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BaL tashChis
the many forms of Bal tashchis
By: Harav shmuel felder

iNtrODuCtiON
We know that reciting a beracha before consuming food is crucial to developing our sensitivity to Hashem’s 
blessings in our lives. As the gemara says (Berachos 35b), “one who eats without first reciting a beracha is treated 
as if he has stolen from HaKadosh Baruch Hu.” We must train ourselves to appreciate every piece of food that we 
have and thank Hashem for it. In addition, we also find in the torah an explicit prohibition to cut down a fruit-
bearing tree (Devarim 20:19-20), commonly known as bal tashchis, which is extended by the halacha to other 
important materials, such as utensils or clothing. given these two imperatives, one may wonder whether it would be 
permitted for one to waste food for no reason, or use it for a purpose that has nothing to do with eating. If not, what 
are the parameters for the prohibition, and are they similar to those of bal tashchis, which may be permitted in cases 
of need, or significantly different?     

the examPLes iN the Shulchan aruch
the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 171) actually addresses this issue directly, in a siman titled: Shelo Linhog Bizayon 
B’ochlin, one may not use foods in a degrading manner. In this siman, he provides a number of examples of this principle, 
based on the gemara (Berachos 50b), including the following: 

1. using a piece of bread to carry a plate on top of it if the plate contains food that would ruin the bread should 
it fall on it

2. using bread to carry a full cup of liquid (if it spills, the bread will be unusable) 

3. throwing food which may get ruined in the process

the reason for these halachos appears to be that ruining food that is meant to be eaten appears to be rejecting 
Hashem’s gifts to us. He gives us food in order to sustain us, as the pasuk (Tehillim 145) says: Poseach es yadecha, 
You stretch out Your hand, and satiate the need of every living being, and instead we use it for other purposes that 
ruin it. Moreover, it is evident from these halachos that not only is ruining food forbidden, but even actions that 
cause only a possibility that food will get ruined are still forbidden. 

usiNg LiquiDs Other thaN water fOr netilaS YadaYim
the Shulchan Aruch here also includes not using wine for Netilas Yadayim in this category. the Mishna Berura 
(171:8, Shaar Hatziun 8) explains that the same is true with regard to any drink, as any liquid used for this purpose 
would also be wasted (and wine may have just been the most common drink used at the time). However, it is 
difficult to understand why this example would fall under the rubric of the issur derabanan of bizayon ochlin 
discussed by the Shulchan Aruch here, which, as mentioned, appears to include only cases of a chashash, concern, 
of causing the wasting of food. Why would this not be included in the actual issur deoraisa of bal tashchis, since 
you actively use up the wine (or other liquid), and can’t get any use from it afterward? 

In order to appreciate this question and develop an answer to it, we need to understand a bit more about the 
parameters of bal tashchis deoraisa. the rambam (Hilchos Melachim 6:10) rules that breaking utensils violates 
bal tashchis, but one who does so only receives makas mardus, lashes on a rabbinic level. Why would this case 
of seeming destruction not cause one to receive malkus deoraisa? some acharonim say that this shows that bal 
tashchis deoraisa applies only to the exact case of the torah - cutting down fruit trees - but all other cases of 
destruction are derabanan only. 

However, the Minchas Chinuch (Mitzvah 529) and Sdei Chemed hold that the rambam does include other cases of 
destruction within the scope of bal tashchis deoraisa. the reason that malkus deoraisa is not given, though, is that it 
applies only to a transgression that is explicit in the torah. 
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According to both of the explanations in the rambam, using wine for Netilas Yadayim should qualify at least as bal 
tashchis derabanan. If so, why is there a need for an additional takanas chachamim, enactment of the sages, due to 
bizayon ochlin? the answer is that bal tashchis applies only to an action that is performed derech hashchasah, in 
a destructive manner, but if it is done in the context of a constructive act, then there is no prohibition. this can be 
derived from the language of the rambam cited above (Hilchos Melachim 6:10), who explicitly describes the issur 
of bal tashchis with the words “derech hashchasah.” It is also evident from a comment of the Mishna Berura (15:3) 
within the halachos of tzitzis that it is permitted to change the kosher strings of the tzitzis if they are old, and is not 
considered bal tashchis to do so, since improving the tzitzis is not considered derech hashchasah, a destructive act. 
so too, performing the mitzva of netilas Yadayim is not considered derech hashchasah, even if the wine or other 
liquid used is wasted in the process. therefore, it was necessary for the sages, followed by the Shulchan Aruch, to 
categorize this case in the additional category of bizayon ochlin derabanan.

what if there is NO OPtiON Other thaN fOOD/LiquiD?
Does the issue of bizayon ochlin apply even if one does not have another easily available option that does not 
involve using the food or drink? for example, would one be allowed to use soda or juice on the table for mayim 
acharonim at a wedding or affair where walking to the sink with water will cause one to miss the zimmun? 
Alternatively, would one be allowed to use another liquid for Netillas Yadayim when on a hike and one only has 
other drinks?

