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of labor that was performed in the Tabernacle is enumerated as a 
distinct category.1

Consequently, the discussion that follows regarding the labor of 
Selecting includes principles related to all three of these types of labor, 
whose objectives are identical: Separation of waste from food.2

In the labor of Selecting, the distance between an action that 
violates a Torah prohibition and one that is permi�ed is negligible. 
By means of a minor variation, an action can be permi�ed or create 
liability to bring a sin o�ering. �erefore, this labor requires special 
study and a thorough understanding.

The essence of the labor of Selecting
�ere is an apparent di�culty regarding the primary objective of the 
labor of Selecting. One of the principles of the laws of Shabbat is that 
one is exempt for performing a labor that is not required for its own 
sake, i.e., a labor performed not for its primary objective, but for a 
peripheral consequence of that labor. �is is not the place to elabo-
rate on the question of how one determines the primary objective 
of the labor. Ostensibly, any act of Selecting should be considered a 
labor that is not required for its own sake (melakha she’eina tzerikha 
leGufa), as the labor is performed on the waste, and the person has 
no need for the waste.

Indeed, Baal HaMaor (Rif, 37b) writes:

All thirty-nine categories of labor that were performed in the Tab-
ernacle were labors required for their own sake, except for Win-
nowing and Selecting, as one winnows cha� from the threshing 
�oor and separates dirt from the grain pile. �e primary objective 
of those labors is to remove the cha� and the dirt, and therefore 

1. However, some maintain that the Sages enumerated these as three distinct 
labors to reach the total of thirty-nine primary categories of labor (see above, 
p. 51).
2. See below (pp. 907–911) for a detailed discussion of the distinction 
between Selecting and Si�ing.
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one is liable for performing them or any of their subcategories. 
Regarding all other labors, however, the primary objective of the 
labor is for its own sake.

According to Baal HaMaor, Selecting is a labor that is not required 
for its own sake. Nevertheless, it is a novel innovation of the Torah 
that one is liable for performing that labor.

According to the Ramban (106a), however, Selecting is a labor 
required for its own sake. �e Ramban’s opinion can be understood 
in light of the explanation of the Yeshuot Yaakov, cited in the Beur
Halakha (319:3 s.v. le’ekhol miyad):

With regard to the labor of Selecting, the Yeshuot Yaakov asks: 
Why is the person liable? Even if one selects waste from food, 
it is a labor not required for its own sake. Since one does not 
require the waste at all, but selects it only to remove that which 
is harmful, it is comparable to the case of one who carries out a 
corpse in order to bury it.

�e Yeshuot Yaakov answers that the emphasis of the labor 
of Selecting is that waste is un�t for consumption and the food 
mixed with it, too, is largely un�t for consumption . . .  therefore, 
the labor is not named for selection of the waste, but rather, for 
preparation of the food so it is �t for consumption. It is a labor 
that is required for the sake of food itself . . .

According to the Yeshuot Yaakov, although the act of Selecting 
is performed by removing the waste, the primary objective of the 
labor of Selecting is preparation of the food. �erefore, it is a labor 
required for its own sake.

�ere are, then, two approaches with regard to the primary 
objective of the labor of Selecting:

1. �e primary objective of the labor is removal of the waste.
2. �e primary objective of the labor is preparation of the food.3

3. �e Ramban himself apparently understands that the essence of the labor 

Yeshuot Yaakov: 
The primary 

objective of the 
labor is preparation 
of the food and not 
the removal of the 

waste

Two approaches 
with regard to the 
primary objective 

of the labor of 
Selecting



773

�is distinction has many rami�cations, and we will enumerate 
some of them.

�e Yerushalmi (7:2) states that it is possible to engage in se-
lecting the entire day, without violating the prohibition of Selecting. 
Conversely, one could violate the prohibition of Selecting with even 
a seemingly insigni�cant act of selecting. How so? �e Yerushalmi 
explains:

Rabbi Yudan says: �ere is a case where one selects pebbles 
all day and is not liable, and there is a case where one takes the 
measure of a �g-bulk and is immediately liable. How so? If one 
was si�ing by a grain pile and selecting pebbles all day, he is not 
liable. If he took the measure of a �g-bulk into his hand and 
selected, he is liable.

In the case of the grain pile, the person did not remove all the 
waste; therefore, there is no liability. In the case where one selects 
pebbles from a �g-bulk in the hand, all the waste was removed; there-
fore, the person is liable. From the ruling in the Yerushalmi, it can be 
concluded that the primary objective of Selecting is preparation of 
the food. �erefore, even if one selected all day, since all the waste 
was not removed, the food remains unprepared, and therefore the 
person is exempt.

According to the Eglei Tal (Zoreh 1:4), the Bavli disagrees with 
the Yerushalmi and holds that one is liable even if all the waste was 
not removed. Although there are alternative explanations of its ruling,
it could be explained that the Bavli maintains that the essence of the 
labor of Selecting is removal of the waste; therefore, the person is 
liable for removal of any waste.

�is distinction has another rami�cation: According to the Taz
(319:13), if a �y fell into liquid, it is permi�ed to remove it together 
with a small amount of liquid. �e Mishna Berura (319:61) rules in 
accordance with the opinion of the Taz and expands its application: 

of Selecting is the act of separating waste from food. �is constitutes a third 
approach. See note 7 regarding the Rambam’s opinion.
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�e Mishna Berura rules that in any case where one selects waste with 
a small amount of food, there is no violation of the prohibition of 
Selecting. Common practice is to be lenient in this regard and permit 
removing waste with a small amount of food.

However, the Ḥazon Ish (53–54:3) adamantly disagrees with this 
ruling, and maintains that, e.g., if one removes a bone together with 
some meat, he, nevertheless, violates the prohibition of Selecting, as 

“his intent is not for the meat, but to select the waste from the bowl” 
(for elaboration on this dispute see pp. 833–840).

It appears that the dispute between the Mishna Berura and 
the Ḥazon Ish is based on the aforementioned distinction: If the 
essence of the labor of Selecting is removal of waste, removing waste 
with some food may not be considered separating food and waste. 
Accordingly, the Mishna Berura rules that it is permi�ed. However, 
if the essence of the labor of Selecting is preparation of food, even 
the removal of waste with some food is prohibited, as ultimately, the 
person is preparing the remaining food. Accordingly, the Ḥazon Ish
rules that it is prohibited.

�ere are numerous additional rami�cations to this distinction. 
�ey will be discussed below.
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The basic principle of the prohibition of Selecting
�e Gemara (74a) cites a baraita concerning the prohibition of 
Selecting:

�e Sages taught: If there were types of food before him, one 
selects and eats, one selects and puts aside for others to eat. But 
one may not select, and if one selected, he incurs liability to bring 
a sin o�ering.

�ere is an obvious contradiction in the baraita: First it states 
that it is permi�ed to select, and then it states that it is prohibited 
by Torah law to select and one who selects incurs liability to bring a 
sin o�ering. �e Gemara addresses this contradiction and proposes 
several answers:

Removal of waste Preparation of food

Liable because the person removed waste Perhaps exempt because the mixture 
is not yet prepared (Yerushalmi)

Perhaps permitted because the person did 
not remove the waste alone (Mishna Berura)

Prohibited because the person prepared 
the remaining food (Ḥazon Ish)

Perhaps permitted because the person did Perhaps permitted because the person did Prohibited because the person prepared Prohibited because the person prepared 
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