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I.  Background 
 
The use of some instruments on Shabbat and holidays in relation to worship or children’s 
activities could enhance our community’s Shabbat experience, and could also draw in 
participants who would not otherwise attend a Shabbat service or activity.  
 
In halakhah there is a long-standing practice to not use instruments on Shabbat and holidays 
(unless noted, the term “Shabbat” below indicates “Shabbat and holidays”).  While it is clear that 
no prohibition existed during the time of the Temple in Jerusalem, at some point it became a 
common practice to not use musical instruments on Shabbat.  The main halakhic concerns are: 
 

1. Discontinuing the use of musical instruments was seen as a sign of mourning for the 
destruction of the Temple. 

2. Musical instruments may require repairs. 
3. Setting up or breaking down musical instruments could violate the laws of “finishing” a 

project (i.e. creative work). 
4. Musical instruments create sounds that may be perceived as  “noise”, which is disruptive 

of Shabbat peace, rather than “music”, which may enhance the Shabbat experience. 
5. Musical instruments may need to be carried into or out of the building (This is not a 

concern on Holidays, only on Shabbat, and is similar to concerns addressed in our current 
Shabbat policy regarding food). 

 
Given that we are in a time when Jewish life is being renewed in the Land of Israel, we are not 
excessively affected by the first halakhic concern, mourning the Temple’s destruction.  With 
some careful planning, we can mitigate the remaining concerns.  We recognize that the 
long-standing halakhic practice was originally a “fence” around the core concerns.  However, a 
lenient position on musical instruments, which is followed by many Conservative congregations, 
will allow for an enhanced Shabbat experience and may lead to increased attendance. 
 
We further recognize that Shaare Torah has a diverse community when it comes to practice and 
observance.  To that regard, it is our goal not to disrupt existing programs and activities. 
This Addendum Regarding Use of Musical Instruments is focused on a time that is not fully 
programmed already, the Friday evening services and programs. 
 
II.  Use of Instruments Before or After Shabbat 
 

1. Given that the concerns in Section I only pertain to Shabbat itself, and that instruments 
often enhance the worship experience, we should  encourage the use of all types of 
instruments before Shabbat formally begins (candle-lighting time), and at the conclusion 
of Shabbat following its official ending time (25 hours after candle-lighting time).  

 



 

2. Instruments can be used for Kabbalat Shabbat taking place before candle-lighting time 
(and up through Lekha Dodi in the standard Kabbalat Shabbat liturgy), and for Havdalah.  

3. To avoid issues of carrying on Friday evening, instruments not staying in the building 
over Shabbat should be removed from the building before Shabbat begins.  

4. For Havdalah, musical instruments should be in the building over Shabbat, or brought in 
after Shabbat is over (25 hours after candle-lighting time). 

 
III. Acceptable Musical Instruments 
 

1. Percussion (drums, cymbals, etc.) and simple wind instruments (recorders, flutes, etc.) 
are permitted: 

a. These generally do not need special setup, nor are they subject to breaking in a 
way in which we would be tempted to make repairs.  Therefore they may be used 
for alternative worship experiences, including children’s programs.  

b. Though noisy, participants (especially children) generally find percussion sounds 
“musical” and enjoyable.   Efforts should be made so that the sound does not 
interfere with participants in other worship services. 

c. These instruments will be brought into the building before Shabbat, and remain in 
the building until after Shabbat (this is not a concern on Holidays). 

2. Guitars and other stringed instruments are permitted: 
a. These instruments should be brought into the building before Shabbat, and remain 

in the building until after Shabbat (this is not a concern on Holidays). 
b. A “backup” instrument should be available so that if a string breaks, it does not 

need to be replaced. 
3. Electrified instruments or electronic equipment that produces music will not be used. 

Musical instruments that connect or “plug in” directly to amplification, or speaker 
systems, and electronic equipment that play music (including electric keyboards, guitars, 
radios, phones, and .mp3 players) are not permitted. 

4. The congregation already permits use of standing and lectern microphones.  These may 
be used to amplify sound from the above permissible instruments, if desired and 
necessary.  

 
IV.  Use of Musical Instruments on Shabbat 
 
Musical instruments may be used on Friday evenings during synagogue-sponsored programs 
that have the intention of celebrating Shabbat (worship services, children’s programs, family 
programs, and certain types of musical performances).  
 
V.  Exceptions 
 
Exceptions for the use of musical instruments within the spirit of this policy, will be determined 
by the rabbi as mara d’atra of the congregation, in consultation with the Religious Life 
Committee.  

 


