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Tech Revolutions and Rabbinic Responses: From Gutenberg to Edison
Class #2: The Wonders of Electricity

Rabbanit Sara Wolkenfeld

sarawolkenfeld @gmail.com

1) Campaign Address in Portland, Oregon on Public Utilities and
Development of Hydro-Electric Power, by President Franklin D.

Roosevelt, September 21, 1932

Electricity is no longer a luxury. It is a definite necessity. It lights our homes, our
places of work and our streets. It turns the wheels of most of our transportation and
our factories. In our homes it serves not only for light, but it can become the willing
servant of the family in countless ways. It can relieve the drudgery of the housewife
and lift the great burden off the shoulders of the hardworking farmer...

2) Igrot Kodesh, by Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Vol. VIII, pp.

101-102.

The electrical force is one of the hidden forces of nature. It cannot be perceived by any
of the five senses—we know of its existence only through its causations and effects. Yet
this hidden force most potently banishes darkness and illuminates the night. Thus,
electricity is a physical analog for the spiritual force of Chassidism, whereby the
hidden element of Torah and its most arcane secrets—as revealed via Chassidic
teaching and the Chassidic way of life—banish the darkness of the material world and

illuminate the murkiness of the physical existence.

3) Responsa Mayim Chayim, Orach Chayim
Vol. I, Introduction

Who can retell the powers of electricity, and that
which the telephone and telegram can accomplish -
who can describe? And who can explain? And who,
with a human stylus, can engrave in a book the works
of nature, from the airplane to the sewing needle. It
would consume days and nights, books and scrolls,
like the vastness of the heavens, and ink like that
which is in the streams and the seas, in the rivers and
the ponds. It would require pens like all the trees of
the forest and tangled thorns. All the inhabitants of
the world would reach for the pen of the scribe, and
they would still not be able to complete the story of
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nature that has been spread and established on the
face of the earth....

4) Responsa Mayim Chayim, Orach Chayim
Vol. 1, 94

I was called upon to respond to what I was asked — to
offer my humble opinion on the matter of kindling
and extinguishing the electric light on Shabbat and
Yom Tov, regarding which opinions and reports have
multiplied greatly: this one says thus and that one
says thus, and no single view has gained acceptance.

There are rebellious decisors who issue outright
rulings of permission, giving a flawed rationale...And
there are those who prohibit it from doubt, owing to
their lack of knowledge of its nature...

...Regarding all of these matters I was called upon to
render my opinion, with the help of the God of my
salvation.

...Response: ...After some time I traveled to several
places and inquired extensively regarding it from its
workers and managers, and all their responses were
uniform on the matter relevant to our concerns: that
this is a magnetic-electric force whose power and
nature are hidden from all living eyes. Through the
motion of the great engine, a powerful, refined, and
exceedingly pure spiritual fire emerges, drawn with
great force by the magnet and it becomes bounded
and mixed within the body of the wires drawn from
the engine throughout the entire city — in
marketplaces and streets, in homes and courtyards —
until it reaches inside the light globes called
lampoules (lightbulbs). There it becomes fused and
gathered around the thin filaments within the globe,
and becomes a luminous flame...
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5) Responsa Mayim Chayim, Orach Chayim
Vol. 11, 392

Why Electricity Was Not Revealed to the
Builders of the Tabernacle, Rosh Hodesh
Sivan, the year 5695 [1935]

Ilustrious sage, beautiful and pleasant and goodly of
appearance, man of delights, full and overflowing with
fine qualities — our master, teacher, and rabbi,
Yitzhak HaKohen, may his Rock preserve and protect
him, presently residing in the holy community of
Tunis, may God protect it. May the peace of my
master and teacher flourish forever.

...You have further inquired, my friend — with the
inquiry of a sage, at great length, seasoned with pure
and elegant expression — and the substance of your
words in brief is this: Did not God grant great wisdom
to Bezalel and his colleagues, through which they were
able to construct the Tabernacle and all its vessels?
And in particular Moses, the man of God — none
surpassed him in prophecy, in all wisdom, and in all
knowledge. And likewise King Solomon, wisest of all
men, of whom it is said, "And Solomon sat upon the
throne of God" — if so, why and for what reason did
God withhold from them the wisdom of electricity,
through which they could have illuminated the House
of our God and filled it with light and joy, far
surpassing — a thousand thousand thousandfold —
the oil-light, whose illumination is despised in these
generations even among the poorest and most
destitute? A very great wonder! And you wrote that
you sought and investigated and asked greatly and
found no answer — not even half an answer — and
you pressed me greatly to reflect on the matter and to
return to your honor a response that settles upon the
heart.

