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A Halachic History of
House Fires on Shabbos

Based on The Halachos of House Fires on Shabbos
by Rabbi Zev Kilstein shlita

The Gemara (Shabbos 115a) states, “Kol kisvei ha’kodesh matzilin
osan mipnei ha'dleika—We rescue all kisvei kodesh from a burning
building”

The Gemara implies that in the time of the Mishnah, on
Shabbos people generally let fires burn, and they attempted only
to save their kisvei kodesh (see Ran, Shabbos ibid. and Minchas
Asher 1:27).

This stance changed later on. During the period of the rishonim,
Jews lived among primitive people who took advantage of the
panicked setting of a fire to
murder and to plunder burning
homes. In response, the
rishonim ruled that fires must
be put out on Shabbos because
of pikuach nefesh (Ohr Zarua,
Erev Shabbos 38; Terumas
Hadeshen, 58 and 156, Beis
Yosef 334, Rema 334:26).

Years later, the Kenesses
Hagedolah (Shayarei Kenesses
Hagedolah, Beis Yosef, 334:11)
extended this allowance even
when there is no fear of looting.
In such situations it would still
be permissible — and, indeed,
required - to extinguish fires,
as it is a safek pikuach nefesh. If an elderly or sick individual, who
might be unable to flee, resides nearby, his life would be at risk if
the fire were to spread to his residence. Accordingly, putting out
the fire is mandatory.

The Tehillah L'Dovid (334:44) comments that this lenient ruling
appears to be unsupported. After all, in the days of the Mishnah,
the same possibility existed, and Chazal did not issue this psak on
account of pikuach nefesh.

The Gemara (Yoma 84b), however, does seem to offer a
precedent for the approach of the Kenesses Hagedolah. The Gemara
teaches that if a fire may spread to another courtyard, it must be
extinguished, even on Shabbos. Rashi (s.v. dafilu) explains that
this applies if in the neighboring courtyard live sick people or
children who may be endangered by the fire.

The Kenesses Hagedolah goes one step further and requires the
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fire to be put out even when it is unknown if people are in harm’s
way, but the basic premise of his ruling seems to be supported
by the Gemara (see Shoneh Halachos 334:36; Minchas Asher 1:27).

Perhaps people in the times of the Mishnah tended to let fires
burn because homes were farther apart from one another and the
fires could not spread too far.

Alternatively, perhaps the manner in which families lived at
the time made it relatively easy to evacuate everyone speedily,
thereby removing the element of pikuach nefesh. Also, their homes
may have been built with non-flammable materials, like stone,
which prevented fires from spreading onto nearby homes.

The approach of the Kenesses Hagedolah is almost unanimously
agreed upon by the poskim, including the Mishnah Berurah
(334:73). It has become the mainstream position.

In modern times, some have raised the possibilty that there
is no longer a concern of fires
spreading from house to house
(see Az Nidberu 1:60). [This
does not apply to apartment
buildings and attached homes
where it is self-understood
that fires can spread even
nowadays.]

However, many of our homes
are built with wood and can
easily catch fire. House-siding
is usually not fire resistant,
either. Furthermore, in recent
decades, homes and furniture
began to be made from
materials that burn faster than
the materials used in the past.

Although the National Fire Data Center reveals that the
frequency of fires spreading from one home to another is low
(about 3%), this is because the local fire department rushes to the
scene quickly to extinguish the blaze.

If fires were left to burn, they would likely catch onto nearby
structures, like trees, flammable fences, and homes. Accordingly,
the concern about fires spreading beyond their point of origin is
a reality even in modern times. This conclusion can be discerned
from the writings of many contemporary poskim (see Tzitz Eliezer
7:20:3, 6; Kovetz Halachos , Shabbos 2, 40:43).

When I met with Rav Shlomo Miller to discuss this topic, he
stated that since I am publishing a sefer about house-fires, I am
obliged to daven that it should not be practically needed. It is my
tefillah that Hashem should protect Klal Yisrael from fires and
send us the geulah sheleimah soon in our days.
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