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Thinking Gemara Series: Osek Bemitzvah Patur

Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah

Multitasking Mitzvot

Should you ever stop doing one mitzvah to go do another?
Sukkah 25a

Our generation has been branded “Generation M” – M stands for Multitasking.
People seemingly manage to check their email and Facebook, follow a movie, eat
dinner, and hold a conversation – all at the same time.
What about mitzvot? What does the Torah say about multitasking mitzvot?
What are we to do if we simultaneously encounter more than one mitzvah
opportunity? Can we drop one commandment to do another? Must we stay on task?
Should we try to multitask?
This Thinking Gemara shiur deals with these and other questions through exploring
some of the Talmudic principles connected to making choices between different
positive mitzvot.
Here are some of the key questions this class will deal with:
KEY
• If I am doing one good deed – a mitzvah – and another opportunity or obligation
QUESTIONS
presents itself, how should I act?

• What are the principles and concepts underlying the prioritization of mitzvot?
• Does it make a difference which mitzvah I am doing and what other mitzvah
comes up?
• What if I am learning Torah and the opportunity to do a mitzvah arises – do the
same rules apply?
CLASS
OUTLINE

Section I. Do you stop doing one mitzvah to perform another?
Case 1. “Michelle, we need you!” – Do you stop your volunteer chesed project
		
to help your friend move out of her apartment?
Case 2. Are doctors and social workers exempt from all mitzvot?
Case 3. Friday Afternoon Rush – Can you interrupt preparing for Shabbat to
		
replace a missing mezuzah?
Section II. Interrupting Torah Study to Perform Other Mitzvot
Case 4a. “We Need Some Volunteers”
Case 4b. “David, We Need Your Expertise”
Why is learning Torah unique?
		 A. The Raavad’s and Meiri’s approach
		 B. The Vilna Gaon’s approach
		 C. The Steipler Gaon’s approach

Note: This shiur is not intended as a source of practical halachic (legal) rulings.
For matters of halachah, please consult a qualified posek (rabbi).
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Do you stop doing one mitzvah to perform another?

Case 1. “Michelle, we need you!!”
Michelle, a psychology grad student, volunteers in the Jewish Family Services BigSister program. At least twice every week she meets with Lisa, a sixteen-year-old,
who is trying to navigate some serious personal issues. One Thursday afternoon,
right in the middle of an intense session, Michelle gets a text from her friend Suzie:
“Michelle, come quick!! Sari needs help moving. The truck will be here in forty-five
minutes, and there’s an hour and a half of packing to do!!”
Michelle knows Sari from the psycho-linguistics seminar they attend together. All too
familiar with Sari’s lack of organizational skills, she can just imagine her friend’s stress
level. Sari is in a genuine crisis and needs her! But Lisa needs her too, and Lisa’s whole
life is one big crisis.
What are Michelle’s options?
Apologize to Lisa, reschedule, and go help Sari immediately?
Get in touch with Sari right away and explain why she cannot come?
Ignore the text (she really should not have left her cellphone on anyways)?

What do you think Michelle should do?
1. Talmud Bavli, Sukkah 26a

We learn in a Baraita: Rabbi Chananya son of
Akavya said, “Scribes of Torah scrolls, tefillin,
and mezuzot, their wholesale and retail salesmen,
and anyone involved in sacred work – including
those who sell the bluish techeilet dye for tzitzit
– are exempt from reading the Shema, from the
Amidah and from wearing tefillin and from all
the mitzvot of the Torah.” This fulfills the words
of Rabbi Yossi the Galilean, who said, “One who
is involved in a mitzvah is exempt from doing
another mitzvah.”

, ָא ַמר ַרבִּ י ֲחנַ נְ יָ א בֶּ ן ֲע ַקבְ יָ א:ַתּנְ יָ א
“כּוֹתבֵ י ְס ָפ ִרים ְתּ ִפילִ ין ְוּמזוּזוֹת
ְ
ֵהן וְ ַתגְ ֵר ֶיהן וְ ַתגְ ֵרי ַּתגְ ֵר ֶיהן וְ כָ ל
- עוֹס ִקין בִּ ְמלֶ אכֶ ת ָשׁ ַמיִ ם
ְ ָה
טוּרין
ִ  ְפּ- לַ ֲאתוּיֵ י מוֹכְ ֵרי ְּתכֵ לֶ ת
ִמ ְקּ ִר ַיאת ְשׁ ַמע ִוּמן ַה ְתּ ִפלָּ ה ִוּמן
ַה ְתּ ִפלִּ ין ִוּמכָּ ל ִמצְ וֹת ָה ֲאמוּרוֹת
יוֹסי
ִ ” לְ ַקיֵּ ים ִדּבְ ֵרי ַרבִּ י,תּוֹרה
ָ ַבּ
יוֹסי ַהגְּ לִ ילִ י
ִ ַהגְּ לִ ילִ י ֶשׁ ָהיָ ה ַרבִּ י
עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ָפּטוּר
ֵ “ה
ָ ,אוֹמר
ֵ
”.ִמן ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה

2. Sukkah 25a – What are the biblical sources for the principle?

Mishna: Those traveling on a mitzvah mission are
exempt from [the mitzvah of dwelling in a] Sukkah.
The ill and their caretakers are exempt from
Sukkah.
Gemara: What is the biblical source for this
halachah? We learn in a Baraita: The verse in the

