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A. Technology and Shabbat in a Technological Age 
A feature of the modern home revamped by technology is the familiar manual door lock 

replaced by the Smartlock. Affixed to a simple deadbolt lock, the Smartlock essentially connects 
the lock to a computer chip that can open, close, and detect its status on command via an 
electric pad or an electric phone application. The gadget offers several useful features along 
with peace of mind and safety. Using a smartphone app, the homeowner can remotely check if 
he or another family member remembered to close or lock the door. Instead of hiding a house 
key under a mat one can electronically grant access to family members, workers, or guests from 
the app. Lastly, besides enabling the actual opening and closing, the Smartlock also tracks 
when the door was opened and closed, which is useful to know when family members or 
domestic help are entering or exiting each day. 

In our digital age when technologically advanced sensors command many everyday 
appliances what we should do on Shabbat? One possibility is to sequester ourselves from any 
advancement of technology and pretend we live in the twentieth century. The other possibility is 
to grapple with technological advancements and consider which parts of them we can use. The 
goal of this article is explore the questions of whether it is permitted to leave a Smartlock 
enabled lock functioning on Shabbat and if one can enter the house of someone else or a 
building with such a lock enabled.  

Over the last century, rabbis have discussed and debated the issue behind closing an 
electrical circuit on Shabbat. The unanimous opinion of the Orthodox rabbis was that it is 
completely forbidden to close a circuit on Shabbat, albeit for various conflicting reasons. In the 
last half century another question was considered: is it permitted to change the electrical current 
in an already closed circuit, such as changing the volume on a radio? Some rabbis held that this 
is equally as forbidden as closing the circuit, while others thought it was technically permitted 
but generally not in the spirit of the holiness of Shabbat. According to all opinions, in most cases 
it is forbidden to adjust the current in an electric circuit. The topic that we’re particularly 
interested in with the Smartlock is how to consider a person’s intent and actions and whether 
there is reason to be lenient since one isn’t really trying to use electricity as one closes a door 
that is Smartlock enabled.  
 

B. Halachic Consideration of Security and Unintentional Results 
One precedent to draw upon is a discussion regarding closing one’s door while 

simultaneously trapping an animal. Trapping is one of the 39 melachot, prohibited work 
activities, of Shabbat. Therefore, it would seem that if a person closed the door of his house with 
an animal inside it would be forbidden whether or not he intended to trap the animal. What 
should a person do if he has an animal trapped in his house and he wants to close the door only 
to keep the house secure from bandits? The Rashba Shabbat 107a s.v. ha writes that if a 
person’s intent is merely to close the door for security he is completely permitted to do so even 



though he’s aware that there’s a deer trapped inside. He adduces a proof from the Yerushalmi 
on this topic. The Ran Shabbat 38a s.v. matniten, a disciple in the school of the Rashba, argues 
vehemently against such an approach. He explains that doing one action with two intentions is 
tantamount to doing two simultaneous actions; consequently, how could anyone permit bona 
fide trapping on Shabbat just in the name of security?  

Furthermore, even if the person was only unintentionally trapping the deer it would still 
be forbidden by the well known principle of pesik reisha. A pesik reisha is an action that has two 
results, one which is a melacha and one that is permitted. For example, if a person drags a 
heavy bench across his unplowed field in order to use the bench elsewhere but inevitably he 
also creates a furrow in the ground, that is forbidden since digging is one of the melachot of 
Shabbat. Generally speaking, pesik reisha is forbidden because one may not do a permitted act 
knowing that inevitably a melacha will result as a byproduct of the permitted act. Therefore, 
argues the Ran, even if the person didn’t intend to trap the deer it would be forbidden to close 
the door. In practice, the Ran would therefore advise letting out the deer before closing the door. 
The opinion of the Ran is supported by writings of the teacher of the Rashba, the Ramban, as 
well as the Ritva, a direct disciple of the Rashba. Therefore, halachic codifiers including the 
Maggid Mishna Shabbat 10 and Bet Yosef 316 reject the opinion of the Rashba. 

The Shiltei Giborim, one of the later medieval schools, proposed a compromise between 
the Rashba’s extreme leniency and the Ran’s stringent view. If one intends to trap the deer it is 
forbidden to close the door for security, but if one’s sole intent is to close the door even if one 
knows that the deer will be trapped, it is permitted since trapping the deer isn’t intentional. In 
technical terms he explains that pesik reisha is only if a person intends both the melacha and 
the permitted act but not if one only intends the permitted act, and the melacha was an 
involuntary consequence. The later rabbis often cite the Shiltei Giborim’s compromise as a 
halachically binding opinion though they offer alternate explanations for such a compromise.  

