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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?
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'2:3'07 2”1 17X Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:2

0°2°°1 O°WI7 TR WA IR 2. An individual man or an individual women must have
TR "OR NAw3 7127 710 n22 N2 in their houses an ignited lamp on the Sabbath; even if
nPY?) 2 mNeT By PRI 7oR° n 12 they have not what to eat they must beg at doors and take
AW 9902 W 1 DR P27 v oil and light the lamp because this is within the generality
X1 naw  Sabbath Enjoyment.
Questions to Consider:

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

'R0 271 X Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:1

DYINM WM 19 1 MwY? v R Be particular to make a beautiful candle and some have
TMRY T 721D TR M0 nw Mwy?  the intention to make two wicks one corresponding to
MW 7210 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:

o 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?

o Is the Mitzvah to light Shabbat candles a fulfillment of Kavod Shabbat oxr Oneg Shabbat?

A7 naw Mo .00 mwn . Mishneh Torah, Sabbath 5:3

o7p 0¥ Twan 7732 I8 oea The Sabbath lights should be lit during daytime, before
71027 DY nivgn 0wy eoo nypw sunset. This duty is assigned to women rather than men,

nIRn 1Y 0% oWINT 7 P because women are usually at home doing housework.
.27 NORYN2 NPy 1M o°n22  Nevertheless, the man should caution them, asking them
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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.
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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?
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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:
o What does the Rambam hold? Is Hadlakat Neirot a Mitzvah of Kavod Shabbat or Oneg
Shabbat?
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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?

71:3'07 01 17X Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 263:5

QTP 12020 VARY MW AT RAMA: There is one who says that we bless before the
TR TI2AW IIRY 0 WM APYTAN ignition and one who says that we bless after the ignition
RW 721 (A"2 M0 27 M) ApRIan (Mordechai). And in order that it be "before your act" you

TARY TV 0NN 017 X2 NWYL 12w should not benefit from it until after the blessing;
IR 17 0100 TR PR 19720 therefore we put a hand in front of the candle after the
77 P07 2"'NRY oMM PRI ignition, and then we bless, and afterward we remove the
AT I WYY W P N hand—this is called "before the act" and such is the
(") practice. (Mahari'l)
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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.
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