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Voice-Activated Devices on Shabbos®

Author’s note: The prohibitions involved with the operation of electrical devices on Shabbos have been dealt with
extensively in various responsa, and some of these were indexed by Machon Shmuel on a previous occasion. The
focus of the present work is to examine the halachic approach to activation of such devices by way of speech — to what
degree is the resultant activation attributed to the person who spoke. For additional information, see the indexed

overview prepared by Machon Shmuel on the topic of motion-triggered sensots.
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Introduction

Our rest from creative labor on Shabbos is intended to parallel Hashem’s cessation of

the creative process on Shabbos. In the account of the Creation, the Torah states:

“[Hashem] ceased on the seventh day from all the work that He had been doing. Hashem
blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, for on it He ceased from all His work.”!

To acknowledge G-d as the Creator of the universe, we commemorate this event by

abstaining from work:

“The seventh day is Shabbos to Hashem, you shall not do any work . . for in six days
Hashem made the heavens and the earth . . and He rested on the seventh day.””

We are taught that the world was formed by the agency of ten utterances ( mwy~

7nnRn),® and the verses state, “By the word of Hashem the heavens were made, and by the
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breath of His mouth all their hosts;”* “for He commanded and they were created.” It should
follow, then, that even verbal expression that relates to creative labor should be
prohibited on Shabbos. Indeed, the Talmud Yerushalmi interprets the above verse, “The
seventh day is Shabbos to Hashem” to mean that one ought to rest in a manner similar to
that of Hashem. Just as Hashem rested from speech, we must also abstain from
unnecessary mundane speech.® This phrase in the verse serves as an allusion to the
Rabbinic prohibition’ that applies to many instances of speaking about creative labor on
Shabbos,® referred to in the words of Yeshayahu, “and you honor [Shabbos] by not
engaging in your affairs, from seeking your needs or discussing the forbidden.” It appears,
then that the subject of discussion on Shabbos ought to be limited to those things that

do not relate to creative labor, as per a rabbinically established ruling.

Why isn’t speech related to creative labor prohibited on a Biblical level?!° The answer to
this lies in the fundamental difference between supernal speech and mortal speech. The

former is equivalent to action,!’ as Hashem’s speech actually brings forth creation. The
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