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Review Sheet for Maleches Tofer

The Av Melacha

Tofer in the Mishkan

Rashi (Shmos 26:3)/ Rashbam (ibid)/ Tosafos (Shabbos 74b “Sh’ken”): The Melacha of Tofer in the Mishkan involved sewing together different sections of the woven tapestries to form two very large sections. One large section was comprised of six smaller sections that were sewn together. The other large section was comprised of five smaller sections that were sewn together. The two larger sections were then connected through a series of hooks and buttons.

Yerushalmi (Perek Klal Gadol): The Yerushalmi argues and says that the smaller sections were not sewn together because that would not have looked nice. The smaller sections were knotted together in a very skilled manner that concealed the seam. The Melacha of Tofer in the mishkan was utilized in repairing tears in the woven tapestries themselves. 

The Principle of Maleches Tofer

Aruch Hashulchan (317:18): We learned in the Melacha of Kosher that essentially the principle of Kosher and Tofer are the same. They both involve the binding of two items through some intermediary (a knot or stitches). 

The essential difference between these two acts that justifies calling them two separate Melachas is that sewing forms a bond between the two items that is so complete that the two individual items lose their identity as separate items. The only way to undo the act of Tofer is by tearing the two items apart in such a way that you will ruin one or both of them permanently. Kosher on the other hand is binding the two items in such a way that each retains its own separate identity though it is permanently bound to the other.

A Lasting Stitch

Mishnah (Shabbos 73a): The shiur of the Melacha of Tofer is two stitches. (That means pushing the needle through both pieces of the fabric two times).

Gemara (Shabbos 74b): The Gemara asks that this can’t be the shiur of the Melacha because two stitches won’t last. Any act that is not permanent is lacking in its basic definition as a Melacha.

The Gemara answers that the only time you are chaiv for Tofer is when you tie a knot on the ends of the strings to keep the stitches in place.

Based on this Gemara The Rishonim ask a very fundamental question on this Gemara. Why is Tofer considered a Melacha on its own since you can only transgress it by tying a permanent knot on the ends of the stitch? If so the Melacha should just be called Kosher since the tying of the knot is the integral component of the Melacha.

Ramban (ibid): He answers that the intent of the Gemara was not that you have to tie a type of knot on the ends of the stitch but even if you just twined the two ends of the stitch together in such a way that they would hold the stitch that would be sufficient.

Ritvah (ibid): He adds two alternative answers. One is that we would be m’chaiv for Kosher also but since in this case the knot is subservient to the stitches therefore we are m’chaiv for the ikar Melacha of Tofer. The second answer he offers is that the Gemara is referring to a case where you tie the knot with intention to untie it within 24 hours and you don’t tie a craftsman knot. Therefore it is mutar.

Sefer Yereim (Mitzvah 274): He holds that the Gemara is referring to a single knot at the end of the thread. He derives from this Gemara that tying the end of one string around itself is not the Melacha of Kosher. (See Rema 316:1 who brings the shitah of the Smag that tying a single knot at the end of a string is called a full-fledged maseh kosher. See the sugyah of Maleches Kosher for more depth with regards to the s’varos in the machlokes) 

Three Stitches

Based on the above principle the Rambam says a chiddush.

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 10:9): Any time you sew three stitches you are chaiv a chatos for Tofer even if you don’t tie the ends of the strings. The rationale is that the third stitch acts to hold the other two stitches in place. This is no different in principle then the case of the Gemara itself. 

Two Stitches is Still Assur M’derabanan

Eliyah Rabbah: Even though from the Gemara it comes out that sewing two stitches alone with no additional knots or other forms of chizuk is not a chiuv Tofer nevertheless it 

is assur m’derabanan to sew two stitches. 

Tightening Loose Stitches

Gemara (Shabbos 75a)/ Shulchan Aruch (340:6): Even if you tighten previously existing stitches that have become loose it is considered Tofer.

