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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: 

•	 If I am doing one good deed – a mitzvah – and another opportunity or obligation 
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?

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

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

KEY  
QUESTIONS

CLASS 
OUTLINE

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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 This is how Sukkah 25a looks in the classic editions of the Talmud. 
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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 Big-
Sister 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.” 

ַּתְנָיא: ָאַמר ַרִּבי ֲחַנְנָיא ֶּבן ֲעַקְבָיא, 
 “ּכֹוְתֵבי ְסָפִרים ְּתִפיִלין ּוְמזּוזֹות
 ֵהן ְוַתְגֵריֶהן ְוַתְגֵרי ַּתְגֵריֶהן ְוָכל 

ָהעֹוְסִקין ִּבְמֶלאֶכת ָׁשַמִים - 
ַלֲאתּוֵיי מֹוְכֵרי ְּתֵכֶלת - ְּפטּוִרין 

ִמְּקִריַאת ְׁשַמע ּוִמן ַהְּתִפָּלה ּוִמן 
ַהְּתִפִּלין ּוִמָּכל ִמְצֹות ָהֲאמּורֹות 
ַּבּתֹוָרה,” ְלַקֵּיים ִּדְבֵרי ַרִּבי יֹוִסי 
 ַהְּגִליִלי ֶׁשָהָיה ַרִּבי יֹוִסי ַהְּגִליִלי 
 אֹוֵמר, “ָהעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה ָּפטּור 

ִמן ַהִּמְצָוה.”

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 

משנה ְׁשלּוֵחי ִמְצָוה ְּפטּוִרין 
ִמן ַהֻּסָּכה. חֹוִלין ּוְמַׁשְּמֵׁשיֶהן 

ְּפטּוִרין ִמן ַהֻּסָּכה .... 

גמרא ְמָּנא ַהֵּני ִמיֵלי? ְּדָּתנּו 
ַרָּבָנן ‘ְּבִׁשְבְּתָך ְּבֵביֶתָך’ ְּפָרט

SECTION I
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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. 

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.”

ְלעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה ּוְבֶלְכְּתָך ַבֶּדֶרְך 
ְּפָרט ְלָחָתן ... ַמאי ַמְׁשַמע? 

ָאַמר ַרב הּוָנא: ְּכֶדֶרְך ַמה ֶּדֶרְך 
ְרׁשּות ַאף ָּכל ְרׁשּות ַלֲאפּוֵקי 

ַהאי ִּדְבִמְצָוה ָעסּוק ... 

ְוָהעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה ָּפטּור ִמן 
ַהִּמְצָוה ֵמָהָכא ַנְפָקא? ֵמָהָתם 

ִהי ֲאָנִׁשים  ַנְפָקא! ְּדַתְנָיא: ‘ַויְְ
ֲאֶׁשר ָהיּו ְטֵמִאים ְלֶנֶפׁש ָאָדם 

 וגו’ אֹוָתם ֲאָנִׁשים ִמי ָהיּו? 
נֹוְשֵֹאי ֲארֹונֹו ֶׁשל יֹוֵסף ָהיּו, 

ִּדְבֵרי ַרִּבי יֹוִסי ַהְּגִליִלי  ... 

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?! 

 ְוֵכיָון ְּדֹלא ִמיְפַטר ֶאָּלא ְּבעֹודֹו 
עֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה זֹו ָלָמה ֵליּה ְקָרא 

ְּפִׁשיָטא ָלָמה ָיִניַח ִמְצָוה זֹו ִמְּפֵני 
ִמְצָוה ַאֶחֶרת?

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

ְוֵיׁש לֹוַמר ְּדָהא ָקא ַמְׁשַמע ָלן 
 ַּדֲאִפּלּו ָּבִעי ְלָהִּניַח ִמְצָוה 

 זֹו ַלֲעׂשֹות ִמְצָוה ַאֶחֶרת ְּגדֹוָלה 
ֵהיֶמָּנה ֵאין ָהְרׁשּות ְּבָידֹו. ַסְלָקא 

ַּדְעָּתְך ֲאִמיָנא ִאיְפטּוֵרי הּוא 
ְּדִמיְפַטר ִמיָנּה, ַאָבל ִאי ָּבִעי 
ְלִמְׁשַּבק ָהא ּוְלֶמְעַּבד ִאיָדְך 
ָהְרׁשּות ְּבָידֹו. ָקא ַמְׁשַמע ָלן
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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.

