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Introduction: The Prohibition of Uvdin d’Chol – Weekday Activities 

Chazal instituted the prohibition of Uvdin d’chol (performing weekday 
activities) on Shabbos. Performing activities whose nature is mundane and 

routine on Shabbos damages its spiritual character and is considered a zilzul 
Shabbos (degrading the honor of Shabbos).1 An act of Uvdin d’chol is considered 

a breach in the sanctity of Shabbos, which can lead to Shabbos desecration.2 
The Chazon Ish3 writes regarding the prohibition of Uvdin d’chol, “Chazal were 

charged with the task of creating fences in areas (of Shabbos) that have been 
breached. This [prohibition of Uvdin d’chol] is therefore more severe than any 

specific prohibition, because it serves as a safeguard for the entire Jewish 
people, and for all generations.”  
 

The Prohibition against Measuring on Shabbos 
Chazal instituted a prohibition against measuring on Shabbos. As the Shulchan 
Aruch4 writes, “One may not measure or weigh on Shabbos.” The Mishna 

Berura5 explains that Chazal forbade measuring on Shabbos because of the 
prohibition of Uvdin d’chol, as is considered a “weekday activity” and is a zilzul 

Shabbos. Accordingly: 

 One may not use a measuring cup or spoon to measure ingredients on 

Shabbos.6 

 One may not use a scale to weigh himself or a tape measure to see how 

tall he is on Shabbos.7 

 One may not hang a thermometer either inside or outside on Shabbos 
to “measure” the temperature.8 However, merely looking at a 

thermometer is permitted, because an act of measuring is not being 
performed. 

 One may not use a tape measure to measure a room on Shabbos.9 
 

In all of these examples an act of measuring is performed, and the prohibition 
of measuring on Shabbos is violated.  
 

Leniencies Regarding Measuring on Shabbos 
There are a number of leniencies that apply to the prohibition against 
measuring on Shabbos, which in many circumstances permit measuring on 

Shabbos. 
 

1) Measuring for a mitzva need 
The Shulchan Aruch10 writes that one may measure on Shabbos in order to 
fulfill a mitzva need. The Shulchan Aruch haRav11 explains that when measuring 

is done for a mitzva need we cannot consider it a mundane and weekday 
activity, and therefore the prohibition of Uvdin d’chol does not apply.12 For 

example:  

 One may measure the size of a piece of matza or maror on the night of 
the Pesach Seder in order to determine whether it is the required size 

or volume.13 

 One may measure the capacity of a Kiddush cup to determine whether it 

holds the proper volume of wine.14 

 When walking to a distant area on Shabbos, one may measure two 

thousand amos in order to ensure that he does not walk out of the 
techum Shabbos.15 

 

Since these measurements are performed in order to properly perform a 

mitzva, they are not considered Uvdin d’chol. However, one should rely on this 
leniency only when it is necessary. For example, the Mishna Berura16 writes 

that one may count two thousand amos only if he needs to walk for a Shabbos 
need. Similarly, one should try to measure his matza, maror, and Kiddush cup 

before Shabbos.17 
 

2) Measuring for a sick person 
The Shulchan Aruch18 rules that it is permitted to measure on Shabbos if it is 

necessary for healing someone who is ill. Since taking care of one’s health is 
also a mitzva, measuring for this purpose is not considered a weekday activity 
and is therefore not considered Uvdin d’chol.19 One does not need to be 

severely ill in order to permit measuring on Shabbos. Any act of measuring 
that is performed in order to ensure one’s health is considered a mitzva and 

is permitted.20 For example: 

 One may measure the correct dosage of medicine for someone who is 

ill.21 

 One may measure the blood pressure of someone who is ill on Shabbos 

(so long as there is no melacha involved).22 

 One may measure food or drink in order to feed someone who must 
eat on Yom Kippur.23 

 

Using a thermometer 
One may use a thermometer to “measure” his temperature on Shabbos; since 

the measuring is done to take care of one’s health it is considered a mitzva 
need and is not Uvdin d’chol.24 
 

When using a thermometer on Shabbos there are a number of points to keep 

in mind: 
1. Only a mechanical thermometer may be used on Shabbos; a digital 

thermometer may not be used (unless there is a life-threating 
situation).25 

2. One may shake down the thermometer before using it. Although 
shaking the thermometer makes it usable and complete, it is not 

prohibited under the prohibition of Makeh b’patish (the final hammer 
blow) because it is the normal mode of use of the thermometer.26 [After 

using the thermometer one may not clean it or shake it down, as this 
doing so involves the prohibition of hachana (preparing for after 

Shabbos).27]  
3. It is permitted to dip the thermometer into petroleum jelly or 

alcohol.28 However, after dipping the thermometer into petroleum 
jelly one may not smooth it onto the thermometer, as this would 

violate the melacha of Memarei’ach (smoothing).29 
4. It is questionable whether one may use a plastic thermometer that 

changes colors when pressed against one’s forehead, as this may 
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violate the melacha of Tzovei’a (dyeing). When possible such a 
thermometer should not be used on Shabbos, although if no other 

thermometer is available such a thermometer may be used.30 Using 
thermometers that cause letters or numbers to appear are more 

questionable, as doing so may involve the melacha of Koseiv (writing) 
and should preferably not be used on Shabbos.31 

 

Measuring for a child  
The Rema32 rules that a child has the status of an ill person, since generally 
the needs of a child are comparable to the needs of a sick person. Therefore, 

it is permitted to measure in order to facilitate the needs of a child on Shabbos 
as any act done is viewed as a mitzva need.33 
 

Some poskim34 rule that a child retains the status of a “sick person” only 

until he reaches the age of two or three. Others say nine years old,35 while 
still others36 consider a child to have the status of a “sick person” up to 

even twelve or thirteen years old.  
 