Mishnah Brurah (340:27): The Poskim apply the same qualifications to the case of tightening two stitches as we saw by sewing two stitches. Therefore when you tighten two stitches that have become loose you are only chaiv a chatos if you then tie the ends of the string in a knot (even a single knot). If you only tighten the two stitches without tying a knot at the end of the strings it is an issur derabanan. If three stitches came loose and you tighten them you are chaiv a chatos.

Pri Megadim: He says that if there are a large number of stitches and two came loose pulling them tight is a chiuv chatos since the other stitches act as a chizuk for the two you tightened.

The Toldah

Gluing Items Together

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 10:11): The Toldah of Tofer is gluing two items together like two pieces of paper or two pieces of leather etc.

Gluing By Hard Items  

Biur Halacha (340:14 “Harei Zeh Toldas”): He adds that even gluing two pieces of wood is a Toldah of Tofer. His proof for this is from a Gemara in Shabbos that says someone who sews a seam on the top of a reed basket is chaiv for Tofer. 

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (quoted in S.S.K. Ch. 9 note 77): If not for this Biur Halacha we would have said m’svara that this issur is limited to softer types of wood like reeds or fronds. Gluing two hard pieces of wood or metal on the other hand is not included in the Toldah of Tofer. The rationale would have been very simple. The Toldah can’t be any more chamur than the Av itself. The Av itself is certainly limited to items that can be sewed with a needle and thread. (Very hard items are obviously not included in this category). Since very hard items are not included in the case of the Av they are also not included in the case of the Toldah.

Furthermore it would have followed that gluing a soft item to a hard item is also not included in the issur Tofer. Here too the rationale is that since these two items can’t be sewed together in the sense that they bind together as one entity (see above from the Aruch Hashulchan) therefore it should follow that the Toldah of Tofer doesn’t apply to them either.

Sticking Adhesive Notes to a Wall or Labels On To a Bottle

L’maseh: Rav Shlomo Zalman wasn’t matir outright in the case of hard items or soft to hard items out of deference to the Biur Halacha. However if there are other sides in a particular case to permit then we can rely on our s’vara. 

Therefore it is assur to stick adhesive notes to a wall. A doctor should also avoid sticking a label on to a bottle unless there is no other way and it is for the sake of a choleh.

Sewing a Button To a Shirt

Orchos Shabbos (Maleches Tofer): Even with all the reasoning of Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach we can’t conclude that it is mutar to sew a button to a shirt on Shabbos. Even though this is essentially a case of a hard and soft item (where in fact the two items don’t bind together as one entity) nevertheless since the Melacha of Tofer is certainly shayach to the shirt and the button is nullified to function as part of the shirt therefore the Melacha of Tofer does apply. 

Temporary Tofer (“T’firah Sh’aina Shel Kayama”)

The poskim discuss the halacha regarding temporary sewing. We learned in the melacha of Kosher that it is mutar to tie a temporary (less than 24 hours) knot. The question is whether we can make a comparison between Tofer and Kosher regarding this issue.

Beis Yosef (340:14)/ Shulchan Aruch (ibid.): He brings down from the Shibolei Haleket that there is no difference between sewing for one day or more. Why should there be a distinction? By Kosher it makes sense that there should be a distinction since the knot itself only holds two separate items together, but doesn’t completely bind them to be one, the permanence is very important. By sewing where the two items become completely bound with one another there shouldn’t be a distinction in the time.

He also brings the Mordechai who says that based on this rationale it would be assur to pull draw strings to tighten the sleeves of a shirt if the strings are fixed firmly in the holes of the sleeve. This act of tightening resembles the case of tightening threads that have become loose. The fact that the tightening is temporary in this case is not a reason to say that it should be mutar since the concept of “temporary sewing” doesn’t exist. 