טּורין
ִ לּוחי ִמצְ וָ ה ְּפ
ֵ משנה ְׁש
 חֹולִ ין ְּומ ַׁש ְּמ ֵׁש ֶיהן.ִמן ַה ֻּסּכָ ה
.... טּורין ִמן ַה ֻּסּכָ ה
ִ ְּפ
גמרא ְמנָּ א ַהנֵּ י ִמילֵ י? ְּד ָּתנוּ
ַרבָּ נָ ן ‘בְּ ִשׁבְ ְתָּך בְּ בֵ ֶיתָך’ ְפּ ָרט
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Torah states [Devarim/Deuteronomy 6:7] that you
should say the Shema “when you sit in your house.”
This comes to exclude someone who is involved in
doing a mitzvah [from the obligation to read the
Shema]. The continuation of the verse, “when you go
on the way” excludes a groom on his wedding night
from reading Shema (because he is preoccupied with
the mitzvah of consummating the marriage)…How
is this principle derived from the verse? [You are
only obligated to read the Shema when you are in a
situation that is] similar to “walking on the way,” i.e.,
where you are involved in a voluntary activity.

עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ּובְ לֶ כְ ְּתָך בַ ֶּד ֶרְך
ֵ ְל
? ַמאי ַמ ְשׁ ַמע... ְּפ ָרט לְ ָח ָתן
 כְּ ֶד ֶרְך ַמה ֶדּ ֶרְך:ָא ַמר ַרב הוּנָ א
פוּקי
ֵ ְרשׁוּת ַאף כָּ ל ְרשׁוּת לַ ֲא
... ַהאי ִדּבְ ִמצְ וָ ה ָעסוּק

Is this really the source for the principle that one
already involved in a mitzvah is exempt from
another mitzvah obligation? Isn’t another verse
the source? For we learn in another Baraita: The
Torah writes [Bamidbar/Numbers 9:6], “There were
people who were impure (because they were needed
to perform the mitzvah of caring for the dead and
therefore were unable to participate in the mitzvah
of offering the Pesach Sacrifice on that day)…” Who
were these people? Rabbi Yossi the Galilean said,
“They were the ones charged with carrying Joseph’s
coffin.”

עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ָפּטוּר ִמן
ֵ וְ ָה
ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה ֵמ ָהכָ א נַ ְפ ָקא? ֵמ ָה ָתם
 ‘וַ ְי ִהי ֲאנָ ִשׁים:נַ ְפ ָקא! ְדּ ַתנְ יָ א
ֲא ֶשׁר ָהיוּ ְט ֵמ ִאים לְ נֶ ֶפשׁ ָא ָדם
?אוֹתם ֲאנָ ִשׁים ִמי ָהיוּ
ָ ’וגו
,יֹוסף ָהיוּ
ֵ נוֹש ֵֹאי ֲארוֹנוֹ ֶשׁל
ְ
... יוֹסי ַהגְּ לִ ילִ י
ִ ִדּבְ ֵרי ַרבִּ י

3. Ritva’s Commentary on Sukkah 25a

Since they are only exempt from another mitzvah
while they are actively involved in a prior mitzvah
[we will discuss this issue later in sources 7, 8,
and 9], why does this principle need to be derived
from a verse in the Torah? Isn’t it obvious that you
should not drop one mitzvah to perform another?!

וְ כֵ יוָ ן ְדֹּלא ִמ ְיפ ַטר ֶאלָּ א בְּ עוֹדוֹ
עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה זוֹ לָ ָמה לֵ יּה ְק ָרא
ֵ
ְפּ ִשׁ ָיטא לָ ָמה יָ נִ ַיח ִמצְ וָ ה זוֹ ִמ ְפּנֵ י
?ִמצְ וָ ה ַא ֶח ֶרת

4. Ibid. – The Ritva answers.

We can answer as follows. The verse (Bamidbar
9:6) teaches us that even if you want to leave this
mitzvah to do a greater mitzvah, you have no
permission to do so. You might have mistakenly
thought that you are exempt from an obligation to
do the second mitzvah, but if you want to leave it
and do the other you have that option. The verse
above teaches us that since you are exempt from

לוֹמר ְדּ ָהא ָקא ַמ ְשׁ ַמע לָ ן
ַ וְ יֵ שׁ
ַדּ ֲא ִפלּוּ בָּ ִעי לְ ָהנִּ ַיח ִמצְ וָ ה
זוֹ לַ ֲעשׂוֹת ִמצְ וָ ה ַא ֶח ֶרת ּגְ דוֹלָ ה
 ַסלְ ָקא.ֵה ֶימנָּ ה ֵאין ָה ְרשׁוּת בְּ יָ דוֹ
טוּרי הוּא
ֵ ַדּ ְע ָתְּך ֲא ִמינָ א ִא ְיפ
 ַאבָ ל ִאי בָּ ִעי,ְדּ ִמ ְיפ ַטר ִמינָ הּ
לְ ִמ ְשׁבַּ ק ָהא וּלְ ֶמ ְעבַּ ד ִא ָידְך
 ָקא ַמ ְשׁ ַמע לָ ן.ָה ְרשׁוּת בְּ יָ דוֹ
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the second mitzvah, it is now considered a totally
voluntary act, and it is forbidden to leave the first
mitzvah to do something voluntary.