One explanation is that of Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach in Minchat Shlomo 1:6. He 
understood that a person’s intention is definitional to the melacha of trapping. If a person closes 
the door and there’s an animal inside that one doesn’t know about that isn’t trapping in any 
shape or form. Trapping is only significant if one is conscious that one’s actions will result in 
trapping an animal. Explains Rav Auerbach, the reason that a pesik reisha is forbidden to begin 
with is because whenever a person does a permitted act with an inevitable consequence, it is as 
though he had the intention to cause the predictable melacha. That concept is only relevant to 
melachot that are result-oriented, where the melacha is objectively significant because of the 
accomplishment as opposed to melachot that are intention-oriented, where the melacha is only 
significant if the doer realizes the result. For example, digging is a result-oriented melacha and 
therefore can be violated with a pesik reisha even though complete intention is lacking. 
However, for trapping, the intention factor plays a much larger role; it defines the action. 
Therefore, a person’s semi-intentional act to cause a byproduct of trapping isn’t considered 
trapping at all. According to Rabbi Auerbach, the application of this Rashba would be limited in 
scope. 

Another analysis is that of the Oneg Yom Tov (responsa 22). He explains that a pesik 
reisha is only forbidden if a person’s body directly interacted and created the tangible results of 
the act as is the case when dragging a bench. However, if the melacha byproduct of the pesik 
reisha is detached from a permitted act and is in a location other than one’s physical presence, 



the action is permitted. Therefore, closing the door for security without any intention to trap the 
deer is permitted since the result of trapping a deer is the deer itself which is disconnected from 
the door. The Avnei Nezer OC 194 also assumes this approach. My teacher, Rabbi Hershel 
Schachter, subscribes to this approach that a pesik reisha only makes a person responsible for 
the consequences of his actions that are directly physically connected to his actions.  

 

C. Walking in Front of a Security Camera 
An application of this discussion is relevant to walking in front of a security camera on 

Shabbat. As the camera is already running and there is negligible change of current when a 
person walks by the camera, the real question centers around having one’s image appear on a 
digital screen. Just as it is agreed upon by the rabbis that it is forbidden to take a picture on 
Shabbat because it is considered as though one is drawing, which is a Biblical prohibition on 
Shabbat, so too the concern is that a person’s walking is causing a photo to be taken of him. 
The overwhelming agreement of rabbis is that it is permitted to walk in an area where there is a 
surveillance or security camera and because of the ubiquity of them in New York it is impossible 
to escape them unless one confines oneself indoors all day. There are two major approaches as 
to why it would be permitted. Some poskim consider the action of walking in front of the camera 
as a pesik reisha in which one is doing a permitted act of walking and as a byproduct one also 
causes a picture to be drawn on a screen. However, because the digital image is temporary it 
isn’t considered a full fledged melacha but rather only a rabbinic prohibition. For that reason, 
some rabbis permit walking in front of a security camera as it is considered a pesik reisha from 
which a person has no benefit and the original prohibition is only rabbinic.  

Yet, Rabbi Schachter was lenient for another reason. He explained that since the pesik 
reisha of having the camera cause an image to be printed on a digital screen is detached from 
one’s physical movements and body it is considered irrelevant to him. Therefore, he permitted 
walking in front of the camera as it is an unintentional action with an inevitable melacha resulting 
in a separate location. 

 

D. Automatic Lights 
Many homeowners have security lights outside their homes to discourage a potential 

thief from lurking near their home. These lights automatically turn on when a motion sensor is 
tripped. If there is an automatic light outside someone’s home and walking on the sidewalk trips 
the sensor can one walk there on Shabbat? Many poskim distinguish between two cases. If the 
area is generally well lit then it is considered non-beneficial to the walker if the light goes on. If 
the area is poorly lit then the fact that another light is on is considered beneficial which would 
make the inevitable unintentional result of the light turning on forbidden. One other 
consideration is whether it can be avoided. If it is possible to walk around the sensor or on the 
other side of the street to avoid any questionable infraction of violating Shabbat it is certainly 
preferable to do so. However, in a poorly lit area if the sensor of a neighbor is so close to one’s 
house that it is impossible to walk into one’s house without tripping the sensor what should one 
do? Although there’s no great halachic solution there is a minority opinion of The 39 Melachos 



(v. 4 p. 1215) that one could rely upon to walk in the area where the sensor would turn on the 
light while closing one’s eyes. Although the light is going to turn on, since one’s eyes were 
closed it is considered non-beneficial. Even if one opens one’s eyes afterwards it is still 
considered non-beneficial since the critical moment of consideration whether it is beneficial is 
the moment the light turns on.  

