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An item whose primary function is prohibited on Shabbos

Rabbi Aryeh Richter
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(15) At that time | saw men in Judah treading winepresses on the sabbath, and others bringing heaps of grain and
loading them onto donkeys, also wine, grapes, figs, and all sorts of goods, and bringing them into Jerusalem on the
sabbath. I admonished them there and then for selling provisions. (16) Tyrians who lived there brought fish and all
sorts of wares and sold them on the sabbath to the Judahites in Jerusalem. (17) | censured the nobles of Judah,
saying to them, “What evil thing is this that you are doing, profaning the sabbath day! (18) This is just what your
ancestors did, and for it God brought all this misfortune on this city; and now you give cause for further wrath
against Israel by profaning the sabbath!” (19) When shadows filled the gateways of Jerusalem at the approach of the
sabbath, I gave orders that the doors be closed, and ordered them not to be opened until after the sabbath. | stationed
some of my servants at the gates, so that no goods should enter on the sabbath. (20) Once or twice the merchants and
the vendors of all sorts of wares spent the night outside Jerusalem, (21) but I warned them, saying, “What do you
mean by spending the night alongside the wall? If you do so again, | will lay hands upon you!” From then on they
did not come on the sabbath.
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The Sages taught: Initially, they would say only three utensils may be moved on Shabbat: A knife for cutting a cake
of dried figs, and a combined spoon and fork to clean the filth [zuhama listeran] of a pot, and a small knife that is on
the table. They permitted, and then they permitted again, and then they permitted again, until they said in the last
mishna: All utensils may be moved on Shabbat except for a large saw and the blade of a plow.
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The Gemara asks: What is meant by: They permitted, and then they permitted, and then they permitted?
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Rather, Rava said: Initially, they permitted moving an object whose primary function is for a permitted use, both for
the purpose of utilizing the object itself and for the purpose of sitting in or utilizing its place. And then they
permitted moving that object from the sun into the shade. And then they permitted moving an object whose primary
function is for a prohibited use, both for the purpose of utilizing the object itself and for the purpose of sitting in or
utilizing its place, yes; however, moving that object from the sun into the shade, no, they did not permit it. And still,
utensils that can be carried by one person, yes, they may be moved; however, utensils that can only be carried by
two people, no, they may not be moved. This prohibition remained intact until they said: All utensils may be moved
on Shabbat, and even those that can only be carried by two people.
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What did David do? Every Shabbat he would sit and learn all day long to protect himself from the Angel of
Death. On that day on which the Angel of Death was supposed to put his soul to rest, the Angel of Death stood
before him and was unable to overcome him because his mouth did not pause from study. The Angel of Death
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said: What shall I do to him? David had a garden [bustana] behind his house; the Angel of Death came,
climbed, and shook the trees. David went out to see. As he climbed the stair, the stair broke beneath him. He
was startled and was silent, interrupted his studies for a moment, and died. Since David died in the garden,
Solomon sent the following question to the study hall: Father died and is lying in the sun, and the dogs of
father’s house are hungry. There is room for concern lest the dogs come and harm his body. What shall 1 do? They
sent an answer to him: Cut up an animal carcass and place it before the dogs. Since the dogs are hungry,
handling the animal carcass to feed them is permitted. And with regard to your father, it is prohibited to move his
body directly. Place a loaf of bread or an infant on top of him, and you can move him into the shade due to the
bread or the infant.
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Likewise a person may move a mallet, which is generally used for labor prohibited on Shabbat, to crack
nuts with it. Likewise, one may move an axe, a tool generally used to chop wood, to cut a cake of figs
with it. So too, one may move a saw to cut cheese with it. Similarly, one may move a spade to scoop
dried figs with it. One may also move a winnowing shovel and a pitchfork, both of which are designated
for use with crops in a barn, to place food on it for a child. One is likewise permitted to take a reed or a
shuttle from a spindle, ordinarily used for weaving, in order to insert it into food like a fork. One is
permitted to move an ordinary hand needle used for sewing clothes to extract a thorn with it, and one
may move a sack maker’s needle to open the door with it.
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