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Glass and Metal Share Common Traits  
 כיון דכי נשתברו יש להם תקנה שוינהו ככלי מתכות

G lass is not among those materials listed in Parashas Ma-

tos  which,  when  made  into  a  utensil,  can  contract 

tum’ah.  Our Gemara informs us that the rabbis determined 

that glass utensils can contract tum’ah.  The reason given for 

this rabbinic enactment is that glass is formed from sand, just 

as earthenware is formed from earth and clay. Because they 

share their basic nature in common, the rabbis declared that 

glass can contract tum’ah, just as earthenware can. However, 

glass shares a certain other characteristic with metal. That is 

that once a metal vessel becomes cracked or broken, it can be 

melted down and reformed into a new metal vessel.  Similar-

ly, glass which cracks or breaks can also be reformed into a 

new utensil. This is unlike a vessel of earthenware, which, 

once broken, can not be fixed.  The fact that glass shares this 

feature with metal leads us to rule that a glass utensil which 

becomes tamei can be immersed into a mikvah to be purified.  

We can add more depth to the comparison between met-

al and glass, and why they share in common their being able 

to contract tum’ah even when touched on the outside of the 

utensil. Earthenware has no intrinsic value to its material oth-

er than it being used as a vessel.  When such a utensil breaks, 

the earthenware pieces are basically worthless.  Accordingly, 

an earthenware vessel can only contract tum’ah from its in-

side, where its utility and its function are apparent.  Metal 

and wood share in common that each material has value oth-

er than in its being used as a utensil. Even if they were to 

break, the material is still valuable and can be used for other 

purposes. 

Distinctive INSIGHT OVERVIEW of the Daf 
1) The tum’ah of glass (cont.)  

The Gemara continues questioning the assertion that 

glass is treated like earthenware.  

As a partial admission the Gemara suggests that per-

haps glass is essentially treated like earthenware but with 

added stringencies that make it similar to metalware.  

The Gemara questions this assertion and concludes 

according to one answer that glass has characteristics of 

earthenware and metalware and according to a second an-

swer it is only similar to earthenware.  

 

2) The tum’ah of metal  

The earlier Beraisa stated that the tum’ah of metal was 

a Rabbinic decree and yet we know that its origin is Bibli-

cal.  

The Gemara answers that the Rabbinic enactment re-

lates to the reinstatement of old tum’ah.  In other words, 

when a metal utensil breaks, it loses its tum’ah because it 

is no longer a usable utensil. Rabbinically, if it is repaired 

the old tum’ah returns.  

The reason for the decree according to Abaye is be-

cause the fear that the utensil may not be sufficiently bro-

ken to lose its tum’ah, and according to Rava it is because 

such a practice of breaking and repairing utensils could 

lead people to conclude that a utensil that was immersed 

in a mikva is usable even before sunset.  

 

3) The remaining decrees of the “eighteen enactments”  

If one places a utensil under a pipe to collect rainwa-

ter, according to Beis Shamai the water collected is unfit 

for use in a mikva regardless of the size or material of the 

utensil.  Beis Hillel disagrees and maintains that if the 

utensil was forgotten the water is not disqualified.  

According to R’ Meir a vote was taken regarding this 

issue and Beis Shamai received more votes and R’ Yosi 

maintains that Beis Hillel never agreed to this halacha.  

According to R’ Yosi this enactment has to be replaced 

with the decree that non-Jewish girls are considered tamei 

as soon as they are born.  

The Gemara begins to cite another one of the eight-

een enactments that deals with movable items and their 

capacity to convey tum’ah.   

 REVIEW and Remember 
1. What is the characteristic that glassware shares with met-

alware? 

2. Why would Chazal in their decree that glassware is sus-

ceptible to tumah not assign glassware all the halachos 

that apply to metalware? 

3. What is the case regarding old tumah where Abaye and 

Rava would differ? 

4. Why did Chazal decree that Cuthean daughters should 

be considered niddos? 



Number 78— ז“שבת ט  

The Tum’ah of Glass is only Rabbinic 
 כלי זכוכית דרבן

The ritual impurity (טומאה) receptiveness of glass is Rabbinic in 

origin.  

R av Yitzchak Zilberstein1 שליט"א discusses a very unusual 

present day application of this statement. In a situation where a 

person had to ascend the Temple Mount (הר הבית)   today for 

reasons of a life threatening urgency and he had to make this 

ascent with a tool, which material should he select the tool to 

be made from: metal, glass or plastic?  

Rav Zilberstein demonstrates from the Rambam2 that a per-

son who ascends the Temple Mount must be careful not to take 

with him vessels that are impure. If that is not a possibility, 

than he should at least reduce the level of severity, and take 

with him vessels or tools whose impurity would be Rabbinic in 

origin.  

Accordingly, it would appear that the best material for this 

purpose would be plastic, since following the view of most au-

thorities, plastic is not susceptible to becoming ritually impure. 

Rabbi Avraham Shag Tzwebner in his Ohel Avraham3 wrote 

that utensils made from bones that were superheated, melted 

and then formed do require immersion in a Mikvah, just as glass 

was given the status of metals because it can be melted down just 

as metal can. Similarly the Ben Ish Chai4 rules that crystal must 

be immersed, since it is melted down and formed, and therefore 

has the same status as glass. Thus, these authorities require im-

mersion for those materials that share with glass the ability to be 

melted down. However, Rabbi David Tzvi Hoffman in Milamed 

LiHoeel5 writes that possibly the Rabbis only decreed their order 

upon glass utensils and not upon other materials, even though 

they share the facility to be melted down and reformed. Rav 

Mordechai Ya’akov Breisch6 notes the rule7 that we are not able 

to add new decrees that were not conceived by Chazal, thus 

since Chazal did not have plastic utensils in their day to decree 

the obligation of immersion upon them, we can not now do 

that of our volition. Rav Moshe Feinstein8 was also of this opin-

ion that plastic need not be immersed. This is the view of many 

contemporary Poskim that the Rabbis’ decree only applied to 

glass since it shares with metal the fact that they both are expen-

sive, as well as the ability of being melted down. However, a ves-

sel that is not significant and valuable on its own, although it 

does have the ability to be melted down, would not require im-

mersion. Therefore, the person should take a tool of plastic.  

If the option of a plastic utensil does not exist, then he 

should try a tool of glass, since its susceptibility to impurity is 

only of Rabbinic origin. [It should be noted that immersing the 

tool will not help.9] Only if there is no other option should he 

take a tool made out of metal.   
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 כלי חרס מטמאין מאחוריהן

Rashi explains that if tum’ah into the hollowed 

out portion of the stem of an earthenware vessel 

(see arrow)

 
 מיטמאין ומטמאין מאוירן

If tum’ah is suspended in the airspace of an 

earthenware vessel, the vessel becomes tamei. If 

food is then introduced into this vessel, even 

particles which do not touch the walls are 

tamei. For example if the bowl is filled with 

mustard seeds, even those seeds which do not 

touch the walls are now tamei. (See arrow)

 
 המיח כלים תחת הצור לקבל בהם מי גשמים

Water collects in a barrel under a drainpipe 

which was placed on the roof as a solid beam, 

and later hollowed out. The barrel labeled ‘ב 

was not placed under the drainage, but it hap-

pens to be there, and water is collected within it.  
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