
JUST CAUSE:  
HOW SIGNIFICANT IS GERAMA?

 וַיֹּאמֶר אֲלֵהֶם רְאוּבֵן אַל תִשְׁפְכוּ דָם הַשְׁלִיכוּ
 אֹתוֹ אֶל הַבּוֹר הַזֶּה אֲשֶׁר בַמִדְבָר וְיָד אַל תִשְׁלְחוּ

בוֹ לְמַעַן הַצִּיל אֹתוֹ מִיָּדָם לַהֲשִׁיבוֹ אֶל אָבִיו
And Reuven said to them, “Do not spill blood. 
Cast him into this pit, which is in the desert, 
but do not lay a hand on him,” in order to 
save him from their hand, to return him to 
his father. (Bereshit 37:22)

How causation correlates with doing.
Reuven was arguing that the brothers ought 
not kill Yosef directly. Instead, they should 
place him in a situation where death would 
come but he would not fall at their hand. Ye-
huda argued that they would still be responsi-
ble for his demise (see Ramban on Pasuk 26).  

Indirect causation, Gerama, is discussed in 
Bava Kama 55b, where we learn that one 
who commits a tort in this manner is 
exempt under the laws of man but 
liable under the laws of Heaven. 
The distinction between 
Gerama and B’Ya-
dayim also holds 
in Halachic 
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typically, a shirt pocket is a flat fabric panel 
stitched to the shirt, requiring the shirt it-
self to perform half the pocket duties, but a 
pants pocket is a full standalone pouch that 
is attached to the garment (See Shulhan 
Aruch O.H. 310:7, Rama). As a result, walking 
with money in a trouser pocket is not Tiltul 
(carrying) Muktze and, according to some, 
doesn’t require shaking out (Mishna Berura 
ibid. 30). However, the pocket does become 
a Basis (base) for Muktze, with the implica-
tion that one may not move the pocket with 
his hand on Shabbat.

NER SHABBAT
At the appropriate time, turn on your over-
head lamp L’Shem Mitzva. Because the 
lights on modem aircraft do not utilize in-
candescent bulbs, no Beracha is recited.

CARRY-OFF BAGS
You may take your carry-on luggage from 
the plane (see O.H. 310:8), because the 
non-Muktze items it holds will generally be 
of greater value than the Muktze, and the 
Muktze things cannot be shaken out.  Even 
if the latter are more valuable and the bag 
is therefore a Basis, see Shulhan Aruch O.H. 
266 about the specific leniencies afforded 
by this type of Oness (duress).

TEHUM SHABBAT
One may not travel beyond two thousand 
Amot from the settlement in which he finds 
himself at the onset of Shabbat, where he 
is Kone Shevita (lit. acquires settlement for 
Shabbat, where he is stationed). Even if Te-
humin don’t exist above the level of ten Te-
fahim from the ground (see Mishna Berura 
404:7), you are nevertheless Kone Shevita, it 
would seem, when the plane descends to 
an altitude of ten Tefahim, moments 
before landing. The runway is an 
uninhabited area larger than 

Of course, one should avoid traveling close 
enough to Shabbat to risk this outcome. 
Should Oness (duress) bring it about, Halila, 
here is a general guide to some of the issues 
one might face.

PRE-SHABBAT PREP
If you become aware that your flight will land 
on Shabbat, there are some things to do be-
fore Shabbat begins.

You will probably be carrying money and a 
mobile phone. These should be moved from 
shirt pockets to pants pockets. This is because 
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A plane on the tarmac is a flight risk…
El Al Flight 002 was scheduled to depart JFK 
for Tel Aviv on Thursday, November 15 at 
6:30 pm. Long story short: It didn’t.
As delays on the tarmac mounted, push-
ing the projected arrival time ever closer to 
Shabbat, Shomer Shabbat passengers asked 
that the plane be returned to the gate so they 
could disembark and remain in New York.
The captain announced that he would do 
just that. And as the air-traffic control audio 
recordings make clear, he received permis-
sion from the tower to do so, more than five 
hours after his scheduled departure. But to 
the shock and consternation of the observant 
passengers, he then proceeded—without 
explanation—to take to the skies.
What happened next is not the subject of this 
article. Its subject is the Halachic issues that 
would have arisen had the plane not in the 
end been diverted to Athens, and it had land-
ed on Shabbat. (Which is exactly what the 
other ill-fated JFK-to-Tel Aviv El Al flight that 
night actually did, but that’s another story.)