Rema (317:3): He brings two opinions regarding tearing a temporary sewing. 

a) One opinion is that there is no distinction in temporary or permanent sewing as we saw in the Beis Yosef. Therefore you can’t tear a temporary stitch.

b) The second opinion is that we compare Tofer to Kosher. We can do this since in actuality the sewing is temporary in nature. (i.e. you sew it and then undo the stitch within 24 hours.) Even though the act of sewing may be more complete in the quality of the binding nevertheless in terms of the function of the stitch in any given situation you can compare it to the Melacha of Kosher. Therefore it is mutar to tear a temporary stitch. Even though this is mutar you shouldn’t tear a temporary stitch in front of an ignoramus.

It goes without saying that this same machlokes would apply to the Toldah of Tofer as well. Therefore there is a machlokes Rishonim whether there is an issur of tearing a temporary stitch or a temporary gluing. 

The question we must clarify is why the Rema didn’t bring down the lenient opinion in Siman 340 (Medabeik) like he did in Siman 317 (Kosher)?

T’hilah Ledavid (340:2)/ Rav Eliyashiv: He answers that the Rema only holds that it is mutar to tear a temporary stitch or gluing but not to glue something temporarily. The reason for the distinction is because tearing is by definition a destructive act. When joining that together with the fact that there is an opinion that we compare Tofer to Kosher we can allow the tearing of a permanent stitch. On the other hand sewing or gluing even on a temporary basis is assur even according to the Rema.  

Shmiras Shabbos K’hilchasa (15:81, Ch. 35 note 63 quoting Rav S. Z. Auerbach): He holds that you can rely on the Rema l’chatchila and stitch or glue for a completely temporary usage. This is not dependent on your intention but rather on others’ perception of your usage. If the way people view this type of gluing is as “temporary” then it is mutar. Without the above conditions though the halacha is that all types of gluing are assur.

Tofer on the Body

A Butterfly Bandage

Shmiras Shabbos K’hilchasa (Ch. 35 Note 62): He holds that there is no source to forbid the Melacha of Tofer in the body of a person. Based on this he permits using a “butterfly bandage” to bind two sides of a wound together and facilitate the healing process. (See more about the use of band-aids in general ahead)

Stitching a Wound

Nishmas Avraham (Vol. 4:340)/ Rav Eliyashiv (quoted in 39 Melachos – Feldheim Maleches Tofer Note 26): They hold that there is a chashash d’orysa of Tofer when using stitches to sew up a wound. There is no reason to differentiate between the skin of a human being or any other material that is generally subject to Maleches Tofer. Based on this it is certainly preferable to get a goi to do the stitches on Shabbos.

*They also hold there is a chashash by butterfly band-aids. However with regards to that issue on a lemaseh level there are more reasons to be lenient because you aren’t “binding the two sides of the cut together” you are just pushing the cut from each side and holding the sides in place. Therefore if there is a real fear of scarring you may apply the butterfly bandage (unless there is a goi readily available).

Common Applications of Tofer

Buttons

Gemara (Shabbos 65b): It is mutar to button a garment on Shabbos.

Beis Yosef (340:7): This is not included in the Melacha of Tofer even though you are essentially binding two pieces of material together by way of fastening the button.

The rationale for this is simple. The whole function of a button is to facilitate easily opening or closing these two pieces of fabric. This “closing” is merely the mode of use of the button. This very much resembles a door. A door blocks a whole in the wall. This blockage of a whole in the wall should technically be defined as building. However since the door is designed to open and close constantly therefore the blockage of the whole is merely part of the mode of use of the door. The fact that this is just the mode of use of the door we view the blockage of the whole in the wall as inconsequential. This remains true even if you close the door with intention to leave it closed and locked permanently. 

