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“Six days shall work be done, and on the seventh day it shall be holy, Shabbos for Hashem...”

This is one of six places in the Torah' where we are commanded to consecrate the day of Shabbos and abstain from doing
“work”. In this context, work is not defined as physical exertion, but rather as creative action. More specifically, it refers to 39
particular tasks (Melachos) that were performed during the building process of the Mishkan. This is derived from the fact that
the Torah chose to place the above commandment to rest on Shabbos right next to the commandments to build the
Mishkan?. One specific question that is often discussed, and far less often clarified, is the matter of opening various sealed
packages, bags, and bottles on Shabbos. This seemingly innocuous task can actually run into a transgression of up to six
different Melachos, (7nmi ,Jnnn v ("7 n"wy) w91 ndn ,n ,nio). In the following pages, we will IY”H discuss each
possible transgression and its parameters. (Since the Din varies regarding each type of container, the reader is asked not to
compare one example to another, as any minute detail may drastically change its status.) Furthermore, since many of the
leniencies mentioned by the Poskim were stipulated to be used only as a last resort, whenever possible one should open all
containers before Shabbos.

ANIO — Constructive Destruction: The Melacha of anio (literally: “to demolish”), Min Hatorah is only when the purpose of
the destruction is for a constructive purpose (e.g. to rebuild something else in its place). Midrabanan it is always forbidden
even when it has no constructive purpose®. The basis of this Melacha was the dismantling of the Mishkan each time Klal
Yisrael traveled. The Rishonim dispute if this Melacha only applies to the destruction of buildings and structures, or also to
small vessels’. The Mishna in Shabbos states that one may break open a barrel to access the dried figs inside. Rashi and
others explains that the reason this is permitted is since there is no prohibition of A\nio in regard to vessels®. Tosfos and the
Rosh contend that the case of the Mishna is speaking specifically in regard to a container that is comprised of broken shards
stuck together (called 'pnom). Only with such a vessel is breaking it permitted, with other vessels it is forbidden®.

The Shuchan Aruch rules in accordance with the opinion of Tosfos, whereas the Gr’a paskens like Rashi. Many Acharonim
understand that today’s packages and cans are not considered '7nom and are forbidden to open according to the Shulchan
Aruch. Some Poskim argue that these packages are comparable to '7nom and are permitted to open even according to this
opinion.” This leniency only applies to 1nio, and not to other Melachos as we shall see.

N1 — Construction: The Melacha of nia (or in this case also known as nno n»wy — fashioning an opening) is a problem
with types of packages that in the process of opening them a spout is created. This is the case regarding some milk and juice
cartons, where in order to open them; one first separates the two flaps and then pulls out from between them to form a spout.
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Creating this spout is forbidden on Shabbos®. If one did not open this sort of container before Shabbos, he may not open it in
the normal manner, but may open the entire top from all sides, so that no spout is created.’ These types of openings may
also pose a problem of vy — tearing’, see below. The same Din applies to the more modern type of juice containers, that
have a pre-fashioned spout with a screw on cap, that is sealed on the inside (beneath the cap) with a removable plastic tab.
Since when opening the container and removing this tab one is creating a useful opening in a constructive way, it is
forbidden'". According to many Poskim, opening soda cans on Shabbos is also forbidden, for this reason'.

YU'uo2 ndn — Completing a Vessel: A can or bag that is hermetically sealed is not considered a usable receptacle in its
present state. Hence, by opening them one has created a usable receptacle, which is forbidden on Shabbos. According to
the Chazon Ish, even if one plans on disposing of this receptacle immediately, and does not plan on using it at all, it is still
forbidden. Other Poskim argue that if he does not intend to use the receptacle at all after its contents have been consumed,
he may open the can or bag, provided he does not create a neat opening, as discussed above. If he plans to continue to use
the bag or container after the contents have been consumed, it is forbidden to open it".

A common suggestion to avoid this problem by cans and other sealed container, is to puncture both sides of the can
rendering it unusable. This is not necessarily helpful, since when making the first hole the receptacle is already rendered fit
for use, which is forbidden. Making a second hole afterwards does not permit making the first. Only if one hole can render the
entire receptacle unusable is this a permitted procedure™.

When opening bottle caps that have a “tamper-proof’ ring attached to them, the same problem is met. Since prior to
removing the cap, the cap itself was not considered a “Keli”, when one removes it by breaking off the ring, one has
essentially completed the creation of this cap, which is forbidden. Many Poskim therefore forbid screwing off all caps of soda
and wine bottles for this reason'®. Other Poskim argue that even when the cap is on the bottle it is considered a receptacle,
and no change to its status is rendered when it is removed. These Poskim permit removal of all bottle caps'®. R’ Shlomo
Zalman Aurbach 7"yt differentiates between those caps that are metal and those made of plastic. Since in the manufacturing
process of plastic bottle caps, the cap is created as is, and then screwed onto the bottle, it is considered a “Keli” from before
and is permitted. Furthermore, these type of caps are technically removable, even without breaking their ring. Metal caps are
not manufactured and then screwed on, rather they are stamped on from a metal sheet, forming the cap only when it is
pressed1 to the top of the bottle. These caps are also not removable without breaking the ring, and are therefore forbidden to
remove'’.

