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This week’s question:  On a camping trip, which halachic questions must one be alert to, especially if the trip includes a Shabbos on the campsite?

With many issues to discuss, we will devote two issues to a selection of the issues.  

Some of the issues to discuss are:

1. Personal health and safety. 

2. Trespassing and taking things from the fields. 

3. Disposal of waste; tznius, modesty. 
On Shabbos:

4. Boneh, building; building a tent on Shabbos, adjusting or repairing a tent; Ashvuyei Gumos, the Melacha of leveling the ground on Shabbos. 

5. Mishtamesh Be’ilan, using a tree on Shabbos. 

6. Eating and drinking over ground that could be cultivated. 

7. Keeping food warm. 

8. Defining a Reshus Hayachid, where one may carry (making an eruv) and the Techum Shabbos, outer limits to which one may walk on Shabbos. 

9. Opening a car door to get something. 

10. Taking water from body of fresh water, swimming and bathing. 

11. Chasing, tripping, hitting, or killing insects and animals. 

12. Applying first aid or protective lotions or ointments. 

13. Oneg and Kavod Shabbos. 

1. Personal Health and Safety

The view of the Torah is that one’s life is not his property and he must guard his well-being in the same way that he is responsible for that of others. Thus, one may not voluntarily risk his life or well-being. This is included in the mitzvah to erect a rail around a roof and to prevent harm in one’s home. It is also derived from the pesukim: Hishamer Lecha, Ushmor Nafshecha Me’od, guard yourself and your life extremely well and Venishmartem Me’od Lenafshoseichem, which is a reiteration of the same mitzvah [see Parshas V’eschanan 4:9 15 Brachos 32b.].

Accordingly, one must take all reasonable precautions against harm—whether by the elements, terrain, animals, insects or one’s own negligence. The Talmud teaches us that everything is in the hands of Hashem except for catching a cold, which is preventable. Therefore, one who catches a preventable sickness is held personally responsible for it. Dressing correctly to protect from heat and cold related risks is mandated by the halacha. One may also not tempt the evil advocates in heaven by walking in dangerous places. If this is unavoidable, one must be careful not to walk there alone, or leave others alone there. While one may not stand by while another person is being harmed, he may not give up his own life to save another person. When a calculated risk to one person will save another from definite danger, there are varying views among the poskim. What if two people are in danger and just one is able to be saved? The Talmud debates a case of where two people are in the desert and only one of them has enough water: should he share it with his fellow with the result being that both will die? The conclusion is that one’s own life comes first.

When in doubt about a prohibition, one may sometimes practice leniency, taking chances based on halachic guidelines. In cases of doubt about health and life, one is always stringent to avoid any possibility of danger [see Parshat Ki Seitzei 22:8. E.g. Baba Kama 15b Baba Metzia 63a Chulin 9B-10a Yerushalmi Shabbos 2:6. etc., Rambam Hil. Dayos 4 Rotzeach 11-12 Sefer Hamitsvos Asei 184 Lavin 297-298 Chinuch 237 546-547 Tur Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 328 etc., Yoreh Deah 116 155 Chosen Mishpat 409 426-427, commentaries, Poskim].

2. Private Property

Aside from the Dina Demalchusa, local secular legal guidelines, which are binding in Jewish law as well, especially in regard to real estate law, there are halachos covering private property. One may not camp out in a private field without permission, even it if is unused at the time, and the owner may later ask for a rent payment. One may not trespass on other peoples’ land, such as to take a shortcut, unless there is an established footpath there. The definition of “established” is that it has been used by the public for some time without the owner protesting. When the trodden footpaths are impassable, not because of the volume of traffic but due to their condition, one may walk on the edges even if it means entering a field. When one needs to find a private place for use as a bathroom, he may enter a field to hide behind its fence. However, one should not enter a freshly plowed field because it will necessitate disturbing the furrows and the owner will then have to plow it again. One may not pick fruit or produce from a private domain, including what is left lying on the ground, even after most of it has been harvested. What is left behind might be left to ripen further or the owner might come back for it later. One may take scrap wood for a fire, but should not take from a supply that might be used by the owner of the field. Fruit or other produce that fell into the public domain may be taken [see Shabbos 82b Eruvin 53b Baba Kama 20a-21a 28a 60b 81a-b Baba Basra 12a 99b Sh. Ar. O.C. 312:9 C.M. 26o:6 377 (Aruch Hashulchan etc.) commentaries, Poskim].  

3. Waste Disposal and Tznius
Since a Jew must spend some time davening and reciting brachos, even while at rest in his tent, it is important that he should not be in the proximity of waste. If this is impossible to avoid, measures must be taken to keep the area where one plans to camp free of an odor-producing waste receptacle and to cover it from view. It is insufficient to cover just the top of the receptacle; the entire thing must be covered with something other than its own usual lid. If it is necessary to relieve oneself directly on the ground, this must be done in a modest manner, away from other people, and one should then make an effort to cover up the waste. If there is a problem reciting brachos in a particular location, one must inspect it before — not after — davening there. A waste disposal receptacle is muktza on Shabbos but may be moved if it emits an odor, or if its mere presence is disturbing. One must be careful not to move it out of its reshus hayachid.

