Current Jewish Questions
Electricity in Jewish Law Part 4: Positive Commandments

I. Shabbat Candles

1. Rambam Shabbat 5:1

The lighting of the Shabbat candles is not optional
if someone wants to light or not, and its not a
mitzvah that one does not need to run afterwards
to do such as Eiruvin or washing one's hands to
eat, but rather it is an obligation. And men and
women are obligated to have in their house a light
for Shabbat even if one does not have what to eat,
one asks by the openings and takes oil and lights
the candle for the sake of "Oneg Shabbat" and
one must make the blessing ... "to light the
Shabbat candles" as one makes a blessing on
everything that one is rabbinically obligated.
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2. Yehaveh Da'at 5:24

Question: Does one fulfill one's obligation to light
Shabbat candles with electric lights, or must it be
done specifically with oil or wax?

In Summary: In circumstances where it's possible
to get oil or wax candles, it is certainly better to
fulfill one's obligation with them for lighting
Shabbat and Yom Tov candles since there is a
special recognition that they are lit for the sake of
Shabbat and Yom Tov and it is proper to intend
when one says the blessing before one lights to
exempt with the blessing the electric lights that
one may light afterwards. And in any event when
it is impossible to obtain oil or wax candles, it is
possible to bless and light on electric lights and to
fulfill one's obligation to light.
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II. Havdalah

3. Shulhan Aruch O.C 298:15

If a candle is in an enclosure or mirror and one
sees the fire but does not use the light or one uses
the light but does not see the flame, one does not
make a blessing on it (for havdallah) until one sees
the flame and uses the light.
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4. Mishpitei Uziel I. O.C. 8

And this is the law regarding electric lights that its
primary (light) comes from the metal bow
(connection) and since the light is found
continuously in the electric current, and we are
prohibited from holding the "wick" this is in the
category of a Shabbat candle and we make the
blessing on it even after Yom Kippur.

This is the letter of the law, but in practice, it is a
superior performance of the commandment to use
a wax candle.
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5. Yabia Omer 1 O.C. 17

Regarding the electric light, we do not make a
blessing over it (for havdallah) because of the glass
enclosure which is an interruption, and this is the
letter of the law for it is the general rule in our
hands that in cases of doubt regarding blessings
we are lenient (i.e. we don't say the blessing).
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ITI. Channukah

6. Tzitz Eliezer 1:20:12

However, the doubt I have in this case is what I
hinted to in the end of the previous chapter and
here regarding Hannukah there is an additional
point with which to be strict, and that is that
perhaps the incandescent light is considered a
torch. Since most of the menorot appear that the
light continues in a circle it seems that it has
several wicks...but the electric light is not lit
straight with one string, but rather it is lit from the
round, and there is room to question to say that
this is like a torch, and it requires further study.
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IV. Bedikat Hametz

7. Shulhan Aruch O.C. 433:1

The lighting requires a candle and not the light of
the moon. If one did not check on the night of
the 14", when one checks on the day of the 14"
one does not check by the light of the sun, but by
the light of a candle. But for a porch which has
abundant light, if someone checked with sunlight
it is sufficient, and this is the law regarding a stack
(skylight) in a room.
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8. Yehaveh Da'at 1:4

Question: Is it possible to fulfill the obligation of
checking for hametz with a flashlight, or must it
be done with a wax candle or something similar...

And therefore, although the ideal/optimal
performance of the commandment is to check
with a wax candle, however in times of need
where it is difficult to obtain a wax candle, it is
possible to permit performing checking for
hametz with a blessing using a flashlight.
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V. Matzah

9. Shulhan Aruch O.C 460:1
The matzah dough cannot be kneaded or cooked
by a non-Jew or a deaf-mute, a fool, or a minor.
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10. Yehaveh Da'at 1:14

Question: Is it possible to fulfill one's obligation to
eat matzah on the first night of Passover with
guarded (shmurah) matzah that was baked with
electric machinery or must one obtain matzah
which was done entirely by hand (of people
obligated in commandments).

And because of this it seems that one does not
fulfill the obligation because the actions of
kneading, arranging, and baking are all done
automatically and not by the power of a Jew who
is obligated in the commandments, and this is
similar to having the matzah baked by a deaf-
mute, fool, or minor, who have no knowledge and
are not obligated in the commandments.

Therefore machine matzah is not considered any
better than matzah which was made without any
formal declaration of intent, and even the person
who presses the button to operate the machine
says, "for the sake of matzat mitzvah" does not
work because his statement only applies to the
first action in the process and does not extend to
subsequent actions in the cooking process.

However we find that many great sages write that
pressing the button to start the machine, if done
by a Jew who makes the formal declaration of
intent, is considered as if the intent is for every
action of the machine.
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And in an emergency when one cannot find
handmade matzah made by God fearing Jews, it
seems that there is on what to rely on the opinion
that one fulfills the obligation with guarded
machine matzah, even to say the blessing "asher
kiddishanu...al achilat matzah".

And in any event, it is the ideal mitzvah to put in
the effort to obtain handmade shmurah matzah
made by God fearing Jews who are experts in
Jewish law, so that one may fulfill one's obligation
according to all opinions. However for the rest of
the holiday even those who eat the handmade
shmurah may be lenient to eat machine matzah
which is kosher for pesach.
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