If one did not remove the cap before Shabbos, according to the Poskim who permit puncturing a vessel (see above "nio"),
he may puncture the top of the cap with a sharp object, rendering the cap useless. Once the cap is no longer usable he may
screw it off'®, One must be careful not to destroy any words or pictures while puncturing the cap, since that would be
considered nin — erasing, which is forbidden.

VYOI — Tearing: Another Melacha that is encountered when opening packages is the Melacha of v — tearing. There is a
common misconception that it is permitted to open all sorts of bags and other packaging when it is for food. This is no
different than saying that it is permitted to open a refrigerator that automatically turns on a light inside when opened, since he
is doing so to get to food. The Issur Melacha of vy forbids tearing any material: paper, plastic, or cloth. This would
seemingly preclude opening all bags and other packages which require tearing to open them (e.g. potato chip bags). The
Poskim cite two sources for the possible permissibility of opening bags.
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The Tosefta states that it is permitted to tear the leather seal off a wine cask. According to the Shulchan Aruch Harav this is
due to the fact that nyj7 — tearing is not applicable to leather. The Melacha of tearing, according to this opinion, only applies
when one tears apart a material that is comprised of several parts woven or otherwise bound together. Hence, tearing on
Shabbos is forbidden by cloth as well as any two materials that are sewn or glued together. Tearing a single piece of leather
or paper is not the Melacha of tearing and is permitted'®. Plastic is also part of the latter category (made of a single sheet)
and would be permitted to tear. According to this opinion it is only permitted to tear the plastic bag in a spot where it is a
single sheet and one is not separating two plastic sheets from each other. If one opened the bag from the top (where the two
sheets are glued together), he has transgressed the Melacha of tearing. Most Acharonim, including the Mishne Berurah,
vehemently reject this opinion, and state that v applies by all pliable material — including plastic®.

On most bottles of wine and other beverages, a protective plastic seal is placed over the cap. Most Poskim permit tearing this
seal off, since this is almost identical to the above case of nann 9"v "I — the leather seal covering the wine cask®'. One
issue that may still be problematic, is if the seal is perforated to ease the tearing of it. According to some Poskim it is
forbidden to tear this plastic along its perforation, and should be torn at a different point??. This Din also applies to any
container which has a plastic or paper covering sealing the opening, such as coffee jars® and “Leben” cups.

The Gemara states that one may cut open a container made out of date leaves to access the dates stored inside. According
to some Rishonim the permissibility to cut or tear open this date-basket is since we consider the basket as though it is merely
the protective peel or shell of the fruit. Since it is certainly permitted to tear open the peel of a fruit to access the edible part, it
is also permitted to tear open this basket®. The Chazon Ish stipulates that this was only permitted since it is done in a
destructive manner, and is not opened neatly to preserve the container”®. According to these Poskim, if the purpose of
opening the bag is to access its contents, one may do so. According to the Chazon Ish it should be opened in a way that is
destructive to the bag (without tearing letters), whereas others Pasken that this is not necessary. These Poskim further point
out that, contrary to the opinion of the Shulchan Aruch Harav, one should open the bag specifically in the place where it was
sealed by the company, and not to tear the rest of the bag, since at that spot, it was sealed in order to be opened within a few
days. It is preferable to open a temporary seal than to tear a permanent material®®.

QNNhn — Cutting: The Melacha of y7nnn — cutting, applies whenever one cuts an object or material to a specific size. A
random cut is not considered Jnnn, although it may fall into the category of v — tearing, discussed above. According to R’
Yosef Shalom Elyashiv x"u'7w, any material that has a perforation to ease its tearing, is forbidden to tear along the
perforation, as this is considered 1nnn (i.e. non-random cutting). This would apply to any bag that has perforation, cans that
open along the perforation such as sardine cans, and even to bottle caps. Since the bottle caps have a ring attached to them,
even if one avoids all the other problems described above (i.e. he punctures the cap), he still may not twist off the cap since
that will break the ring along its perforation”’. R* Shlomo Zalman Aurbach 7"xt contends that the Issur of y\nnn does not apply
in this instance?.

ZnIn — Erasing: As we have already mentioned several times, whenever opening a package (even when permitted) one
must be careful that no letters are broken or torn, as that would be violating the Issur of znim. An often overlooked situation is
in regard to the expiration date printed on the ring of soda caps. Those who follow the opinion that it is permissible to open
these caps, must be wary of this number that is sometimes printed on the point of perforation. In this case it is forbidden to
open, since it is impossible not to break these numbers. When opening other packages that the opening will not necessarily
destroy any letters (e.g. the tear will go between the letters), it is permitted to open as is, even if in the end some letters will
be destroyed®.
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