ְדּכֵ יוָ ן ְדּ ָפטוּר ִמן ָה ַא ֲחרוֹן ַה ֵרי
ִהיא ֶאצְ לוֹ ַעכְ ָשׁיו ּכְ ָדבָ ר ֶשׁל
 וְ ָאסוּר לְ ָהנִּ ַיח ִמצְ וָ תוֹ,ְרשׁוּת
.ִמ ְפּנֵ י ָדּבָ ר ֶשׁ ִהיא ֶשׁל ְרשׁוּת

Case 2. Are doctors and social workers exempt from all mitzvot?
Jon Levy, a medical social worker directing the crisis intervention unit at Baltimore’s
Johns Hopkins Hospital, looked at his schedule for September 23 – the fifth day of
Sukkot. His commute would begin long before dawn, and once at the hospital he was
slated with a non-stop schedule full of staff meetings and patient sessions.
But today is Sukkot. When would he do the mitzvah of taking the Four Species? What
about eating in the Sukkah?
Must he weave those two mitzvot into his schedule?
What about the principle we just learned about osek bemitzvah patur min hamitzvah?
Does his all-day involvement in mitzvot exempt him from Sukkah and lulav?

What do you think?
5. Mishnah Sukkah 25a

Messengers on a mitzvah mission are exempt from
the mitzvah of Sukkah. The ill and their caretakers
are exempt from Sukkah.

.טּורין ִמן ַה ֻּסּכָ ה
ִ לּוחי ִמצְ וָ ה ְּפ
ֵ ְׁש
טּורין ִמן
ִ חֹולִ ין ְּומ ַׁש ְּמ ֵׁש ֶיהן ְּפ
.ַה ֻּסּכָ ה

6. Rashi, Sukkah 25a, “Peturin Min Ha-Sukkah”

They are exempt from the mitzvah of Sukkah – even
while they are encamped.

 וַ ֲא ִפילּו- טּורין ִמן ַה ֻּסּכָ ה
ִ ְּפ
:ּבִ ְׁש ַעת ֲחנָ יָ ָיתן

7. Tosafot Sukkah 25a “Shluchei Mitzvah”

This is surprising. If they are able to fulfill both
mitzvot, why are they exempt? Is a man who has
tzitzit on his clothing and tefillin on his head
exempt thereby from other mitzvot?

וְ ֵת ָימה ִאם יְ כוֹלִ ין לְ ַקּיֵ ים ְשׁנֵ ֶיהם
טוּרין ְדּ ָאטוּ ָא ָדם ֶשׁיֵּ שׁ
ִ ַא ַמאי ְפּ
לוֹ צִ יצִ ית בְּ בִ גְ ּדוֹ ְוּת ִפילִ ין בְּ רֹאשׁוֹ ִמי
?ִמ ְיפ ַטר בְּ כָ ְך ִמ ְשּׁ ָאר ִמצְ וֹת

8. Tosafot Sukkah 25a “Shluchei Mitzvah”

We must say that here we are dealing with a case
in which their preoccupation with fulfilling the
mitzvah of Sukkah [at night] would detract from
their ability to fulfill the very mitzvah they are en
route to fulfill [the following day].

לוֹמר ְדּ ָהכָ א נַ ִמּי ַאיְ ֵירי בְּ כִ י
ַ וְ צָ ִריְך
ַהאי גַּ וְ ונָ א ְדּ ִאי ִמ ְיט ְר ֵדי בְּ ִקיּוּם
:ִמצְ וַ ת סוּכָּ ה ֲהווּ ִמבְ ְטלֵ י ִמ ִמּצְ וֹת
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9. Ran, Commentary on the Rif, Sukkah

Therefore, it seems to me that someone involved
in a mitzvah is exempt from another mitzvah
even though he could fulfill both of them…
The Torah exempted anybody involved in God’s
work from going to the trouble of fulfilling other
mitzvot, even when theoretically possible…
However, I certainly agree that if someone does
not need to expend any extra effort in order to
fulfill both mitzvot, he should certainly do both.
“If you can be ‘good,’ do not bring yourself to be
called ‘bad’” [a Talmudic expression (Berachot
30a) that encourages doing mitzvot in a superior
fashion even if not obligatory, where no extra
effort is required].

עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה
ֵ לְ ִפיכָ ְך נִ ְר ֶאה לִ י ְדּ ָה
ָפּטוּר ִמן ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה ַאף ַעל ִפּי ֶשׁיָּ כוֹל
 כָּ ל ֶשׁהוּא... לְ ַקּיֵ ים ֶאת ְשׁ ֵתּ ֶיהן
עוֹסק בִּ ְמלַ אכְ תּוֹ ֶשׁל ָמקוֹם ֹלא
ֵ
ּתוֹרה לִ ְטר ַֹח וּלְ ַקיֵּ ים
ָ ִח ַּייבְ תּוֹ
ִמצְ וֹת ֲא ֵחרוֹת ַאף ַעל ִפּי ֶשׁ ֶא ְפ ָשׁר
מֹודינָ א וַ ַדּאי ֶשׁכָּ ל
ִ  ִוּמיהוּ...
רוֹח כְּ לָ ל ֶאלָּ א
ַ ֶשׁ ֵאינוֹ צָ ִריְך לִ ְט
כְּ ַד ְרכּוֹ בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ִראשׁוֹנָ ה יָ כוֹל
 ִדּבְ כְ ַהאי גַּ וְ ונָ א,לָ צֵ את יְ ֵדי ְשׁנֵ ֶיהם
 ִוּמ ְהיוֹת טוֹב.וַ ַדּאי יֵ צֵ א יְ ֵדי ְשׁ ֵּת ֶיהן
:).ַאל יִ ָק ֵרא ָרע (ברכות ל

10. Rema, Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 38:8

Scribes of Torah scrolls, tefillin, and mezuzot,
their wholesale and retail salesmen, and anyone
involved in sacred work are exempt from putting
on tefillin all day except during the reading of
the Shema and during prayer. Rema: And if they
must do their work (writing tefillin and mezuzot)
during the time of reading of the Shema and
Amidah, then they are exempt from reading
the Shema and Amidah and tefillin. For anyone
involved in doing a mitzvah is exempt from
another mitzvah, provided that he would have
to overexert himself to perform the other. If he
is able to do both without any special exertion,
he should do both (Hagahat Ashri quoting the
Or Zarua and the Ran in the second chapter of
Sukkah).

