become ever wideningly operative. We refer to the fact that the introduction of the automobile and other means of rapid transportation have made for the geographical growth of the average American city. More and more, our city populations are being decentralized and the numbers of people who find themselves living in widely scattered suburbs is increasing. Large segments of the population regard riding to the locale of their activities - economic, social recreational and religious - as a normal feature of modern life. This program reckons with these facts in a positive way, insofar as they relate to the question of Sabbath observance. To continue unmodified the traditional interdiction of riding on the Sabbath is tantamount to rendering attendance at the synagogue on the Sabbath physically impossible for an increasing number of our people... Indeed, it is a well-grounded supposition that were it not for synagogue attendance on the Sabbath, there would be no prayer for most of our people from the end of one week to the other. Moreover, when almost every Jew had some measure of competence in understanding the Torah and our sacred literature, many Jews could and did spend some time in studying Torah. Today, however, this condition no longer obtains. The average Jew's knowledge of Torah and his Jewish information are gained through the synagogue and in great measure through the sermon which both instructs and inspires our people to live in accordance with our faith. Hence, in our time regular attendance at the synagogue has become a sine qua non, for the maintenance of Judaism... 

The use of an automobile involves the following activities: the kindling of lights, the indirect combustion of gasoline to produce power, and locomotion from one domain to another, We have already dealt with the kindling of lights in the previous section ("We propose the acceptance of the view that electric lights are not Torahitically [Biblically] prohibited. This form of activity belongs to the sphere of rabbinic legislation, or the realm of shebuth.") The combustion of gasoline to produce power is a type of work that obviously could not have been prohibited before its invention. All acts of burning are prohibited only when performed for specifically described purposes, such as: cooking, heating, lighting or the need of its ashes. Burning for the sake of power was not included in this list. Of course, some heat is produced in the act of combustion, but this result is neither intended nor desired by the motorist... The combustion of gas in the carburetor is therefore the type of work, classed as m'lachah sheainah z'richah l'gufah, according to the definition contained in Tosafot, Shabbat 94a. While Rashi defined m'lachah sheainah z'richah l'gufah differently, we favor the definition of the Tosafists in this matter... Hence we deal here with a prohibition instituted by the Rabbis. Their main reason for the prohibition of riding a horse or in a wagon was the fear that it may lead indirectly to the violation of the Sabbath. Thus they said that one may not ride on an animal because the rider may be tempted to break off a branch to use as a whip. The additional reason was given that riding causes a Jewishly-owned animal to labor on the Sabbath. 

Obviously, neither reason applies to the automobile. The apprehension that the driver might be moved to fix the car in the event of a breakdown is remote, since its complicated mechanism generally requires the services of an expert... The above analysis leads us to the conclusion that riding in an automobile on the Sabbath is at most a rabbinically interdicted activity. When this act prevents the fulfillment of the mitzvah of attending public worship it shall not be considered a prohibited act. We base this conclusion upon numerous precedents in the Halachah for the setting aside of a rabbinic prohibition when a great mitzvah is involved, such as the mitzvah of Yishuv Eretz Yisrael [settling the land of Israel]... As we have already indicated participation in public service on the Sabbath is in the light of modern conditions to be regarded as a great mitzvah, since it is indispensable to the preservation of the religious life of American Jewry. Therefore it is our considered opinion that the positive values involved in the participation in public worship on the Sabbath outweigh the negative values of refraining from riding in an automobile. When attendance at services is made unreasonably difficult, without the use of automobile, such use shall not be regarded as being a violation of the Sabbath.". 


Donin, H. (1972). To be a Jew. p.93 

"Of all the technological developments of the twentieth century, the issue of the automobile and the Sabbath has emerged as a particular cause celebre and as a central problem for Judaism in modern life. But among traditional Jews there is no problem at all. The fact is that contemporary rabbinic authorities have unanimously ruled that the driving of a motor vehicle constitutes a melakha, that it involves tasks which in essence are forbidden by the Torah. Unlike other rabbinic rulings on which there may be differences of judgment, no competent rabbinic authority and no religious scholar has ever disputed this ruling. As judgments go, it was relatively clear-cut, simple, almost self-evident. 

Nor is it a current day extension of the ancient rabbinic ruling which prohibits riding on an animal on the Sabbath, as is often assumed by the masses. The ruling on the automobile has nothing in common with the ruling on riding animals. It is in fact a much graver violation. Whereas the prohibition of riding an animal is clearly a rabbinic enactment intended to serve as a "fence around the Torah", the prohibition of driving is an extension of the Biblical prohibition of kindling fire and burning. Creating sparks and burning gas and oil as a direct result of the driver's actions are but a few of the more serious objections. 

