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Waving at the Shabbat Candles: Why? 
By Rabbi Yechiel Shaffer, Rabbi, Pikesville Jewish Congregation, Regional Director, OU’s Midatlantic 
 
Introduction: There are two customs that relate to the beginning of Shabbat, that is 
specifically observed by women, and raise some significant questions about the observance 
of Shabbat and other Halachot. The custom for women to light candles, to welcome 
Shabbat, on Friday evening is far reaching, and widely observed. 
 
Major Questions on the practice to light Shabbat candles: 

○ Why do we light these candles? 
○ Why is there a custom to light 2 candles? 
○ Why does Shabbat begin with the lighting of candles? 
○ Why do women have the custom to wave their hands before the Neirot Shabbat? 

 
 ׳ב:ג״סר םייח חרוא
 םיבייח םישנה דחאו םישנאה דחא
 ןיא 'יפא תבשב קולד רנ םהיתבב תויהל
 חקולו םיחתפה לע לאוש לכאי המ ול
 גנוע ללכב הזש רנה תא קילדמו ןמש
 :אוה תבש

 
Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:2 
2. An individual man or an individual women must have 
in their houses an ignited lamp on the Sabbath; even if 
they have not what to eat they must beg at doors and take 
oil and light the lamp because this is within the generality 
Sabbath Enjoyment. 

Questions to Consider: 
  

○ According to the Shulchan Aruch is the purpose of Shabbat candles to add to the honor 
(Kavod) of Shabbat or the joy (Oneg) of Shabbat? 

○ What do you think the differences are between Oneg and Kavod Shabbat? 
 

 
 ׳א:ג״סר םייח חרוא
 םינווכמ שיו הפי רנ תושעל ריהז אהי
 דחאו רוכז דגנכ דחא תוליתפ יתש תושעל
  :רומש דגנכ

 
Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:1 
Be particular to make a beautiful candle and some have 
the intention to make two wicks one corresponding to 
Zachor and one corresponding to Shamor 

 
This Shulchan Aruch explains why we have two Shabbat candles - to celebrate two features 
of Shabbat - Zachor and Shamor. 
 
Questions to Consider: 

○ This explains the reason behind we have the custom to light two candles. Does it add 
anything to our understanding of the Kavod vs. Oneg Shabbat?  

○ Is the Mitzvah to light Shabbat candles a fulfillment of Kavod Shabbat or Oneg Shabbat? 
 
 ׳ג:׳ה תבש תוכלה ,הרות הנשמ
 םדֶקֹ םוֹי דוֹעבְּמִ קילִדְהַלְ `ירִצָ קילִדְמַּהַ
 הזֶ רבָדָּ לעַ תוֹוּצֻמְ םישִׁנָוְ .המָּחַהַ תעַיקִשְׁ
 תוֹיוּצמְ ןהֵשֶׁ יפִלְ םישִׁנָאֲהָ ןמִ רתֵוֹי
 .תיִבַּהַ תכֶאלֶמְבִּ תוֹקוּסעֲהָ ןהֵוְ םיתִּבָּבַּ

 
Mishneh Torah, Sabbath 5:3 
The Sabbath lights should be lit during daytime, before 
sunset. This duty is assigned to women rather than men, 
because women are usually at home doing housework. 
Nevertheless, the man should caution them, asking them 
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 ןרָיהִזְהַלְ שׁיאִהָ `ירִצָ ןכֵ יפִּ לעַ ףאַוְ
 ישֵׁנְאַלְוּ ןהֶלָ רמַוֹלוְ `כָּ לעַ ןתָוֹא קדֹּבְלִוְ
 וּקילִדְהַ `שַׁחְתֶּשֶׁ םדֶקֹ תבָּשַׁ ברֶעֶ וֹתיבֵּ
 קפֵסָ תבָּשַּׁהַ סנַכְנִוְ הכָשֵׁחֲ קפֵסְ .רנֵּהַ תאֶ
 :ןיקִילִדְמַ ןיאֵ סנַכְנִ אֹל

about it, and telling them and the other members of his 
household, every Friday before it gets dark: "Light the 
lights!" If it is doubtful whether darkness has already 
fallen or not, whether the Sabbath has or has not begun, 
the lights may not be lit. 