Accordingly: 

 After feeding an infant, if there is a need to know the child’s weight one 

may use a mechanical scale to weigh the child.37 

 One may measure formula when preparing a bottle for an infant.38 

 One may measure the correct amount of baby cereal necessary for 
feeding a young child.39 

 

However, as with measuring for a mitzva need, if it is adequate to estimate 
the measurements necessary for the child it is preferable to do so, since 

approximate measuring is not included in the prohibition of measuring (see 
below).40 
 

3) Approximate measuring 
The Rema41 writes that the prohibition of measuring applies only if one is 
careful to take an exact measurement. Taking an approximate measurement 

was not included in this prohibition. Therefore, as long as one adds or takes 
away a little bit from the measurement, it is permitted. For example:  

 When preparing food on Shabbos one may use a measuring spoon to 
measure different ingredients so long as he is not exact in his measuring 
and adds or takes away a little bit.42 

 

4) Measuring food on Yom Tov 
The Shulchan Aruch43 rules that when cooking food on Yom Tov one may 
measure the spices before adding them. Since adding the wrong amounts of 

spices can ruin the food, they may be measured before being added. This 
leniency applies only to Yom Tov, not to Shabbos.44 Just as many melachos are 

permitted on Yom Tov when necessary for cooking under the leniency of 
ochel nefesh (food preparation), it is also permitted to measure on Yom Tov 

in order to aid in one’s cooking.45  
 

Mishna Berura46 adds the following to this ruling: In a situation where 
estimating the measurement of the ingredient will not ruin the food (in other 

words, an exact measurement is not very important), one may not measure 
it on Yom Tov.47 For example: 

 If one were to bake a cake or challa on Yom Tov, he may not measure 
an exact measurement of flour but rather must estimate the 

measurement of flour necessary, since an exact measurement is not 
needed.48 

 If someone generally estimates the amount of salt and spices to add when 
making egg salad, he may not measure an exact measurement of these 

ingredients on Yom Tov. Since the measurements of these spices are 
generally only estimated, measuring them on Yom Tov is prohibited.49 

 If one generally does not use a thermometer when cooking meat to make 
sure that it is properly cooked, he may not use it on Yom Tov. However, 

if someone generally uses a thermometer when cooking meat he may 
use a mechanical thermometer on Yom Tov as well.50     

 

5) Counting on Shabbos 
The prohibition against measuring on Shabbos does not extend to counting. 
Counting is not considered to be a form of measuring and is therefore 

permitted on Shabbos.51 For example: 

 One may count how many plates are stacked in a pile or how many 

apples are left in the refrigerator. 

 When jumping rope, a child may count how many times she has jumped 
over the rope. 

 One may count how many steps it takes to walk to his home. 

 One may count the number of steps there are up to his apartment. 

 A child may play with a Skip-it (a ball that is affixed to a string, which in 
turn is attached to the child's ankle and spun around while he or she 
skips over the string), even though the mechanical counter automatically 

counts the number of times the child skipped over the ball. 
 

Since in these examples one is merely counting, it is not considered a form of 
measuring and is permitted on Shabbos. However, in a situation where 

counting is being used as method of measuring, it should be avoided.52 For 
example; 

 One should not count the tiles in a room in order to measure boundaries 
for a game.53 

 One should not count how many stories there are in a building in an 

attempt to measure the height of the building.54 
 

Measuring Time  
When Chazal prohibited measuring on Shabbos they included measuring food, 

objects, and even one’s weight or height. The poskim discuss whether the 
prohibition against measuring extend to time. For example, when playing a 

board game is it permitted to use a mechanical stopwatch or hourglass to 
measure how much time has elapsed? 
 

The Maharil (1365–1427)55 writes that this question was posed to the Gadol 
haDor of his time, and he ruled that although there is no proof that measuring 

time is included in this rabbinic prohibition, we nevertheless cannot permit it. 
The Maharil continues: “After the Gadol haDor did not permit measuring time, 

how can one come afterward and allow it?” The Shulchan Aruch56 cites the 
Maharil, and the Rema concludes57 that the custom is to be stringent and 

prohibit measuring time on Shabbos. Accordingly, many poskim58 rule that one 
may not use a sand timer or stopwatch when playing a board game on 

Shabbos.59 (Note: Poskim60 point out that there is an additional issue regarding 
board games that normally involve writing [e.g., Boggle, Scrabble], as playing 

these games may lead to inadvertently writing on Shabbos.)  
 

This prohibition against measuring time on Shabbos does not apply to merely 
looking at a watch or clock to see what time it is, because the prohibition 

consists only of performing an act of measuring on Shabbos. Since the watch 
is already running from before Shabbos, merely looking at it is not considered 

an act that measures time, and is therefore permitted.61 

 
 

 