It is interesting to note that those who are Sabbath observers have never objected to or revolted against this judgment. Those for whom it is unpopular and who find it difficult to observe are those whose entire way of life does not generally include the Sabbath, except perhaps for attending the synagogue. But the Sabbath is much more than going to services. 

• Objections do come from those who are not total Sabbath observers in the first place and who move a great distance away from a synagogue and then self-righteously proclaim their inability to get to the synagogue unless they drive there. They indifferently create the problem for themselves and then expect rabbinic authorities to sanction their transgressions on the theory that it will enable them to do a mitzvah, i.e. to attend the synagogue and pray to the Almighty. 

• A Sabbath observer to whom the entire Sabbath day is precious would in the first place not consider establishing his permanent residence in an area where there is no synagogue within reasonable walking distance. Just as a person might consider proximity to or quality of local schools, public transportation or convenient shopping as conditions of moving into a new area, the Sabbath observer adds the additional condition of a nearby synagogue. 

• Where by force of circumstances Sabbath observers are compelled to move out of established neighborhoods into newly developing areas they, like most other Jews, tend to choose areas where they know that other Jews are or soon will be living. But instead of thinking in terms of driving to their old house of worship, they set about organizing a new congregation or minyan of neighborhood people with whom to pray. 

Surely, the social desire to worship with old friends, to retain membership in a prestigious congregation... do not justify the desecration of the Sabbath and the violation of a commandment of the Lord. 

• The Sabbath observer who occasionally finds himself a great distance from a synagogue on the Sabbath - when he's vacationing or traveling - can succeed in creating for himself a Sabbath atmosphere, a Sabbath calm, and Sabbath rest no matter where he is, by observing the ritual and laws of the Sabbath as outlined and saying the Sabbath prayers privately. To think that one can, however, manage to be without a synagogue on the Sabbath on a permanent basis and still retain the full quality of the Sabbath experience would be a grave error of judgment. 

• "Isn't it better to drive to shul than not to go to all?" is an often-asked question. 

If what the questioner means is - isn't it better for me to drive to shul thereby committing only one major transgression, and spend a few proper hours in the spirit of the Sabbath, instead of driving to the business, or to shopping, or to some recreation, or even instead of staying home and mowing the lawn, tending the garden, repairing the house or answering correspondence during the same hours, then obviously what the rabbi is being asked is to choose between the lesser of the two evils. He is really being asked whether it is better to commit just one or many Sabbath violations during a certain time period. The rabbi cannot permit even one, as it is not he but the Torah that forbids it, even though it is quite obvious that it is always preferable to perform fewer transgressions rather than more, that it is always preferable to be guilty of fewer violations of the Sabbath rather than more. 

In truth, "Isn't it better, Judge, to run just one red light instead of speeding, making improper turns, and running ten red lights?" would be a parallel sort of question. Obviously, it is better; but one is still guilty and can be convicted for passing the one red light, even though the punishment is less than if one were convicted for many violations or for multiple counts. 

But if what the questioner means is - isn't it better for me to drive to shul on the Sabbath, there to join a congregation in public worship instead of staying home and worshipping alone and there observing the Sabbath in deed and in spirit, then the answer is still "No, it is not better!" 

	Last Updated ( Monday, 16 October 2006 ) 
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Riding to the Synagogue on Shabbat 

(OH 305:18)

Question:
There is no Masorti synagogue in Petach Tikvah where we reside and my wife will not attend an Orthodox synagogue since it makes her feel inferior. Is it permissible for us to ride to a Masorti synagogue in Hod Hasharon or Ramat Aviv in order to participate in the mitzvah of public prayer on Shabbat? 

Responsum:
This question was asked in the United States as far back as 1933. In 1950, two responsa were published by the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative Movement in North America (Proceedings of the Rabbinical Assembly, Vol. 14 (1950), pp. 112-188). The majority ruled that a person who lives far away from a synagogue is allowed to ride to the synagogue and back on Shabbat on condition that he will make no stops on the way. The minority ruled that in general it is forbidden to ride to the synagogue on Shabbat except for emergency situations, in which the individual will have to decide for himself. The majority emphasized that ”the program that we propose, then, is not to be regarded as the full and complete regimen of Shabbat observance, valid for all Jews for all times and for all places. On the contrary, it is aimed to meet the particular situation that confronts us...” (ibid. p. 360). “It shall be understood that in their wisdom and in the light of the conditions prevailing in their respective communities, individual rabbis may find the easements here proposed unnecessary for the achievement of the larger goal herein envisaged” (ibid. p. 371).

