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As part of the Warm the Winter program and our attention to Shabbat, we will be focusing the 

written Dvar Torah on various topics that arise in the observance of Shabbat. 

 
Due to modern conveniences of inexpensive wrapping, the question of opening certain packaging on 

Shabbos has become increasingly more relevant than it was in previous centuries. There are many 

factors to consider and each individual case is different, but the following are the common issues that 

generally occur in typical circumstances. (Disclaimer: the most ideal and recommended course of 

action is to open all packages that one plans to use before Shabbos) 
 The primary source for the permissibility of opening packaging on Shabbos is a Mishnah in 

Maseches Shabbos (22:3/146a) which says one is allowed to "break a barrel in order to eat dried figs 

from it". Poskim focus on different variables in this statement to determine the reason(s) why such an 

act is permitted (the relevant melacha in this specific case would be soseir, deconstructing). 

 The most accepted explanation for why this activity is allowed is that soseir is only a problem 

if one deconstructs (and/or intends to construct) an actual, bonafide vessel through the destruction 

(Biur Halacha OC 314:1). As such, the only reason the Mishnah says we can break the barrel in this 

case is because the barrel was flimsy and destined to be broken, thereby considering it a non-vessel 

(Tosafos, Shabbos 146a, "shoveir"). Accordingly, any insignificant container or wrapper can be torn or 

opened on Shabbos. What deems something insignificant, however, is up for debate. A flimsy material 

like a candy wrapper is surely considered insignificant. Poskim (Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa 9:10-11; 

Igros Moshe OC 1:122:9) determine insignificance also based on A) its one-time use quality and B) its 

purpose as merely protecting the food, not serving as a container. For example, a bag of chips can be 

ripped open because it will be thrown out immediately upon finishing the chips, even though by 

opening it one creates a useable bag. 

 Another consideration when relying on the permissibility of ripping packaging is the 

possibility of erasing letters. The above-mentioned logic will not help regarding this, because we are 

not dealing with the construction or deconstruction of a vessel but the erasing of words, which are 

objectively significant. Although it too is a destructive activity (because it is not done in order to write 

something else), it is not an insignificant destruction like by breaking the flimsy barrel, so it remains 

rabbinically prohibited. In short, one should avoid ripping through letters, although there is room to be 

lenient when ripping between letters, as that merely separates them but does not erase them (Igros 

Moshe OC 1:135).  

 As stated earlier, deconstruction is not allowed if done in a manner that will create a reusable 

vessel. This is not only a concern of rabbinic nature (destruction), but has the potential to violate even 

Biblical prohibitions of boneh, building, or makeh bepatish, "final hammer blow". There is room to be 

lenient, however, in a case where the vessel created had already existed before one recreated it. For 

example: A plastic bottle cap can be unscrewed anew because the cap served as a vessel already during 

the production process, before it was secured on the bottle. Thus, by unscrewing it, you are not 

"building" anything, so it would be allowed. On the flip-side, metal bottle caps are typically formed 

only once they are placed on the bottle, so by unscrewing such a cap one would thereby create a new 

vessel, which is prohibited. Potential solutions to opening such a 

bottle cap might be to puncture the cap before unscrewing it or 

discarding the cap immediately to deem it unfit as a vessel (The 39 
Melachos, p. 840-1). 

 

(Another potential consideration is mechatech, measured tearing, but 

it is less common when opening packaging) 
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Some years ago, a Riverdale resident moved elsewhere to complete his 

medical training. On a trip, I ended up at his local shul for Mincha/Maariv. The next 

time I saw him, I teased him about his not being there. He retorted that he didn't have 

the 45 minutes to an hour the local rabbi had made of what should have been a half 

hour process, by asking each visitor to introduce himself, engaging in a brief 

conversation as to what brought him there, and then moving to a lengthy dvar Torah. 

Avoiding becoming like him was challenging this week, because I was ’ve 

been trying to define  ,עבודה זרה in five minute chunks.  The easy case is an idol or 

spirit that people believe has power over some part of the world, which they worship. 

For example, doing a dance to convince the spirit or god of rain to give them rain, 

that’s worshipping something other than Hashem, .עבודה זרה 

Some of us assume that even there, the worshipper has to believe that the idol 

or power has total power o but that’s clearly untrue. Pagans who worship many gods 

believe that each of their gods controls only some areas of life, yet that's clearly 

 was the עבודה זרה  In Rambam and Ramban’s picture, the starting point of עבודה זרה. 

belief that Hashem had delegated control of certain areas to the stars, and 

worshipping those stars would bring better outcomes in those areas—fertility, or 

crops, or war. So belief in Hashem in no way precludes avodah zarah; as long as we 

do an act designed to elicit a response from the power that runs that aspect of the 

world, that’s wrongful worship. 

To use a largely hypothetical example, there are sports fans who adhere to a 

very particular routine, and speak of it as if it helps the team win. Largely, I think 

(and hope) they’re not serious. If they are, they might mean they’re tapping into 

forces of the universe that just exist but have not been discovered yet (like gravity or 

magnetism; wearing a sweaty team shirt sends power to the players, so they can 

win). That might then be “only”  ,דרכי האמרי the ways of the Emorites, a subsidiary of 

but not full-fledged avodah zarah.        

           —Rabbi Gidon Rothstein 
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