FLY BY 
NIGHT
When a Plane Arrives on Shabbat
What should you do if your plane 
lands on Shabbat?
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realms as di-
verse as murder 
and Shabbat.

It must be un-
derstood that 

Gerama is not treated differently to direct ac-

Elective surgery-is it permitted? Is a healthy individual permitted to undergo a drastic diet solely for purpose of improving his ap-
pearance? These and similar questions were the recent subject of an advanced shiur by Rabbi Eliezer Gewirtzman, shlit’a, as part of our 
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tion because the likelihood of result is smaller. 
The Halachic status of Gerama is the same 
even where the outcome is guaranteed. 

Also to be noted is that being responsible only 
B’Dine Shamayim doesn’t mean that the per-
petrator is basically absolved of guilt but has 

some abstract spiritual obligation. In fact he is 
culpable for the result he produced. It’s only that 
Hashem didn’t give Bet Din the authority to ad-
judicate such cases.
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a Bet Sa’atayim, so the Tehum count begins 
immediately at that point (O.H. 396:2).

Your arrival gate will generally be more than 
2,000 Amot from that spot, so when you get 
there you’re already out of Tehum. This leaves 
you with only your Dalet Amot in which to ma-
neuver for the balance of Shabbat. However, 
both the plane and the jetway are Reshuyot 
HaYahid and considered an extension of that 
Dalet Amot.

But what of the airport itself, beyond the jet-
way? Although enclosed, it is generally larg-
er than a Bet Sa’atayim and so is considered 
a “Karfef” (lot) rather than a Reshut HaYa-
hid with regard to carrying—and so, it would 
seem, your Dalet Amot would not include the 
terminal—unless it was Hukaf L’Dira, enclosed 
for dwelling purposes like eating and sleep-
ing (ibid. 358). There is room to argue that we 
reckon the airport as such on account of the 
restaurants on the concourse and the strand-
ed passengers that routinely sleep in the ter-
minal. This would permit walking and carrying.

SE’UDOT SHABBAT
If wine and bread are not available but Mezo-
not items are, one should be Kovea Se’uda on 
them and use them for Kiddush. (See Pit’he 
Teshuva 168 that a mere KaZayit may suffice.)

Bread isn’t valid for the daytime Kiddush, but 
by then you will have made enough friends in 

the terminal to finagle a Hamar Medina (na-
tionally accepted wine-like beverage), like beer.

BATHROOM BREAKS
Most airport restrooms are now equipped 
with automatic-flush toilets. These devices 
utilize a sensor that detects the presence of 
a person. When that presence is no longer 
sensed, a solenoid valve is activated and the 
toilet flushes.

Depending on the type of sensor in use, a pa-
per towel or tissue placed in front of it might 
prevent the flush. This should be done if pos-
sible, but one may still use the toilet if it isn’t, 
considering that the situation is one of P’sik 
Reshe D’la Niha Leh (a Melacha that will sure-
ly happen as a result of you engaging in an-
other act, while you have no interest in the 
Melacha that takes place) on a D’Rabbanan 
(rabbinic prohibition), with Kavod HaBeriyot 
(human dignity) at stake.

DEPARTURE
Whether under any circumstances one might 
be permitted to take the airport shuttle bus to 
a hotel is beyond the scope of this article.

*       *       *

May we merit to fulfill the Mitzvot of Kev-
od (honor) and Oneg (enjoyment) on every 
Shabbat of our lives in the best way possible, 
Amen.
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