כּוֹתבֵ י ְתּ ִפילִ ין ְוּמזוּזוֹת ֵהם
ְ
וְ ַתגְ ֵר ֶיהם וְ ַתגְ ֵרי ַתגְ ֵר ֶיהם וְ כָ ל
עוֹס ִקים בִּ ְמלֶ אכֶ ת ָשׁ ַמיִ ם
ְ ָה
טוּרים ֵמ ַהנָּ ַחת ְתּ ִפילִ ין כָּ ל ַהיּוֹם
ִ ְפּ
זוּלַ ת בִּ ְשׁ ַעת ְק ִר ַיאת ְשׁ ַמע
 ָהגָ ה וְ ִאם ָהיוּ צְ ִריכִ ים:ְוּת ִפלָּ ה
לַ ֲעשׂוֹת ְמלַ אכְ ָתּן בִּ ְשׁ ַעת ְק ִר ַיאת
טוּרין ִמ ְקּ ִר ַיאת
ִ ְשׁ ַמע ְוּת ִפלָּ ה ָאז ְפּ
ְשׁ ַמע ְוּת ִפלָּ ה ְוּת ִפילִ ין ְדּכָ ל
עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ָפּטוּר ִמ ִמּצְ וָ ה
ֵ ָה
רוֹח ַא ַחר
ַ ַא ֶח ֶרת ִאם צָ ִריְך לִ ְט
ָה ַא ֶח ֶרת ַאבָ ל ִאם יָ כוֹל לַ ֲעשׂוֹת
טוֹרח יַ ֲע ֶשׂה
ַ ְשׁ ֵתּ ֶיהן כְּ ַא ַחת בְּ ֹלא
 ַ(הגָ ַהת ָא ְשׁ ִרי בְּ ֵשׁם אוֹר:ְשׁ ֵתּ ֶיהן
:)רוּע וְ ַר”ן ֶפּ ֶרק ַהיָּ ֵשׁן
ַ ָז

Case 3. Friday Afternoon Rush – Can you interrupt preparing for
Shabbat to replace a missing mezuzah?

Mindy and Simon own and run Keshet House, a vacation and retreat center high up
in the Adirondack Mountains. It is late Friday afternoon of their Midsummer Shabbat
Experience 2014 for Artists and Musicians. Mindy has one last thing to do: to heat up
the food and put it on the Shabbat hotplates. She gets to the kitchen at 6:00 PM. All
of the Shabbat food is locked up in the big refrigerator in the kitchen, and she realizes
that she left her key back in their room. Shabbat comes in at 6:20, leaving her twenty
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minutes. It will take her five minutes to get to their cabin and five minutes back, and
ten minutes to heat up the food and put it on the Shabbat hotplates; she has just
enough time to finish everything.
On the way back from the cabin, key in hand, something catches her eye, something
looks wrong – a mezuzah is missing from cabin 18!
In a split second, Mindy thought to herself: “Putting up that mezuzah is a mitzvah
obligation that I won’t be able to do during Shabbat, and Simon is with the kids
on the far end of the camp with the pre-Shabbat session so he can’t do it. But – on
the other hand– I will not have enough time both to put on the mezuzah and finish
preparing for Shabbat. But – on the other hand – I am just preparing for a mitzvah,
and putting up the mezuzah would be a mitzvah itself. On the other hand – how can I
leave our whole group without hot soup and cholent for Shabbat?”
Mindy is frozen in deliberation. What should she do – put up the mezuzah or heat up
the soup and cholent?
11. Rambam (Maimonides), Mishneh Torah Hilchot Shabbat 30:1

Four things (commandments) were said
concerning Shabbat, two biblical level and two
rabbinic that are explicitly spoken about in the
Prophetic works. The Torah level obligations are
“Remember” (Shemot/Exodus 20:7) and “Keep”
(Devarim/Deuteronomy 8:11) the Shabbat. The
ones mentioned in the Prophets are honoring
and enjoying the Shabbat, as it says, “You should
call Shabbat a delight, and God’s holy [day]
honored” (Yeshaya/Isaiah 58:13).

-ַא ְרּבָ ָעה ְּדבָ ִרים נֶ ֱא ְמרּו ּבַ ַּׁשּבָ ת
ּוׁשנַ יִ ם ִמ ִּדבְ ֵרי
ְ ,ּתֹורה
ָ ַׁשנַ יִ ם ּבְ
סֹופ ִרים וְ ֵהן ְמפ ָֹר ִׁשין ַעל יְ ֵדי
ְ
ּתֹורה “זָ כֹור” (שמות
ָ ַ ֶׁשּב:ַהּנְ בִ ִיאים
)יא,”ׁשמֹור” (דברים ה
ָ ְ ו,)ז,כ
 ּכָ בֹוד,וְ ֶׁשּנִ ְת ָּפ ְרׁשּו ַעל יְ ֵדי ַהּנְ בִ ִיאים
,את לַ ַּׁשּבָ ת עֹנֶ ג
ָ  ֶׁשּנֶ ֱא ַמר “וְ ָק ָר,וָ עֹונֶ ג
.)יג,לִ ְקדֹוׁש ה’ ְמכֻ ּבָ ד” (ישעיהו נח

12. Melo Haroim Bava Metzia 31

It is possible to say, as we have proven in my
book Melo Haroim in the section titled “Osek
Bemitzvah,” that even someone involved in
a rabbinic-level mitzvah is exempt from a
biblical-level mitzvah.