A particular problem in a crowded campsite is tznius, practicing modesty. To this end, tents should be arranged so that one is not exposed to prying eyes and does not see another’s private or semi-private activities. Modesty in dress is of utmost importance and is critical when davening and reciting brachos. The mitzvos requiring modest attire and restricting one from looking at immodestly clad people and viewing their actions are in place to maintain sanctity and to prevent arousal of unbecoming thoughts. They are not added pious stringencies, but are largely of scriptural origin. They include:  women covering their hair and most of their body, and men covering the parts of their body that are not ordinarily showing. A person who is not concerned about exposing his body is pasul le’eidus, not to be trusted as a witness. If he has no self-respect, he might easily be tempted to lie for financial gain. When bathing or engaging in activities that make it impossible to cover the body sufficiently, one must still behave as modestly as is possible. While swimming, men and women should be separated so that the men are unable to see the women. It is preferable to camp in a secluded spot at a less crowded campsite [see Parshas Ki Seitzei 23:10 13-15 Brachos 23b-25b Shabbos 41a 150a Kesubos 72a Baba Kama 86b Sanhedrin 45a Avoda Zara 20b Niddah 13a-b, Tur Sh. Ar. O.C. 73-77 81-87 Even Haezer 21 C.M. 34:18 commentaries, Poskim].

4. Building a Tent on Shabbos
The scriptural melacha of boneh, building a structure, includes any activity done to the ground in the process of building, or to a building that is attached to the ground. Even making a small hole to be used in the process is considered boneh, as is adding a nail, etc. Many poskim include fashioning a complete kli, utensil, in this melacha. Ashvuye gumos, leveling the ground, is forbidden scripturally — either under the category of choresh, plowing, or when it is done to build, boneh. This includes removing solid waste (instead, it should be covered with a kli until after Shabbos). Accordingly, one may not set up a tent or make any adjustments to it on Shabbos. If a supporting piece comes out, one may lean something else against the tent to hold it up, but should not wedge it tightly into place. If one feels a bump or a rock under his sleeping bag in the middle of the night, he may not level the ground or remove the rock. Sokel, removing stones from one’s field to improve the land, is a tolda of choresh. Although one is not held liable for improving another person’s land on Shabbos, it is still forbidden to do so. When done to level the floor of a house, it is a tolda of boneh. In terms of liability of Shabbos, the floor of one’s tent is considered his own, even though the land does not belong to him. One may also not demolish, even partially, in order to repair a structure or to build on the site. This is a separate melacha of sosair. Therefore, adjusting a tent pole would involve both melachot. Spreading a ground sheet that is not attached to the ground or the tent does not constitute boneh and is permitted, but care should be taken not to level the ground in the process. Therefore, it is advisable to spread it well before Shabbos and to choose a location where the ground is firm and level. It is also forbidden to place something on the ground that might require balancing, in case one might level the ground in the process.

It is rabbinically forbidden to build a temporary structure, which includes any structure that is not attached to the ground. If a temporary structure was already in place before Shabbos, one may add to it. In the same way, one may partially demolish a temporary structure. According to many poskim, a tent that requires no anchoring to the ground is in this category. However, minor adjustments and repairs would still be forbidden under the category of tikun kli, the prohibition against fixing utensils, a type of makeh bepatish, putting finishing touches on something. Some poskim consider a whole structure on the ground scriptural boneh unless something separates it from the ground. Accordingly, if one put the tent on top of a sheet or mat on the ground, it is not a scriptural ohel.

Temporary structures include mechitzos: halachically required partitions and coverings for protection or to use the space underneath. A mechitza made to separate men and women during davening, to separate a reshus hayachid from the public domain, to act as a wall for a sukkah, or to conceal waste receptacles when davening, are all forbidden. A mechitza set up for privacy as a windbreaker or to shield from the sun would be permitted. If one of the first kinds of mechitzos was set up before Shabbos, but was partially folded up, it may be unfolded fully, so long as it was functioning at its minimum level when Shabbos began. It is forbidden to make an overhead cover for non-halachic purposes as well. If it was already made before Shabbos, i.e., spread out at least one tefach, handbreadth (about four inches) and the rest was rolled up, it may be unrolled, but not moved to a different place. If it was folded totally, it may not be unfolded. Therefore, while one may sit under a sunshade, it may not be opened on Shabbos and may not be moved around, thus covering new areas. This is why it is forbidden to use an umbrella, even if it was opened before Shabbos. If the cover is firmly attached to a standing ohel, even if it was totally folded, it may be unfolded on Shabbos. Thus, one may open and shut a roof on hinges. For this reason, some poskim allow opening and folding the hood on a stroller if it was attached before Shabbos [see Shabbos 39a 73b 102b 125b etc. Eruvin 102a Tur Sh. Ar. O.C. 301:40 313-5 337:4 626:3 Kalkeles Shabbos].