Response: Know, my friend, that you have posed a
great inquiry, and after reflection, it appears to my
limited understanding to respond to this with five
answers...

Moreover, the matter is clear to me — and it is settled
and compelled for every person of upright intellect —
that all the holy ones you mentioned and their like

were expert in the full nature of all wisdoms, far more
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so than the sages of these generations. They simply
did not wish to bring them into practice, so that they
would not distract their hearts, and the hearts of all
Israel, from engagement in Torah and
commandments — as these things have distracted
hearts in these generations, until Torah has been
forgotten among the majority of Israel.

For how could one even entertain the notion that
Moses our teacher, peace be upon him — of whom it is
written, "In all My house he is faithful, mouth to
mouth" etc. (Numbers 12) — who was elevated above
the level of the holy, exalted angels, the ministering
servants of the Most High, as the Rambam, of blessed
memory, wrote in his Commentary on the Mishnah in
Sanhedrin, chapter Heleq, in the Seventh Principle,
and in Hilkhot Yesodei HaTorah chapters 7 and 8, and
in the Guide for the Perplexed Part 11, chapter 35, see
there — and even beyond these, as in Midrash
Tanhuma, portion Berakhah, on the verse "man of
God," see there — how, Heaven forbid, could the
material wisdoms that the sages of the nations
conceived and brought forth — those coarse of matter,
uncircumcised of heart and flesh, cleaving to every
base desire — how could these have been hidden from
him?

And so too Bezalel, whom God chose from all Israel —
as it is written: "See, I have called by name
Bezalel...and I have filled him with the spirit of God,
in wisdom" etc. (Exodus 31) — see what is written
about him in the Yalkut there. And likewise Solomon
— of whom it is written, "And God gave Solomon
wisdom in very great measure" etc. (I Kings 5), and it
is written, "And Solomon sat upon the throne of God"
(I Chronicles 29) — see there in the Yalkut. How could
it enter our minds that these material wisdoms were
hidden from them, Heaven forbid?

Rather, the matter is simple, as stated above: they did
not wish to bring them into practice, so as not to
distract their hearts and the hearts of Israel with
them. For where greater things can enter, let them
enter — namely the divine wisdoms necessary
specifically for the fulfillment of Torah and
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commandments, for those alone, may their merit
protect us, were the object of their desire. Their
longing was only for the Torah of God and His
commandments.
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6) Responsa Mayim Chayim, Orach Chayim Vol.
I1, 391

The Electric Hanukkah Lamp

Friend of God and His beloved, of whom noble things
are spoken, a treasury of precious vessels, a man of
ruby-gem quality, the complete and all-encompassing
sage, praised in Israel — with holy sparks of holiness —
our master and teacher, Rabbi Shmuel Marciano, may
his light shine, bright luminary, amen. Abundant peace
to his honor, and to all who surround his glory.

Sage of heart! Your illuminating letter reached me in its
time, entirely suffused with love in all his heart and
might..I have seen what your honor wrote: that you
possess the book Kaf HaHayyim, printed in Jerusalem,
the holy city, may it be rebuilt and reestablished — and
there, in the laws of Hanukkah, its author forbade
making Hanukkah lights from electric light, called by
the name elektrisiti, on the grounds that we require oil
and a wick, and here there is only light without any
tangible substance; further, that the Menorah was
kindled by a human being, whereas here it is by a
machine; and further, that the globe is entirely filled
with light and thus constitutes a torch. All of this is
contrary to what I, humbly, wrote permitting it, in my
book Mayim Hayyim...

Nevertheless, I stand by my position permitting it...
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Regarding his claim that we require oil together with a
wick — this is not so, for all the cities of Ashkenaz have
been accustomed to make Hanukkah with wax candles,
since their light is clear like oil, as stated by the Rema in
§673....Thus it is explicit that we do not require oil —
rather, anything whose light is clear has the capacity to
fulfill the commandment, even at the outset

And likewise regarding the wicks, we hold that all wicks
are valid. And here too there are copper filaments, what
difference is there to me between rags and copper? The
essential thing is that upon which the light holds, and
had oil-light been able to hold upon copper filaments,
surely those would have been used in the Temple, since
they have no filth or impurity the way worn-out
garments do.

And as for his further claim that electric light has no
tangible substance, this too is not so, for without the
copper filaments it would not shine at all, just as oil
does not shine without a wick. Thus the primary bearer
of the light is the filament, and it certainly functions as a
wick. Moreover, in which book do we find that tangible
substance is required? The essential thing is the light
itself, however it may be — and the light is right before
you! Consider: if oil could shine without a wick, would
we require a wick for the Menorah? Certainly not! If so,
how can we prohibit on account of the absence of
something that is not even obligatory in the Menorah —
its only necessity being that without it the lighting is
impossible?