 כְּ מוֹ ֶשׁהוֹכַ ְחנוּ בְּ ִס ְפ ִרי ְמֹלא,לוֹמר
ַ יֵ שׁ
“עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה” ַדּ ֲא ִפלּוּ
ֵ רוֹעים ֶע ֶרְך
ִ ָה
עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ְדּ ַרבָּ נָ ן ָפּטוּר ִמ ִמּצְ וָ ה
ֵ
.אוֹריְ ָיתא
ַ ְדּ

13. Mitzpeh Eitan Sukkah 10a

Since they had begun the mitzvah by walking, they
were already involved in the mitzvah of visiting their
rav. We posit that someone who is involved in one
mitzvah is exempt from another mitzvah. This is
derived (Sukkah 25) from the verse written in the
Shema, “when you go on the way.” We explain that

כֵּ יוָ ן ֶשׁכְּ בָ ר ִה ְת ִחילוּ בָּ הּ
עוֹסק
ֵ בְּ ִהילוּכָ ם ֲהווּ לְ הוּ
כְּ בָ ר בְּ ִמצְ וַ ת ַקבָּ לַ ת ְפּנֵ י ַרבּוֹ
עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה
ֵ וְ ַקיְ ָימא לָ ן ְדּ
ָפּטוּר ִמן ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה וְ יַ לְ ִפינָ ן לָ הּ
לְ ַק ָמּן ַ(דּף כה) ִמ ִדּכְ ִתיב ּגַ בֵּ י
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only if you are going on your journey are you
obligated in Shema (or any other mitzvah), but if you
are already on a mitzvah journey (here used in the
broad sense of “activity”) you are exempt from other
mitzvot. If so, it is plausible to derive from here that
any mitzvah activity, even that of a rabbinic mitzvah,
exempts you from a Torah level obligation, for you
are not involved in personal voluntary activity, in
“lechet didach” – your travels.

ְק ִר ַיאת ְשׁ ַמע וּבְ לֶ כְ ְתָּך בַ ֶדּ ֶרְך
בְּ לֶ כֶ ת ִדּ ָידְך הוּא ִדּ ְמ ַחיַ ּיבְ ת
 וְ ִאם כֵּ ן.ָהא ְדּ ִמצְ וָ ה ְפּ ִט ַירת
ִאיכָּ א לְ ִמ ְשׁ ַמע ְדּכָ ל לֶ כֶ ת
ְדּ ִמצְ וָ ה ֲא ִפילוּ ְדּ ַרבָּ נָ ן ָפּטוּר
תּוֹרה ְדּלָ או לֶ כֶ ת
ָ ִמ ִמּצְ וָ ה ֶשׁל
.ִדּ ָידְך הוּא

SECTION II Interrupting Torah Study to Perform Other Mitzvot

Case 4a. “We Need Some Volunteers”
David is a helper: he raises his hand first when volunteers are needed; he stays until
the end of a party to help clean up; and he barely drives anywhere without offering
someone a ride.
One Tuesday evening David was in the main gathering room of the Center for Jewish
Life and Learning. He and his chavruta (study partner) were learning Parshat Shavua
(weekly Torah portion) in one corner. Sam and Kevin were deeply involved in a chess
game in another. There were another five people sitting on couches talking.
In walked the director of the center, Mr. Robbins, and said, “I need four volunteers to
move tables and set up for tonight’s event to raise funds to help pay for weddings of
orphans in Israel. Who can give me a hand? It’ll take about twenty minutes.”
Dave’s hand almost instinctively started to shoot up – then he caught himself. He
remembered that in the weekly Halachah shiur, Rabbi Isaacs mentioned that if you are
involved in one mitzvah you should not break off and do another, and he is involved in
the mitzvah of studying Torah.
Should this principle be applicable here?

Based on what we learned until now, what do you think?
14. Moed Katan 9b with Rashi’s comments

[Two rabbis were studying.] One rabbi pointed
out the following difficulty: On the one hand,
it says (Mishlei/Proverbs 3:15), “It (the Torah)
is more precious than pearls and none of your
activities are worth anything compared to it.”
[Rashi explains that this implies that you should
negate any other personal activities in favor of
being involved in Torah study.] However, “sacred
activities” are of equal level to Torah study.