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Orach Chaim #2 Res. 84): He adds that a button also has another factor that makes it mutar. The form of binding itself is not one that requires tearing to undo. Therefore the whole usage of a button is not defined as Tofer.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (15:67): On the other hand if a button comes loose from a shirt it would be assur to pull the string to make it tighter or wrap the extra string around the button a few times to strengthen the firmness of the remaining threads that are connected to the button.
Pins and Needles

Korban N’saneil/ Mishnah Brurah (340:27): They point out that the use of a pin or needle to hold together two pieces of fabric is assur on Shabbos. According to this approach we view the needle as a “stitch”. It doesn’t matter what the “thread” is made out of. Therefore if you pierce the garment two times with a pin or needle and leave it in the garment that would be an issur derabanan. (It’s only an issur derabanan since there are no knots at the end of the stitch. If you would pierce three times it would be an issur d’orysa). (See ahead that a safety pin isworse for this reason because the closure is like tying at the end)

Sharei Teshuvah: He brings down that the issur of using a needle is only in a situation where you intend to leave it permanently. This is apparently the situation that the Korban N’saneil and the Mishnah Brurah were referring to. According to this it would only be assur to use a needle or pin when you use it in place of a stitch. The way to know whether it is assur or not would be to verify the following. If it were not Shabbos would you stitch this up with a thread or not. If the answer is yes then you are using the needle as a “stitch”. In such a case it is assur.

Chazon Ish (Orach Chaim Siman 156): He is maikel to use pins and needles because it is clear that they are not stitches but just temporary fasteners.

(Three Stitches By a Pin)

Minchas Shabbos (80:161): He is machmir that you may not use a pin for three stitches because then it is more apparent that you want to sew up the area and hold it firmly.

Safety Pins

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Orach Chaim #4 Res. 84): Even a safety pin doesn’t bind the two parts of the garment to the extent that it requires tearing to undo the bond. Therefore they are mutar l’chatchilah for all usages. 
Korban N’saneil/ Mishnah Brurah (ibid): According to their approach a safety pin may be a chiuv chatos is you do two stitches and close it!

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (15:70): L’chatchila he holds you should be chosheish for the Korban N’saneil even in a situation where you are using the pin needle or safety pin to hold something together in a clearly temporary way. Therefore it is better to just pierce the garment one time if possible. If it is a time of need or it is impossible to do one stitch then you may rely on the fact that since the usage is completely temporary it is mutar.

Stapler

With this in mind it is now possible to appreciate the case of using a stapler on Shabbos. First of all we must know by way of introduction that the fact that the staple is a “metal stitch” doesn’t automatically disqualify it from the case of the Av. If it is normal to “sew” with a metal stitch then it is included in the Av Melacha. Our question is going to be one of exactly how to classify the act of stapling.

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (28:5 note 17, Volume # 3 28:17): There are two possible ways of looking at the act of stapling. 

a) One is to view the staples as “metal stitches” in which case the act of stapling is an example of the Av melacha of Tofer. 

b) The second possibility is that the staples bind th epapers together like glue in which case the act of stapling is an example of the Toldah of Tofer.


Even according to the opinion that temporary sewing and gluing is mutar it would be assur to staple on Shabbos because it is Uvdin Dechol. 

Zippers

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach: A zipper is mutar to use on Shabbos because it was clearly designed to open and close at will. Therefore it has the same halachic status as a button.

Velcro

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (Ch. 15 note 78): This is another example of a type of fastener that is designed to open and close at will. Therefore velcro has the same halachic status as a button.

Drawstrings

We mentioned above that according to the Shulchan Aruch drawstrings that tighten a sleeve are assur if they are fixed firmly in the sleeves. Nevertheless the Shulchan Aruch mentions that there is an exception to this case.

Shulchan Aruch (340:14): Any type of drawstring that fits loosely in the holes of a sleeve or other part of a garment is mutar to pull tight on Shabbos. Since these strings are not fixed firmly in the holes of the garment therefore pulling them tight doesn’t resemble sewing. 

Contemporary Poskim: Based on this the poskim say that it is mutar to pull the draw strings on a hood of a jacket or coat, pull shoestrings through the eyelets of a shoe, or pull drawstrings tight on hats and socks assuming that the drawstring fits loosely in the holes of the garment. 

Binding Tape On The Side Of a Sefer

Rambam (Hilchos Shabbos 10:11): We saw above that gluing two soft pliable items together by use of a sticky substance is called Tofer. 

It follows from this principle that it is assur to use adhesive tape on Shabbos. This is true whether you are sticking two items together for the first time or you are re-taping them. (However if you are only taping it for less than 24 hours then it will be dependent on the din above by “temporary gluing”).