 
 
 ׳ה:׳ל תבש תוכלה ,הרות הנשמ
 ףאַוְ תבָּשַׁ ברֶעֶבְּ וֹנחָלְשֻׁ םדָאָ רדֵּסַמְ
 ןכֵוְ .תיִזַכְלִ אלָּאֶ `ירִצָ וֹניאֵשֶׁ יפִּ לעַ
 לעַ ףאַוְ תבָּשַׁ יאֵצָוֹמבְּ וֹנחָלְשֻׁ רדֵּסַמְ
 ידֵכְּ .תיִזַכְלִ אלָּאֶ `ירִצָ וֹניאֵשֶׁ יפִּ
 `ירִצָוְ .וֹתאָיצִיבִוּ וֹתסָינִכְבִּ וֹדבְּכַלְ
 דוֹבכְּ ינֵפְּמִ םוֹי דוֹעבְּמִ וֹתיבֵּ ןקֵּתַלְ
 `וּרעָ ןחָלְשֻׁוְ קוּלדָּ רנֵ היֶהְיִוְ .תבָּשַּׁהַ
 דוֹבכְלִ וּלּאֵ לכָּשֶׁ תעַצַּמֻ הטָּמִוּ לכאֱלֶ
 :ןהֵ תבָּשַׁ

 
Mishneh Torah, Sabbath 30:5 
One should spread his Sabbath table on Friday, even if he 
requires no more than an olive's bulk of food; so too, he 
should set his table at the end of the Sabbath, even if he 
requires only a minute amount of food, in order to honor the 
Sabbath both at its entrance and departure. One should also 
set the house in order on Friday before sunset in honor of the 
Sabbath. A lamp should be lit, a table spread, and a bed 
properly arranged. All these are marks of respect for the 
Sabbath. 

 
Questions to Consider: 
The Rambam offers some context to why women have adopted the custom to light the 
Shabbat candles. 

○ What is the Rambam inherently saying about the role of these candles? 
○ How would the Rambam classify the Shabbat Candles, as Kavod or Oneg Shabbat? 

 
 ׳א:׳ה תבש תוכלה ,הרות הנשמ
 תוּשׁרְ הּנָיאֵ תבָּשַׁבְּ רנֵ ת ]קַ[ לָדְהַ
 וֹניאֵ הצָרָ םאִוְ קילִדְמַ הצָרָ םאִ
 ףדֹּרְלִ ביָּחַ וֹניאֵשֶׁ הוָצְמִ אֹלוְ .קילִדְמַ
 יבֵוּרעֵ ןוֹגכְּ הנָשֶׂעֲיַּשֶׁ דעַ הָירֶחֲאַ
 אלָּאֶ הלָיכִאֲלַ םיִדַיָ תלַיטִנְ וֹא תוֹרצֵחֲ
 םישִׁנָ דחָאֶוְ םישִׁנָאֲ דחָאֶוְ .הבָוֹח הזֶ
 קוּלדָּ רנֵ ןהֶיתֵּבָבְּ תוֹיהְלִ ןיבִיָּחַ
 לאֵוֹשׁ לכַאֹיּ המַ וֹל ןיאֵ וּלּפִאֲ .תבָּשַׁבְּ
 תאֶ קילִדְמַוּ ןמֶשֶׁ חַקֵוֹלוְ םיחִתָפְּהַ לעַ
 ביָּחַוְ .תבָּשַׁ גנֶעֹ ללַכְבִּ הזֶּשֶׁ רנֵּהַ
 'ה התָּאַ `וּרבָּ הקָלָדְהַ םדֶקֹ `רֵבָלְ
 וּנשָׁדְּקִ רשֶׁאֲ םלָוֹעהָ `לֶמֶ וּניהֵ�אֱ
 .תבָּשַׁ לשֶׁ רנֵ קילִדְהַלְ וּנוָּצִוְ ויתָוֹצְמִבְּ
 אוּהשֶׁ םירִבָדְּהַ לכָּ לעַ `רֵבָמְּשֶׁ `רֶדֶכְּ
 :םירִפְוֹס ירֵבְדִּמִ םהֶבָּ ביָּחַ

 
Mishneh Torah, Sabbath 5:1 
The lighting of Sabbath lights is not of free choice, to light or 
not to light as one chooses, nor is it the kind of religious 
performance that an individual is not called upon to make a 
special effort to render, such as preparing an eruv in 
courtyards or washing the hands before eating. It is rather a 
duty, binding on men and women alike; they are obligated to 
have lamps burning in their homes on Sabbath eve. Even if 
one has nothing to eat, let him go begging at the doors, 
buy oil, and light a lamp, forming an integral part of 
Sabbath delight (oneg shabbath). Before lighting, one 
should recite a blessing: "Blessed art thou, Lord our God, 
King of the universe, who hast sanctified us with thy 
commandments, and commanded us to light the Sabbath 
lights." This is on the same principle that one recites a 
benediction over all duties introduced by the sages. 