 כְּ ִתיב:ָה ָדר יַ ְתבֵ י וְ ָקא ִמבָּ ֵעי לְ הוּ
טו) “יְ ָק ָרה ִהיא ִמ ְפּנִ ינִ ים:(משלי ג
:וְ כָ ל ֲח ָפצֶ יָך ֹלא יִ ְשׁווּ בָ הּ” ַ(ר ִשׁ”י
ֶשׁ ְתּבַ ֵטּל כָּ ל ֲח ָפצֶ יָך בִּ ְשׁבִ יל
תּוֹרה) ָהא ֶח ְפצֵ י
ָ ֶַשׁ ַתּ ֲעסוֹק בּ
,לוֹמר
ַ ְָשׁ ַמיִ ם יִ ְשׁווּ בָ הּ ַ(ר ִשׁ”י כּ
ֶשׁ ִאם יֵ שׁ לְ ָך לַ ֲעסוֹק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה
 וַ ֲעסוֹק,תּוֹרה
ָ ְתּבַ ֵטּל ַתּלְ מוּד
יא) “ּכָ ל:בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה) וּכְ ִתיב (משלי ח
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[Rashi explains that this means to say that if you
have to be involved in some other mitzvah you
should interrupt your Torah study and perform
the other mitzvah.] On the other hand, it says,
(Mishlei 8:11) “No activities are equal to it.” This
implies that even sacred activities are not equal
to Torah study. [Rashi explains that this means
you should let the mitzvah go undone and stay
involved in Torah study.] The resolution is that
one source (Mishlei 8:11) refers to a mitzvah that
can be done by others, whereas the other (Mishlei
3:15) refers to a mitzvah that cannot be done by
others – in which case it takes precedence over
Torah study.
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ֲח ָפצִ ים ֹלא יִ ְשׁווּ בָ הּ” ַדּ ֲא ִפילוּ
 ִדּ ְמבַ ֵטּל:ֶח ְפצֵ י ָשׁ ַמיִ ם ֹלא ַ(ר ִשׁ”י
)תּוֹרה
ָ עוֹסק בְּ ַתלְ מוּד
ֵ ְִמצְ וָ ה ו
 כַּ אן בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ֶשׁ ֶא ְפ ָשׁר- יִ ְשׁווּ בָ הּ
 כַּ אן,שׂוֹתהּ ַעל יְ ֵדי ֲא ֵח ִרים
ָ לַ ֲע
שׂוֹתהּ ַעל
ָ בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה ֶשׁ ִאי ֶא ְפ ָשׁר לַ ֲע
.יְ ֵדי ֲא ֵח ִרים

Case 4b. “David, We Need Your Expertise”
However, Mr. Robbins later comes into the room and says, “David, if I remember
correctly, you are the only one here who really knows how to properly hook up the
projector to the laptop. Can you help me out now?”
If David is still learning, then what should he do?
15. Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deiah

Torah study weighs against all the mitzvot. If
someone is faced by a conflict between doing
another mitzvah and studying Torah – if the
mitzvah can be done by others he should not leave
his learning, but if not, he should do the mitzvah
and then return to his learning.

תּוֹרה ָשׁקוּל כְּ נֶ גֶ ד כָּ ל
ָ ַתּלְ מוּד
 ָהיָ ה לְ ָפנָ יו ֲע ִשֹיַּ ית.ַה ִמּצְ וֹת
תּוֹרה ִאם ֶא ְפ ָשׁר
ָ ִמצְ וָ ה וְ ַתלְ מוּד
לַ ִמּצְ וָ ה לְ ֵה ָעשׂוֹת ַעל יְ ֵדי ֲא ֵח ִרים
 וְ ִאם לַ או,ֹלא יַ ְפ ִסיק ַתּלְ מוּדוֹ
.תוֹרתוֹ
ָ ְיַ ֲע ֶשׂה ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה וְ יַ ֲחזוֹר ל

16. Mishnah Peiah 1:1

These are things that have no set amount: pei’ah
(leaving off a portion of a field unharvested for the
poor), bikurim (first fruits, brought to the Temple in
Jerusalem), reiayon (a sacrifice brought when making
a pilgrimage to the Temple in Jerusalem), gemilut
chasadim (doing kindness to another), and talmud
Torah (Torah study). These are things that you eat
the “fruit” of – their profits – in this world, but the
principle reward remains for the World to Come:
honoring parents, doing kindness, bringing about
peaceful relations between friends – but Torah study
weighs against all of them.

ֵאּלּו ְּדבָ ִרים ֶׁש ֵאין לָ ֶהם
,ּכּורים
ִ ִ וְ ַהּב, ַה ֵּפ ָאה.ִׁשעּור
, ּוגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים,וְ ָה ֵר ָאיֹון
 ֵאּלּו ְּדבָ ִרים.ּתֹורה
ָ וְ ַתלְ מּוד
רֹות ֶיהן
ֵ ֶׁש ָא ָדם אֹוכֵ ל ֵּפ
ּבָ עֹולָ ם ַהּזֶ ה וְ ַה ֶּק ֶרן ַקּיֶ ֶמת לֹו
, ּכִ ּבּוד ָאב וָ ֵאם.לָ עֹולָ ם ַהּבָ א
 וַ ֲהבָ ַאת,ּוגְ ִמילּות ֲח ָס ִדים
ָׁשלֹום ּבֵ ין ָא ָדם לַ ֲחבֵ רֹו
:ּתֹורה ּכְ נֶ גֶ ד ּכֻ ּלָ ם
ָ וְ ַתלְ מּוד
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Here are three approaches to resolve this problem:
A. The Raavad’s (Rabbi Avraham son of David, 1125-1198) and Meiri‘s
(Rabbi Menachem Meiri, 1249 – 1306) Approach.
17. Meiri Moed Katan 9b

Even though someone involved in one mitzvah is
exempt from another, this principle was not said
concerning Torah study. This is because the main
point of Torah study is knowing how to fulfill
the other mitzvot. Therefore, we interrupt Torah
study to do any other mitzvah that cannot be
done by others. This is the approach of the great
commentators [the Raavad].