ְּדֵכיָון ְּדָפטּור ִמן ָהַאֲחרֹון ַהֵרי 
ִהיא ֶאְצלֹו ַעְכָׁשיו ְּכָדָבר ֶׁשל 
ְרׁשּות, ְוָאסּור ְלָהִּניַח ִמְצָותֹו 
ִמְּפֵני ָּדָבר ֶׁשִהיא ֶׁשל ְרׁשּות.

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.

ְׁשלּוֵחי ִמְצָוה ְּפטּוִרין ִמן ַהֻּסָּכה. 
חֹוִלין ּוְמַׁשְּמֵׁשיֶהן ְּפטּוִרין ִמן 

ַהֻּסָּכה.

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

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

ְּפטּוִרין ִמן ַהֻּסָּכה - ַוֲאִפילּו 
ִּבְׁשַעת ֲחָנָייָתן:

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?

ְוֵתיָמה ִאם ְיכֹוִלין ְלַקֵּיים ְׁשֵניֶהם 
 ַאַמאי ְּפטּוִרין ְּדָאטּו ָאָדם ֶׁשֵּיׁש 

לֹו ִציִצית ְּבִבְגּדֹו ּוְתִפיִלין ְּבֹראׁשֹו ִמי 
ִמיְפַטר ְּבָכְך ִמְּׁשָאר ִמְצֹות?

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].

ְוָצִריְך לֹוַמר ְּדָהָכא ַנִּמי ַאְייֵרי ְּבִכי 
ַהאי ַּגְווָנא ְּדִאי ִמיְטְרֵדי ְּבִקּיּום 

ִמְצַות סּוָּכה ֲהוּו ִמְבְטֵלי ִמִּמְצֹות:
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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].

ְלִפיָכְך ִנְרֶאה ִלי ְּדָהעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה 
 ָּפטּור ִמן ַהִּמְצָוה ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשָּיכֹול 

ְלַקֵּיים ֶאת ְׁשֵּתיֶהן ... ָּכל ֶׁשהּוא 
עֹוֵסק ִּבְמַלאְכּתֹו ֶׁשל ָמקֹום ֹלא 

יְבּתֹו ּתֹוָרה ִלְטֹרַח ּוְלַקֵּיים   ִחּיַַ
ִמְצֹות ֲאֵחרֹות ַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשֶאְפָׁשר 

 ... ּוִמיהּו מֹוִדיָנא ַוַּדאי ֶׁשָּכל 
ֶׁשֵאינֹו ָצִריְך ִלְטרֹוַח ְּכָלל ֶאָּלא 

ְּכַדְרּכֹו ְּבִמְצָוה ִראׁשֹוָנה ָיכֹול 
ָלֵצאת ְיֵדי ְׁשֵניֶהם, ִּדְבְכַהאי ַּגְווָנא 

ַוַּדאי ֵיֵצא ְיֵדי ְׁשֵּתיֶהן. ּוִמְהיֹות טֹוב 
ַאל ִיָקֵרא ָ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).

ּכֹוְתֵבי ְּתִפיִלין ּוְמזּוזֹות ֵהם 
 ְוַתְגֵריֶהם ְוַתְגֵרי ַתְגֵריֶהם ְוָכל 

 ָהעֹוְסִקים ִּבְמֶלאֶכת ָׁשַמִים 
 ְּפטּוִרים ֵמַהָּנַחת ְּתִפיִלין ָּכל ַהּיֹום 

 זּוַלת ִּבְׁשַעת ְקִריַאת ְׁשַמע 
ּוְתִפָּלה: ָהָגה ְוִאם ָהיּו ְצִריִכים 

ַלֲעׂשֹות ְמַלאְכָּתן ִּבְׁשַעת ְקִריַאת 
ְׁשַמע ּוְתִפָּלה ָאז ְּפטּוִרין ִמְּקִריַאת 

 ְׁשַמע ּוְתִפָּלה ּוְתִפיִלין ְּדָכל 
ָהעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה ָּפטּור ִמִּמְצָוה 
ַאֶחֶרת ִאם ָצִריְך ִלְטרֹוַח ַאַחר 

ָהַאֶחֶרת ַאָבל ִאם ָיכֹול ַלֲעׂשֹות 
ְׁשֵּתיֶהן ְּכַאַחת ְּבֹלא טֹוַרח ַיֲעֶׂשה 
ְׁשֵּתיֶהן: )ַהָגַהת ָאְׁשִרי ְּבֵׁשם אֹור 

ָזרּוַע ְוַר”ן ֶּפֶרק ַהָּיֵׁשן(:

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 



7Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah 

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).