 
Questions to consider: 

○ What does the Rambam hold? Is Hadlakat Neirot a Mitzvah of Kavod Shabbat or Oneg 
Shabbat? 
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 ׳ה:׳א:ט״כקת םייח חרוא ךורע ןחלוש לע א"רגה רואיב

 םירפוס ירבדמ םינשו הרותה ןמ םינש תבשב ורמאנ םירבד העברא תבש תוכלהמ 'ל 'פב ם"במרה ןושל .'וכ והזש )ה(
 גנוע תבשל תארקו רמאנש גנועו דובכ םיאיבנה י"ע ושרפתנשו רומשו רוכז הרותבש םיאיבנה י"ע ןישרופמ ןהו
 דובכו ומצע תבשב אוה גנוע ל"רו 'וכ הדועס עובקלמ הלעמלו החנמה ןמ םדא ענמיש 'וכ דובכ והזיא דבוכמ 'ה שודקלו
  :ל"נכו דבל דובכ כ"יבו גנע תבשב ש"זו ש"ע היקנ תוסכ ןכו ש"עב אוה

 
Summary of the Gr"a's position:  

There are two Halachot that are applied to Shabbat, medivrei sofrim, the Halachot of 
Oneg and Kavod.  
Kavod applies to all the preparations we make in advance of Shabbat (like clean clothes 
for Shabbat, or setting the Shabbat table). Oneg Shabbat refers to that which we do on 
Shabbat that enhances our Shabbat experience (like eating delicious food).  

 
Why do women wave their hands before reciting the blessing on the Neirot Shabbat? 

 
 ׳ה:ג״סר םייח חרוא
 םדוק ןיכרבמש רמואש ימ שי הגה
 רחא ךרבמש רמואש ימ שיו הקלדהה
 אהיש ידכו )מ"ב ףוס יכדרמ( הקלדהה
 רחאל דע ונממ הנהי אל ותיישעל רבוע
 רחא רנה ינפל דיה ןימישמו הכרבה
 דיה ןיקלסמ כ"חאו ןיכרבמו הקלדהה
 גהנמה ןכו היישעל רבוע ירקמ הזו
 :)ל"ירהמ(

 
Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:5 
RAMA: There is one who says that we bless before the 
ignition and one who says that we bless after the ignition 
(Mordechai). And in order that it be "before your act" you 
should not benefit from it until after the blessing; 
therefore we put a hand in front of the candle after the 
ignition, and then we bless, and afterward we remove the 
hand—this is called "before the act" and such is the 
practice. (Mahari"l) 

 
ןיקילדמ המב קרפ תבש תכסמ יכדרמ  
 ןיאש הוצמ לכ ]ב במ ףד תוחנמ[ תלכתה קרפ ןנירמאד םושמ רנה תקלדה לע ךרבמ היה אל םלושמ וניבר ה"הגה

חספ יברעב ןנירמאדכ הליכא תעשב אלא התיישע רמג ןיא תבש רנו הילע םי ןיכרבמ ןיא התוצמ תכאלמ רמג התיישע 
 םילכה אשילו תיבב שמשל הב ןיאורש איה התוצמ רמגד תלכתהמ השק אלו ךרבל שיש רמוא י"רו ]א אק ףד םיחספ[
ןחלושה לע  

 
Rabbeinu Meshullam would not recite a blessing over the lighting of [Shabbat] candles, because 
we said in Chapter “Ha-tekhelet”(Menachot 42b):“Wherever a mitzvais not completed by a 
single act, one does not pronounce a blessing over it. And [the mitzva of lighting] Shabbat 
candles is only completed at the time of eating.” (Mordekhai, Shabbat 294) 
 
Concluding Thoughts: 
Bringing together Kavod vs. Oneg Shabbat & the Mordechai's comment:  
  
Perhaps, we can suggest that Hadlakat Neirot fulfills both Kavod and Oneg. The fact that we 
have to light, and prepare the candles before Shabbat fulfills the Halacha of Kavod 
Shabbat, and the candles remaining lit over dinner fulfills the Halacha of Oneg Shabbat. 

 