Therefore we have come to re-examine the lenient decision from the United States of 1950 in light of the conditions in Israel forty years later. It is clear that the reasons for that leniency do not apply. In those days most Jews in the United States worked on Shabbat, did not pray in general, did not know how to pray alone at home and lived at great distances from the nearest synagogue. Thus, prayer at the synagogue on Shabbat was the only remnant of their Shabbat observance. This is not the case in Israel today where almost no one works on Shabbat, where every Jew can open a siddur and pray if he so desires and where there is a synagogue in every neighborhood. We therefore agree with the minority that it is forbidden to ride to the synagogue on Shabbat.

From a halakhic point of view, riding to the synagogue on Shabbat is forbidden for the following reasons:

1. Kindling a fire is a biblical prohibition (Exodus 35:3) and turning the key in the ignition creates sparks.

2. It is forbidden as a shevut or rabbinic prohibition lest the car break down and he be forced to fix it and then he may transgress both biblical and rabbinic prohibitions.

3. It is forbidden to go more than 2,000 cubits outside of your own city on Shabbat (Eruvin 49b). Therefore, in this specific case it is forbidden to travel from Petah Tikvah to Hod Hasharon or Ramat Aviv.

4. Any item, which may not be used on Shabbat is considered “muktzeh” and may therefore not be touched or carried. When one drives a car, one normally touches a wallet, money, a credit card and other forms of “muktzeh”. In addition, one frequently buys gas, which is also forbidden on Shabbat. It is therefore forbidden to drive on Shabbat, because it will lead to carrying and touching muktzeh.

5. Another type of “shevut” is “uvdin d'hol” or weekday activities. In other words, Shabbat should not look and feel like a weekday. There is nothing more weekday-like than driving a car. Shevut is also an activity, which may lead to biblically forbidden labors. Driving may lead to biblical prohibitions such as carrying outside of the eruv, commercial and agricultural transport, writing, building, fishing and more. Thus even if driving were biblically permitted it would be forbidden because of shevut.

6. Driving is also forbidden because of “lo pelug” which means that the rabbis do not usually decree partial prohibitions. This is because they were familiar with human nature. If we allow driving to the synagogue many people will think it is permissible to drive everywhere on Shabbat and indeed, that is what happened in the United States.

7. Rabbi Moshe Sofer forbade inter-city train travel on Shabbat because of physical and mental stress. There is no question that driving a car entails physical and mental stress, which are not in keeping with the spirit of Shabbat.

8. Public prayer is not a biblical requirement. It is either a rabbinic requirement or simply a recommended form of prayer and can therefore not push aside the biblical prohibition of starting a car on Shabbat.

Furthermore, many rabbis have ruled that public prayer on Shabbat does not even push aside a shevut or rabbinic prohibition, so even if driving is only a rabbinic prohibition it would not be set aside for the sake of public prayer.

9. The Masorti movement wishes to create kehillot (communities), not just synagogues. It is impossible to create a community when every family lives a great distance from every other family, and in order to create a community which observes the Shabbat together, its members must live in close proximity to each other.

10. In light of the above, driving to the synagogue on Shabbat is a “mitzvah achieved through transgression: which is forbidden (Berakhot 47b and more).

There are, however, three possible solutions to the question that was asked:

1. Efforts should be renewed to found a Masorti synagogue in Petah Tikvah.

2. Just because a mehitzah is not necessary does not mean that it is forbidden. We should not be as intolerant as those who refuse to pray in our synagogues. It is better to walk to an Orthodox synagogue on Shabbat than to drive to A Masorti synagogue.

3. It is also possible to move near a Masorti synagogue. This may be an expensive or inconvenient solution, but Jews have traditionally made great sacrifices in order to observe mitzvot. If people move to another city for the sake of a good job or a good school, why shouldn't they move for the sake of living near the kehillah of their choice?

The appendix discusses the use of public transportation and bicycles on Shabbat. It suggests that it is permissible to hire a non-Jew to drive a Shabbat bus or taxi which will transport the elderly or the handicapped to the synagogue providing that the bus does not leave the city limits.

Rabbi David Golinkin
In favor: Rabbi Tuvia Friedman
Rabbi Chaim Weiner 
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