עוֹסק בְּ ִמצְ וָ ה
ֵ וְ ַאף ַעל ִפּי ֶשׁ ָה
 ֹלא נֶ ֱא ַמר כֵּ ן,ָפּטוּר ִמן ַה ִמּצְ וָ ה
הוֹאיל וְ ִע ָקּ ָרהּ
ִ .תּוֹרה
ָ ּבְ ַתלְ מּוד
,לִ ִיד ַיעת ִקיּוּם ְשׁ ָאר ִמצְ וֹת
אוֹתהּ ּבִ ְׁשבִ יל כָּ ל ִמצְ וָ ה
ָ ְמבַ ְטּלִ ין
ֶשׁ ִאי ֶא ְפ ַשׁר לְ ַקּיְ ָימהּ ַעל יְ ֵדי
 כָּ ְך ִהיא ִשׁ ַטת ּגְ דוֹלֵ י.ֲא ֵח ִרים
.ַה ְּמ ָפ ְר ִשׁים

18. Yerushalmi Berachot 1:2

Rabbi Yochanan said, “One who learns without
intending to practice – it would have been
better had his placenta turned over upon his
face, and had he not come into the world.”

“הלָּ ֵמד ֶשֹּׁלא
ַ ,יֹוחנָ ן
ָ וְ ָא ַמר ַרבִּ י
נוֹח לוֹ ִאילוּ נֶ ֶה ְפכָ ה
ַ לַ ֲעשׂוֹת
”.ִשׁילְ יָ יתוֹ ַעל ָפּנָ יו וְ ֹלא יָ צָ א לָ עוֹלָ ם

19. Kiddushin 40b

Rabbi Tarfon and the elders were having a festive
meal on the second floor of the Natzah house in
Lod. The following question was asked of them:
Is learning Torah greater or is action –
performing the mitzvot – greater? Rabbi Tarfon
declared, “Action is greater.” Rabbi Akiva
declared. “Learning is greater.” All of them
declared and said, “Learning is greater for it
brings one to action.”

ּוכְ בָ ר ָהיָ ה ַרּבִ י ַט ְרפֹון ּוזְ ֵקנִ ים
ְמסּוּבִ ין ּבַ ֲעלִ יַ ת ּבֵ ית נַ ְתזָ ה ּבְ לֹוד
וְ נִ ְׁש ֲאלָ ה ְׁש ֵאילָ ה זֹו ּבִ ְפנֵ ֶיהם
?ַּתלְ מּוד ּגָ דֹול אֹו ַמ ֲע ֶׂשה ּגָ דֹול
“מ ֲע ֶׂשה
ַ ,נַ ֲענָ ה ַרּבִ י ַט ְרפֹון וְ ָא ַמר
” נַ ֲענָ ה ַרּבִ י ֲע ִקיבָ א וְ ָא ַמר.ּגָ דֹול
,” נַ ֲענּו ּכּולָ ם וְ ָא ְמרּו.“ּתלְ מּוד ּגָ דֹול
ַ
“ּתלְ מּוד ּגָ דֹול ֶׁש ַה ַּתלְ מּוד ֵמבִ יא
ַ
”.לִ ֵידי ַמ ֲע ֶׂשה

B. The Vilna Gaon’s Approach (Rabbi Elijah ben Shlomo Zalman
Kremer, 1720 - 1797)

20. Shenot Eliahu Mishnah Peiah 1:1

The principle is that we do not interrupt Torah
study, even for a mitzvah – if it can be done by
others. This stands to reason, because every word
of Torah is itself a great mitzvah, and is equal to
all other mitzvot. If so, when one, for instance,
learns one page of Torah he fulfills several

