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Chapter XXII: Vavakhel (Ex. 35:1-38:20)

Essay 3. You shall kindle no fire throughout your settlements on the Sabbath

of> X7 v72 K9 02702 Teand 2" (N2 nidtan 2 p93) B oranag pop J10) WK yanXY" PI0R
72 nivy? 12 @ 12 272 WIpny np o2 19081 01 01 9221 ,°v0aY WIpn nwY nywy oin myin ,nav
X "02°nawh 992" wih ,"naws oPa o navh 92 WX 1yan~RY" ) "oy nw XpY 073 ,7293 inpe

Niwy? NRW AX TYIT? TIWIA N IR MAN OX I8 NI PV ANYD W7 ,NIWT oP3 TV AN
AN0373

There is a verse: “You shall kindle no fire throughout your settlements on the Sabbath
day” (Ex. 35:3). The Gemara, at both Shabbat 20a and Yevamot 6b, discuss the implication of the
verse. The laws of the Sabbath apply to an individual, both within and without the Land of Israel,
so of what significance is the word “settlements”? The Rambam, of blessed memory, ruled (in
the second chapter of the laws of the Sabbath, 22" halacha), and these are his words:

One who is journeying in the wilderness and he doesn’t know when the
Sabbath day is, he counts six [days] from the day that he erred [in keeping track
of the days] and sanctifies the seventh [day] and recites the blessings of the day,
and makes havdalah at the conclusion of the Sabbath [according to that count]. And
on each and every day—even on the day that he sanctifies and [after nightfall]
makes Havdalah—he is permitted to do only [work required] for his
sustenance, in order that he not die. But it is forbidden for him to do more that
[what is required] for his sustenance, as there is a doubt about each and every day
that it is the Sabbath.

- Mishnah Torah, Sabbath 2:22

This is the meaning of, “You shall kindle no fire throughout your settlements on the
Sabbath day.” It is as if to say, “In all your settlements, you may not kindle fire on the
Sabbath day, which means “when you kindle fire while in a settlement.” That is, if one is in a
settlement, there will be others there who will know when the Sabbath is, and therefore one will

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
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be able to attend to his Sabbath needs ahead of the onset of the Sabbath. But if you will be in the
wilderness, then you will need to kindle fire on the Sabbath to provide your sustenance so
that you won’t die. That is, as the Rambam explained (but as wasn’t quoted by the Zera Shimshon),
one in the wilderness who is not sure of the day can do work on the day that he considers the
Sabbath, but only enough to fulfill his needs for that day. He can’t prepare the day before for his
Sabbath’s needs, as he would were he in civilization or were he sure what day is the Sabbath,
because the day that he considers to be Friday could actually be the Sabbath, and then he would
be performing work on the actual Sabbath in making preparations for the next day, which is not
permitted.
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It is possible that Scripture hints at this by saying, “Six days you shall labor and do
all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the L-rd your G-d: you shall not do any work—
you, your son or daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within
your settlements” (Ex. 20:9-10). As long as within the six days you will be able to do all work,
that is, that you know when the Sabbath is, such that on the [other days] you will be able to
do all that you wish, then “the seventh day is a Sabbath . .. you shall not do any work.” But
when you are in the wilderness, and in six days you aren’t able to do all of your work even
for your sustenance, then even on the seventh day you won’t be able to obey the command
“you shall not do any work,” because on that same day you will need to act because of your
sustenance.
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Regarding this,' Scripture says, “You have despised My holy things and profaned My
Sabbaths” (Ezek. 22:8). As it says in the beginning of tractate Yevamot:

"It is unclear to the translator what the connection is to the preceding text and this paragraph. The Scripture
discussed initially, Ex. 35:3, appears in Yevamot 6b, close to the discussion that follows. But in Yevamot 6b, the verse
is used to discuss whether a court-opposed death penalty is conducted on the Sabbath, and this doesn’t seem related
to the violation of the Sabbath for which Ezekiel condemned the people.
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As it is taught in a Baraita: Perhaps the building of the Temple should
override the Sabbath? [To rule that out,] the verse states: “You shall keep My
Sabbaths and revere My Sanctuary, [ am the L-rd” (Lev. 19:30), [which means
that] all of you are obligated in My honor. [G-d is honored when the Sabbath is
observed, and He demands the observance of the Sabbath even when the Temple is
being built.]

-Yevamot 6a

This is the meaning of “you have despised My holy things,” as if to say that they are
not important in your eyes because they do not override the Sabbath, but afterward “you
profaned My Sabbaths”—these two contradict each other. That is, first you thought that
perhaps the building of the Tabernacle and the Temple® should override the Sabbath. When you
learned that wasn’t the case, you despised the Tabernacle and the Temple, because you felt that
they were not as important as the Sabbath. Then, after that, you also decided to desecrate the
Sabbath. This is contradictory behavior, for you should have recognized that the Temple was holy
and that not building it on Sabbath served to point out how important the Sabbath is, so you should
have kept the Sabbath and not profaned it!

2 Or perhaps “My holy things” refers to the Temple and the Temple vessels.
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