ַאְרָּבָעה ְּדָבִרים ֶנֱאְמרּו ַּבַּׁשָּבת-
-ְׁשַנִים ַּבּתֹוָרה, ּוְׁשַנִים ִמִּדְבֵרי 

סֹוְפִרים ְוֵהן ְמֹפָרִׁשין ַעל ְיֵדי 
ַהְּנִביִאים:  ֶׁשַּבּתֹוָרה “ָזכֹור” )שמות 

כ,ז(, ְו”ָׁשמֹור” )דברים ה,יא( 
ְוֶׁשִּנְתָּפְרׁשּו ַעל ְיֵדי ַהְּנִביִאים, ָּכבֹוד 

ָועֹוֶנג, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר “ְוָקָראָת ַלַּׁשָּבת ֹעֶנג, 
ִלְקדֹוׁש ה’ ְמֻכָּבד” )ישעיהו נח,יג(.

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.

ֵיׁש לֹוַמר, ְּכמֹו ֶׁשהֹוַכְחנּו ְּבִסְפִרי ְמֹלא 
ָהרֹוִעים ֶעֶרְך “עֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה” ַּדֲאִפּלּו 

 עֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה ְּדַרָּבָנן ָּפטּור ִמִּמְצָוה 
ְּדאֹוַרְייָתא.

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

 ֵּכיָון ֶׁשְּכָבר ִהְתִחילּו ָּבּה 
ְּבִהילּוָכם ֲהוּו ְלהּו עֹוֵסק 

ְּכָבר ְּבִמְצַות ַקָּבַלת ְּפֵני ַרּבֹו 
ְוַקְייָמא ָלן ְּדעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה 

ָּפטּור ִמן ַהִּמְצָוה ְוַיְלִפיָנן ָלּה 
ְלַקָּמן )ַּדף כה( ִמִּדְכִתיב ַּגֵּבי
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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.

ְקִריַאת ְׁשַמע ּוְבֶלְכְּתָך ַבֶּדֶרְך 
ְּבֶלֶכת ִּדיָדְך הּוא ִּדְמַחַיּיְבת 
ָהא ְּדִמְצָוה ְּפִטיַרת. ְוִאם ֵּכן 

ִאיָּכא ְלִמְׁשַמע ְּדָכל ֶלֶכת 
ְּדִמְצָוה ֲאִפילּו ְּדַרָּבָנן ָּפטּור 

ִמִּמְצָוה ֶׁשל ּתֹוָרה ְּדָלאו ֶלֶכת 
ִּדיָדְך הּוא.

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.

ָהָדר ַיְתֵבי ְוָקא ִמָּבֵעי ְלהּו: ְּכִתיב 
)משלי ג:טו( “ְיָקָרה ִהיא ִמְּפִניִנים 
ְוָכל ֲחָפֶציָך ֹלא ִיְׁשוּו ָבּה” )ַרִׁש”י: 

ֶׁשְּתַבֵּטל ָּכל ֲחָפֶציָך ִּבְׁשִביל 
ֶׁשַּתֲעסֹוק ַּבּתֹוָרה( ָהא ֶחְפֵצי 

 ָׁשַמִים ִיְׁשוּו ָבּה )ַרִׁש”י ְּכלֹוַמר,
ֶׁשִאם ֵיׁש ְלָך ַלֲעסֹוק ְּבִמְצָוה 
ְּתַבֵּטל ַּתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה, ַוֲעסֹוק 

ְּבִמְצָוה( ּוְכִתיב )משלי ח:יא( “ָּכל

SECTION II 
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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.

 ֲחָפִצים ֹלא ִיְׁשוּו ָבּה” ַּדֲאִפילּו
ֶחְפֵצי ָׁשַמִים ֹלא )ַרִׁש”י: ִּדְמַבֵּטל 

ִמְצָוה ְועֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה( 
ִיְׁשוּו ָבּה - ַּכאן ְּבִמְצָוה ֶׁשֶאְפָׁשר 

ַלֲעׂשֹוָתּה ַעל ְיֵדי ֲאֵחִרים, ַּכאן 
ְּבִמְצָוה ֶׁשִאי ֶאְפָׁשר ַלֲעׂשֹוָתּה ַעל 

ְיֵדי ֲאֵחִרים.

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.

ַּתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ָׁשקּול ְּכֶנֶגד ָּכל 
ַהִּמְצֹות. ָהָיה ְלָפָניו ֲעִשַֹּיית 

ִמְצָוה ְוַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ִאם ֶאְפָׁשר 
ַלִּמְצָוה ְלֵהָעׂשֹות ַעל ְיֵדי ֲאֵחִרים 

ֹלא ַיְפִסיק ַּתְלמּודֹו, ְוִאם ַלאו 
ַיֲעֶׂשה ַהִּמְצָוה ְוַיֲחזֹור ְלתֹוָרתֹו.

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 ְּדָבִרים ֶׁשֵאין ָלֶהם 
ִׁשעּור. ַהֵּפָאה, ְוַהִּבּכּוִרים, 

ְוָהֵרָאיֹון, ּוְגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים, 
ְוַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה. ֵאּלּו ְּדָבִרים 

ֶׁשָאָדם אֹוֵכל ֵּפרֹוֵתיֶהן 
ָּבעֹוָלם ַהֶּזה ְוַהֶּקֶרן ַקֶּיֶמת לֹו 
ָלעֹוָלם ַהָּבא. ִּכּבּוד ָאב ָוֵאם, 

ּוְגִמילּות ֲחָסִדים, ַוֲהָבַאת 
ָׁשלֹום ֵּבין ָאָדם ַלֲחֵברֹו 

ְוַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ְּכֶנֶגד ֻּכָּלם:
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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].

ְוַאף ַעל ִּפי ֶׁשָהעֹוֵסק ְּבִמְצָוה 
ָּפטּור ִמן ַהִּמְצָוה, ֹלא ֶנֱאַמר ֵּכן 
ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה. הֹוִאיל ְוִעָּקָרּה 

ִליִדיַעת ִקּיּום ְׁשָאר ִמְצֹות, 
ְמַבְּטִלין אֹוָתּה ִּבְׁשִביל ָּכל ִמְצָוה 

ֶׁשִאי ֶאְפַׁשר ְלַקְּייָמּה ַעל ְיֵדי 
ֲאֵחִרים. ָּכְך ִהיא ִׁשַטת ְּגדֹוֵלי 

ַהְּמָפְרִׁשים.

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.”

ְוָאַמר ַרִּבי יֹוָחָנן, “ַהָּלֵמד ֶׁשֹּלא 
 ַלֲעׂשֹות נֹוַח לֹו ִאילּו ֶנֶהְפָכה 

ִׁשיְלָייתֹו ַעל ָּפָניו ְוֹלא ָיָצא ָלעֹוָלם.”

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.”

ּוְכָבר ָהָיה ַרִּבי ַטְרפֹון ּוְזֵקִנים 
ְמסּוִּבין ַּבֲעִלַית ֵּבית ַנְתָזה ְּבלֹוד 

ְוִנְׁשֲאָלה ְׁשֵאיָלה זֹו ִּבְפֵניֶהם 
ַּתְלמּוד ָּגדֹול אֹו ַמֲעֶׂשה ָּגדֹול? 

ַנֲעָנה ַרִּבי ַטְרפֹון ְוָאַמר, “ַמֲעֶׂשה 
ָּגדֹול.” ַנֲעָנה ַרִּבי ֲעִקיָבא ְוָאַמר 

“ַּתְלמּוד ָּגדֹול.” ַנֲענּו ּכּוָלם ְוָאְמרּו, 
“ַּתְלמּוד ָּגדֹול ֶׁשַהַּתְלמּוד ֵמִביא 

ִליֵדי ַמֲעֶׂשה.”

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

 ְוַהְּכָלל ָּבֶזה ֶׁשֵאין ְמַבְּטִלין ַּתְלמּוד 
ּתֹוָרה ֲאִפילּו ְלִמְצָוה ִאם ְיכֹוָלה 

ְלֵהָעׂשֹות ַעל ְיֵדי ֲאֵחִרים. ְוַהֵּׂשֶכל 
ְמַחֵּיב ָּבֶזה, ִמְּפֵני ֶׁשָּכל ֵּתיָבה 

 ְוֵתיָבה ִּבְפֵני ַעְצָמּה ִהיא ִמְצָוה 
ְּגדֹוָלה ְוִהיא ְׁשקּוָלה ְּכֶנֶגד ּכּוָלם. 
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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.

ִאם ֵּכן, ְּכֶׁשּלֹוֵמד ְלָמָׁשל ַּדף ֶאָחד 
ְמַקֵּיים ַּכָּמה ֵמאֹות ִמְצֹות. ְוִאם 

ֵּכן, ְּבַוַּדאי יֹוֵתר טֹוב ְלַקֵּיים ֵמָאה 
ִמְצֹות ִמִּמְצָוה ַאַחת. 