וְ ַהּכְ לָ ל ּבָ זֶ ה ֶׁש ֵאין ְמבַ ְּטלִ ין ַתּלְ מוּד
תּוֹרה ֲא ִפילוּ לְ ִמצְ וָ ה ִאם יְ כוֹלָ ה
ָ
 וְ ַה ֵשּׂכֶ ל.לְ ֵה ָעשׂוֹת ַעל יְ ֵדי ֲא ֵח ִרים
 ִמ ְפּנֵ י ֶשׁכָּ ל ֵתּיבָ ה,ְמ ַחיֵּ ב בָּ זֶ ה
וְ ֵתיבָ ה ּבִ ְפנֵ י ַעצְ ָמהּ ִהיא ִמצְ וָ ה
.ּגְ דוֹלָ ה וְ ִהיא ְשׁקוּלָ ה כְּ נֶ גֶ ד כּוּלָ ם
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hundred mitzvot. And if that is the case, it is
certainly better to fulfill several hundred mitzvot
rather than one mitzvah.
A person may only interrupt Torah study for
performing a mitzvah if it cannot be done by
someone else. Therefore, the Tanna teaching this
Mishnah (Source 16) says that Torah study has
no minimal limit, as we mentioned above. This is
also the case if you have to eat, for that is also a
mitzvah. If this were not true, you would not have
the free time to do any mitzvah or even to eat, for
it is written, “You should learn Torah [vehagita –
contemplate Torah] day and night” (Yehoshua/
Joshua 1:8). Therefore, the Mishnah teaches us
that sometimes a person fulfills his obligation of
Torah study even with a single word.
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לּוֹמד לְ ָמ ָשׁל ַדּף ֶא ָחד
ֵ  כְּ ֶשׁ,ִאם כֵּ ן
 וְ ִאם.ְמ ַקיֵּ ים כַּ ָמּה ֵמאוֹת ִמצְ וֹת
יוֹתר טוֹב לְ ַקּיֵ ים ֵמ ָאה
ֵ  בְּ וַ ַדּאי,כֵּ ן
.ִמצְ וֹת ִמ ִמּצְ וָ ה ַא ַחת
ַרק כְּ ֶש ִאי ֶא ְפ ָשׁר לְ ַקּיֵ ים ַעל יְ ֵדי
ַא ֵחר ֲאזַ י ַר ַשּׁאי לִ בָּ ֵטל וְ לָ זֶ ה
תּוֹרה
ָ שׁוֹנֶ ה ַה ַתּנָּ א ָהא ְדּ ַתלְ מוּד
ֵאין לָ הּ ִשׁיעוּר לְ ַמ ָטה לְ הוֹרוֹת
 אוֹ כְּ ֶשׁצָּ ִריְך לֶ ֱאכוֹל.כַּ נִּ זְ כַּ ר לְ ֵעיל
 וְ לוּלֵ י זֹאת ֹלא.ֶשׁהוּא ּגַ ם כֵּ ן ִמצְ וָ ה
ָהיָ ה לָ נוּ ְפּנַ אי לַ ֲעשׂוֹת ֵאיזֶ ה ִמצְ וָ ה
יוֹמם
ָ אוֹ לֶ ֱאכוֹל ִדּכְ ִתיב וְ ָהגִ ָית בּוֹ
 לְ כָ ְך ַמ ְשׁ ִמ ֵיענוּ ְדּלִ ְפ ָע ִמים.וָ לַ יְ לָ ה
.ַאף בְּ ֵתבָ ה ַא ַחת יוֹצֵ א

C. The Steipler’s Approach (Rabbi Yaakov Yisrael Kanievsky, 1899-1985)
21. Kehilot Yaakov, Berachot 15

Since the Torah did not set a specific amount of
time for the mitzvah of Torah study, therefore the
time each person is obligated to study is according
to his ability. During the time when one is unable
to learn, he is not classified as someone “be’ohness”
– exempt from the mitzvah because of extenuating
circumstances. Rather, his obligation to study is
defined by how much time he is able to.

תּוֹרה כֵּ יוָ ן
ָ וְ כֵ ן ִמצְ וַ ת ַתּלְ מוּד
,תּוֹרה ִשׁיעוּר
ָ ֶשֹּׁלא נָ ְתנָ ה בּוֹ
ִמ ֵמּילָ א ַה ִחיּוּב הוּא
 וְ ַעל זְ ַמן ֶשׁהוּא.כְּ ִפי יְ כָ לְ תּוֹ
ָאנוּס ִמלִּ לְ מֹד ֵאין זֶ ה בְּ גֶ ֶדר
 ֶאלָּ א זֶ הוּ,ְמבַ ֵטּל ִמצְ וָ ה בְּ אוֹנֶ ס
ּגְ בוּל ִחיּוּבוֹ ֶשׁהוּא ַעד כַּ ָמה
.ֶשׁ ֶא ְפ ָשׁר לוֹ

22. Kehilot Yaakov Berachot 15

We can now understand why the tractate Moed
Katan (Source 14) explains that Torah study is only
pushed aside by a mitzvah that cannot be fulfilled
by others. For when it can be done by others, he
is not classified as “exempt [from learning Torah]
due to extenuating circumstances” [and he must
go on learning], for the other mitzvah will not go
undone. All that will happen is that this particular
individual [who is in the middle of learning] will
miss out on fulfilling that other mitzvah. But, to
the contrary, learning Torah is a better option, for
the value of Torah study is equated to all the other
mitzvot combined.

מוֹעד
ֵ ְבֹואר בּ
ָ וּבָ זֶ ה יוּבָ ן ָהא ִדּ ְמ
תּוֹרה נִ ְד ֶחה
ָ ָק ָטן ְדּ ֵאין ַתּלְ מוּד
ֶאלָּ א לְ ִמצְ וָ ה ֶשׁ ִאי ֶא ְפ ָשׁר
.לֵ ָעשֹוֹת ַעל יְ ֵדי ֲא ֵח ִרים
ִדּכְ ְשׁ ֶא ְפ ָשר לֵ ָעשֹוֹת ַעל יְ ֵדי
ֲא ֵח ִרים כְּ בָ ר ֵאינוֹ ָאנוּס לְ בַ ֵּטל
תּוֹרה כֵּ יוָ ן ְדּלֵ יכָּ א בִּ טּוּל
ָ ַתּלְ מוּד
ִמצְ וָ ה ַרק ֶשׁיְּ ֵהא לְ ָא ָדם זֶ ה
תּוֹרה ֶה ְפ ֵסד
ָ עוֹסק בְּ ַתלְ מוּד
ֵ ָה
ֶשׁל ִקיּוּם ִמצְ וָ ה בָּ זֶ ה ַא ְמ ִרינָ ן
ְדּ ַא ְד ַרבָּ א ִקיּוּם ִמצְ וָ ה ְדּ ַתלְ מוּד
תּוֹרה
ָ  ְדּ ַתלְ מוּד,תּוֹרה ָע ִדיף
ָ
.כְּ נֶ גֶ ד כּוּלָ ם
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ADDITIONAL “Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah,” by Hagaon Rabbi Asher Weiss, in Minchas
Asher Devarim pp. 68-72.
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English Article
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