Furthermore, at the beginning of Shevat just past, an
elderly Torah scholar passing through from the cities of
Sus spoke with me. He told me that in his region there
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are certain villages where slender trees grow, filled with
a certain sap, from which they kindle light like wax, and
from which they made Hanukkah lights according to
their rabbis. And he recalled, while the matter was still
fresh before him, that once an emissary from the Land
of Israel raised an objection to this, claiming that we
require oil and a wick. And the local rabbi responded:
"Where is this alluded to? Has not the Tur written in
§671, and this is his language: 'And since the miracle
occurred with lights, they ordained to kindle lights each
night' — see there." The plain implication is that the
essential thing is lights — whatever form they may take
— provided only that they do not constitute a torch
(avukah). And these do not constitute a torch. But since
in their time and place they kindled with oils and wicks,
they therefore stated their ruling in those terms, and
further said that all oils and wicks are valid for the
Hanukkah light — nothing more. And the objector fell
silent. And I was greatly pleased by this, and I myself
saw those trees burning like wax. Thus it is explicit that
we require neither oil nor wick — only burning lights, in
whatever form they may be.

And as for his further claim that the Menorah was
kindled by a human being, whereas here it is by a
machine — with all due respect to his honored
excellency, it seems that the master does not know the
laws of electricity, for the manner of its kindling and
extinguishing is as follows: at that switch of kindling
and extinguishing, two ends of copper wire are
connected — one is drawn and tied to the wires of the
markets and streets, which are always filled with electric
current from the great central engine, and the other is
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drawn as far as the household lamp. When a person tilts
the switch to the kindling side and connects the wires of
the unlit lamp to the wires of the illuminated street, the
lamp too is kindled — and this is precisely like one who
kindles a wick from another light. And when he tilts the
switch to the extinguishing side and separates the
lamp-wires from the street-wires, the lamp is
extinguished...

Thus it is clear that the primary act of kindling and
extinguishing is by the person who turns the switch to
either side — and therefore the kindling performs the
commandment through a human being in the fullest
sense, not by a machine as he imagined. And even
though by means of the small mechanism fixed with the
bellows the wires are connected and kindle, this is of no
concern, since everything is accomplished solely
through the force of the person turning the switch.

And as for his further claim that it constitutes a torch,
with all due respect to his exalted honor: the prohibition
on account of a torch applies only to a bowl filled with
oil, surrounded by wicks without the inversion of a
vessel over it — for then the flames of the wicks merge
with one another and it does not bear the name of a
lamp (ner) but of a torch (avukah)...But if a vessel is
inverted over it — so that each light is distinct by itself
— even if one made thick and heavy wicks in each one,
they are certainly valid at the outset, since each wick
and its light is distinguished from its neighbor...

And here the light-globes are distinct and separate from
one another, filled with light and joy — and they should
not, Heaven forbid, be inferior to thick and heavy wicks.
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Thus it is plain and clear that electric light is valid for
Hanukkah lights — and moreover deserves pride of
place, and upon it we may read: "The electric light" (ner
hashmal) "found favor in the eyes of God."

And I say further: it is plain and clear that had electric
light been available in the time of the Temple, it is
certain that it would have been used to kindle the
Menorah — for it is impossible that our ordinary homes
should be filled with the great lights of this precious
electric light, which is a kind of reflection of what is
Above, while in the House of our holy God we kindle
with olive oil that even the most destitute poor despise
in this era. And it is plain that with it shall we kindle in
the last Temple that will be built, speedily and in our
days, amen.

And if one should argue that through the kindling with
olive oil it was evident that the Divine Presence rested
upon Israel — by means of the western lamp, in which
one placed oil in the measure of its companions, and
from it one would kindle, and with it one would
conclude, as stated in Shabbat 22b, see there — even in
this a miracle could be performed by making the
western lamp an ampoule of ten-unit capacity or less,
which would give off light like that of five hundred units
or more, through the divine power dwelling in Zion. For
there is no restraint before God in showing His wonders
in whatever manner He wills. And since this is so, it is
certainly good and beautiful to make Hanukkah lamps
from it — and they should be arranged and placed at the
doorposts, each light with its own switch, or one switch
containing nine positions so as to kindle each one
individually.
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All of this is plain and clear to any person of upright
intellect. And peace.

Your young brother, servant of all that is precise and
steadfast, who in his Torah rejoices and exults.

Yosef Messas
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