ַרק ְּכֶשִאי ֶאְפָׁשר ְלַקֵּיים ַעל ְיֵדי 
 ַאֵחר ֲאַזי ַרַּׁשאי ִלָּבֵטל ְוָלֶזה 

ׁשֹוֶנה ַהַּתָּנא ָהא ְּדַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה 
ֵאין ָלּה ִׁשיעּור ְלַמָטה ְלהֹורֹות 

ַּכִּנְזַּכר ְלֵעיל. אֹו ְּכֶׁשָּצִריְך ֶלֱאכֹול 
ֶׁשהּוא ַּגם ֵּכן ִמְצָוה. ְולּוֵלי ֹזאת ֹלא 
ָהָיה ָלנּו ְּפַנאי ַלֲעׂשֹות ֵאיֶזה ִמְצָוה 
אֹו ֶלֱאכֹול ִּדְכִתיב ְוָהִגיָת ּבֹו יֹוָמם 
ָוַלְיָלה. ְלָכְך ַמְׁשִמיֵענּו ְּדִלְפָעִמים 

ַאף ְּבֵתָבה ַאַחת יֹוֵצא.

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.

ְוֵכן ִמְצַות ַּתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ֵּכיָון 
ֶׁשֹּלא ָנְתָנה ּבֹו ּתֹוָרה ִׁשיעּור, 

 ִמֵּמיָלא ַהִחּיּוב הּוא 
ְּכִפי ְיָכְלּתֹו. ְוַעל ְזַמן ֶׁשהּוא 
ָאנּוס ִמִּלְלֹמד ֵאין ֶזה ְּבֶגֶדר 

 ְמַבֵּטל ִמְצָוה ְּבאֹוֶנס, ֶאָּלא ֶזהּו 
ְּגבּול ִחּיּובֹו ֶׁשהּוא ַעד ַּכָמה 

ֶׁשֶאְפָׁשר לֹו.

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.

 ּוָבֶזה יּוָבן ָהא ִּדְמבֹוָאר ְּבמֹוֵעד 
ָקָטן ְּדֵאין ַּתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ִנְדֶחה 

ֶאָּלא ְלִמְצָוה ֶׁשִאי ֶאְפָׁשר 
ֵלָעֹשֹות ַעל ְיֵדי ֲאֵחִרים. 

ִּדְכְׁשֶאְפָשר ֵלָעֹשֹות ַעל ְיֵדי 
ֲאֵחִרים ְּכָבר ֵאינֹו ָאנּוס ְלַבֵּטל 

 ַּתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ֵּכיָון ְּדֵליָּכא ִּבּטּול 
 ִמְצָוה ַרק ֶׁשְּיֵהא ְלָאָדם ֶזה 

ָהעֹוֵסק ְּבַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ֶהְפֵסד 
ֶׁשל ִקּיּום ִמְצָוה ָּבֶזה ַאְמִריָנן 

 ְּדַאְדַרָּבא ִקּיּום ִמְצָוה ְּדַתְלמּוד 
ּתֹוָרה ָעִדיף, ְּדַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה 

ְּכֶנֶגד ּכּוָלם.



12Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah 

Hebrew Article

“Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah,” by Hagaon Rabbi Asher Weiss, in Minchas 
Asher Devarim pp. 68-72.

Hebrew Source Material

“Osek Bemitzvah Patur Min Hamitzvah,” a shiur summary and source material 
prepared by Olamot, available online at:  
http://olamot.net/shiur/%D7%A2%D7%95%D7%A1%D7%A7-
%D7%91%D7%9E%D7%A6%D7%95%D7%94

English Audio Shiurim

“Osek Bemitzvah,” by Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky, available online at: 
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/736901/Rabbi_Zvi_Sobolofsky/Shas_
Topics-_Oseik_BiMitzvah

“Osek Bemitzvah,” by Rabbi Daniel Feldman, available online at: 
http://www.yutorah.org/lectures/lecture.cfm/727702/Rabbi_Daniel_Z_Feldman/
Oseik_Bimitzvah_Patur_Min_Hamitzvah

English Article

“If You Are in the Middle of a Mitzvah,” Chapter II of Rabbi Binyamin Blech’s, 
Understanding Judaism: The Basics of Deed and Creed, pp. 14-18.

RECOM-
MENDED 
ADDITIONAL 
READING