A similar problem arises in a building in which there are automatic lights in the stairwell. 
Many Jews in apartment buildings take the stairs on Shabbat to avoid taking the elevator, which 
is generally problematic for the purpose of Shabbat. Sometimes though, there are automatic 
lights in the stairwell and in such a scenario can one walk up the stairs knowing that one is 
going to turn on the lights? The situation is usually compounded by the fact that without the 
automatic lights usually there are only minimal emergency exit signs lit up which do not provide 
sufficient light to walk up safely. On the other hand there is a mitigating factor in that the lights of 
a modern building are generally fluorescent or LED and not incandescent, which according to 
most poskim, lowers the level of severity of the question to a rabbinic one and not a Biblical one. 
The reason for this is that only an incandescent bulb is considered like lighting a fire when the 
wire becomes red hot but in fluorescent and LED bulbs there is no filament glowing. 
Nonetheless, since having the lights go on is beneficial it is problematic unless one relies on the 
minority opinion and closes one’s eyes as one enters the stairwell.  

Regarding automatic lights in a bathroom, there is a major mitigating factor which is 
kavod habriyot, human dignity. The rabbis permitted violating rabbinic enactments on Shabbat 
in order to preserve human dignity such as relieving oneself. Therefore, Rabbi Yisrael Belsky in 
Shulchan HaLevi 7:7 explained that if there are no other bathrooms available and the lights are 
fluorescent, which is the case in most hotels and airports, one may go into a bathroom with 
automatic lights. The same leniency would hold true in using an automatic toilet if no 
mechanical toilet is available. Using an automatic toilet according to most poskim is only a 
rabbinic concern since the lights on it are LED and not incandescent and the actual flushing only 
involves a simply opening and closing of an electrical circuit. However, with respect to using an 
automatic sink the poskim are hesitant to be lenient since it isn’t considered an acute need of 
human dignity. Certainly it is not hygenic not to wash one’s hands but since that doesn’t 
compromise the person’s dignity completely it is questionable. Rather one should try to clean 
one’s hands by rubbing them together and then finding water to wash them. 
 

E. Conclusion 
Therefore, applying these principles to opening a door that is Smartlock enabled and 

thereby breaking a circuit should be forbidden. Even though the result of a closed circuit is 
unintentional it is the direct result of one’s action of opening the door. Therefore, it would be 
forbidden.  

However, regarding someone else’s door there is another factor at play. That is, not only 
doesn’t one intend the circuit to be closed but he doesn’t benefit in any way and it is completely 
irrelevant to him. There is the opinion of the Aruch, an eleventh century Italian lexicographer, 
who wrote that a pesik reisha is permitted as long as one doesn’t benefit from the results. For 
example, he permitted opening and closing a wine barrel with a cloth plug on Shabbat even 
though in doing so he will inevitably cause some of the liquid in the cloth to be squeezed out, 
which generally is prohibited by the melacha of extracting liquids out of solids. Since one 



doesn’t benefit from that liquid it is permitted. The school of Tosfot, twelfth century French and 
Germany rabbis, all disagreed and tried to disprove the Aruch’s opinion. Nonetheless, they 
agreed with the Aruch that if the original discussion was only a rabbinic prohibition and not a 
real melacha they would concur that it would be permitted. Many contemporary rabbis accept 
the opinion of Tosfot that an inevitably resulting rabbinic prohibition is permitted if one doesn’t 
receive any benefit of that prohibition’s occurrence.  

Regarding a door with a Smartlock, if it is on one’s own house it is considered beneficial 
to have the Smartlock enabled and functioning since it allows a person the ability to track the 
opening and closing of the door, an important feature of the lock. Rabbi Schachter explains this 
point by saying that anytime a system a person buys for his house is functioning normally it is 
considered beneficial, otherwise he wouldn’t have bought it in the first place. However, if 
someone else has the Smartlock enabled on their door and invites a guest, the guest has no 
intention or benefit whatsoever from the fact that the Smartlock was enabled; he would have 
been just as happy if the door had a regular manual lock. Therefore, if someone were to be 
invited to the house of someone who has a Smartlock enabled it is considered a pesik reisha 
where there is no benefit to the guest. Yet, this question will hinge on the century old discussion 
of whether closing a circuit is Biblically prohibited or only rabbinically prohibited. The majority of 
rabbis believe that it is only rabbinically prohibited. That being the case, there is room to permit 
a person to enter someone else’s house who has the Smartlock enabled and functioning on 
Shabbat. 