*Based on this it follows that it would be assur to re-stick the binding tape on to the side of sefer (since you generally do this for an extended period of time)

Sticking Photos to A Sticky Page in a Photo Album

Shmiras Shabbos K’ilchasa (16:12): He holds that this is also assur as a function of this din of “taping or gluing”.

Disposable Diapers

There are numerous halachic questions that must be explored in the use of these types of diapers on Shabbos. For now the main issues we will deal with are attaching the tabs when putting the diaper on the child and reattaching the tabs after removing it to throw it away. We saw above that there is a machlokes between the contemporary poskim what the halacha is regarding temporary gluing. 

Sticking the Tabs When Putting on the Diaper

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (15:81): He allows attaching the tabs of the diaper when putting it on the child. This is consistent with his opinion in the issue of temporary gluing. Since it is certain that you will be removing this diaper within 24 hours the gluing is temporary and mutar.

Furthermore there is firm basis to allow this for another reason. The entire tab mechanism is clearly designed to open and close. Therefore it may even be viewed as a button. (This is especially true of many of the higher quality diapers that use an adhesive tape tab suitable for this type of usage)

Minchas Yitzchak/ Rav Eliyashiv/ T’hilah Ledavid: They are consistent with their opinion by temporary gluing above. Since temporary gluing is assur this is also assur. You can’t use this type of disposable diaper (with adhesive tape tabs) on Shabbos unless you find some other way to keep it on the child.

*According to both of these approaches it would be mutar to use disposable diapers with velcro tabs.

Re-sticking the Tabs When Throwing the Diaper Away

Rov Poskim: Most of the contemporary poskim claim that even according to the opinion that temporary gluing is mutar it is assur to reseal the tabs when throwing away the diapers. 

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach (Quoted in Shmiras Shabbos K’hilchasa  ): Based on the following factors he holds this is mutar.

a) Even though this gluing is most likely permanent in that it will remain closed forever, nevertheless since you are throwing it away you are showing that you don’t need the gluing at all. This factor is strong enough to give the gluing the halachic status of temporary. 

b) Furthermore it is very possible that the entire function of these tabs is more like that of a button, which is mutar to leave closed permanently.

Adhesive Band-Aids

Shmiras Shabbos K’hilchasa (35:4,24-25): It is mutar to stick a band-aid on your skin to hold the two ends of a cut together or to absorb the blood of a cut. The rationale for this is as follows. We don’t find in the Gemara an issur of Tofer on the body of a person. Based on this it is technically mutar to stitch a deep cut on Shabbos. However it is better to wait until after Shabbos to do so because you have to tie a permanent knot in the end of the stitches. This knot is in the stitches and not on the body. The band-aid on the other hand doesn’t have the problem of Kosher and therefore it is completely mutar to stick on during Shabbos.

Orchos Shabbos (Maleches Tofer): When you place the band-aid on an area where it wraps all the way around and overlaps on itself then you are essentially gluing two pieces of paper to one another. 

a) If you are sticking the band-aid on for less than 24 hours this is dependent on the machlokes between Rav Shlomo Zalman and Rav Eliyashiv in temporary gluing. 

b) If you are sticking the band-aid on for more than 24 hours then it is assur according to everyon eif the ends overlap.

Sticking a Band-Aid Over a Gauze Bandage

Shmiras Shabbos Kehilchasa (ibid.): He says that this is assur since you are essentially attaching two pieces of paper together. This is assur because generally when people remove the bandage they remove both the band-aid and the gauze together and never separate them. Therefore it is assur to glue them together even if you plan to remove the bandage within 24 hours.


Sticking Stamps to a Letter/ Sealing an Envelope

Shmiras Shabbos K’hilchasa (16:35): Both of these activities are forbidden as the Toldah of Tofer. (There is no mention here of temporary gluing because generally these things stay glued permanently and are opened from a different side or left in place by the recipient) 
  