the Magen Avraham (beginning of Siman 171) addresses this issue and notes that the gemara says they did 
occasionally use food for other purposes, such as pouring wine on the floor to impart a fragrant smell to the room 
(Pesachim 20b), or smearing oil on the body (e.g., Shabbos 40b). therefore, the Magen Avraham concludes that 
using food for any tzorech adam, purpose beneficial to humans, is permitted, but otherwise it is assur. He supports 
this contention from the language of the rambam (Hilchos Berachos 7:9), who says “one may not waste any foods 
in a manner of degradation or rejection (derech bizui u’be’itah),” which indicates that if it is used for a constructive 
purpose, it is not considered derekh bizui and is permitted, similar to the rules for bal tashchis. 

Although such a distinction is logical, the Magen Avraham must explain the prohibition of the Shulchan Aruch 
to use other liquids for netilas yadayim: If wasting food is permitted for a legitimate purpose, then why is this 
forbidden? the Magen Avraham therefore limits his permissive principle to a case where there are no other 
available options, and interprets the case of the Shulchan Aruch as referring to a case where water is available. 
However, if water is unavailable, then using other liquids for netilas yadayim would be permitted. 

this opinion of the Magen Avraham is accepted by many acharonim, including the Shulchan Aruch HaRav and the 
Aruch HaShulchan (171:2), but is questioned by the chafetz chaim in the Beur Halacha: Why would the Shulchan 
Aruch discuss using other liquids for netilas yadayim if water is available, as what type of person would ever 
choose to do so? In his words (based on a similar expression used occasionally in the gemara), “Are we dealing 
with fools?” 

the Beur Halacha therefore rejects this approach and interprets the Shulchan Aruch as referring to a case where no 
water is available, and he still rules that using other liquids is forbidden. As for the cases in the gemara when foods 
were used for other purposes cited by the Magen Avraham, the Beur Halacha suggests that it is permitted when this 
is derech ha’olam, the normal usage of many people. If so, then we can view the situation as one where Hashem 
intended that item to be used for that purpose as well, and there is no problem of wasting food or appearing to reject 
Hashem’s gifts to us. However, if the usage is not one normally practiced by others, then according to the Beur 
Halacha it would be forbidden, even if it is for a valid purpose. likewise, with regard to the rambam’s language of 
derech bizui u’be’itah, he argues that this description includes a case of using a food item in an unusual manner as 
well, even when there is an identifiable purpose.   

It seems that the chafetz chaim was so convinced of the correctness of his approach that he did not even bother 
to mention the approach of the Magen Avraham (which appears to have been the accepted approach by other 
acharonim until then) in the Mishna Berura (171:4), where he simply rules like his approach outlined in the Beur 
Halacha. 

 It is somewhat difficult to understand the question of the Beur Halacha on the Magen Avraham, as he could have 
asked a stronger question: Wouldn’t one violate bal tashchis deoraisa in any case of wasting a food or liquid, 
despite being used for a purpose? After all, if a person wanted to make a fire for warmth, can he burn a chair in the 
process? that case is also one of tzorech adam, but clearly if he can use normal wood, he must, due to bal tashchis, 
which is the explicit ruling of the Shulchan Aruch Harav and others. Why, then, did the Beur Halacha not question 
the Magen Avraham in this manner? 

It must be, then, that the case where it is forbidden to use other drinks for Netilas Yadayim is where water was 
available outside in a well, which was generally where water was located (there were no sinks or modern plumbing 
yet), and therefore somewhat difficult to fetch. If so, then bal tashchis deoraisa would not be violated, as that only 
applies where there is another equally feasible option. However, it may still be included in the category of bizui 
ochlin derabanan. the problem though is that if this is the case, then why would he be termed a fool by the Beur 
Halacha? He is simply unwilling or unable to expend the energy necessary to fetch the water from outside, but 
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that does not render him a fool. this question remains a difficult one to answer on behalf of the Beur Halacha, and the subsequent halachic literature does not appear 
to address it. In any event, we are left with a machlokes between the Magen Avraham and the Mishna Berura about bizui ochlin for a somewhat unusual purpose: the 
Magen Avraham permits this, and the Mishna Berura forbids it.    

usiNg Other LiquiDs fOr maYim acharonim
let’s apply these sources to the practical case referred to above: Is one permitted to use other liquids for mayim acharonim before Birkas HaMazon at a simcha event 
when there is no water on one’s table? According to the Mishna Berura, it is clearly assur, as he would forbid this even if there is no water, and certainly here where one 
can simply get up and go to the sink or bathroom. However, even the Magen Avraham would likely agree as well, because he too holds that if water is available, one 
must use water, and assuming the sink is in the same room, it is considered available. 

the problem with this analysis, and especially with the position of the chafetz chaim, is that the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 181:9) says clearly that one may use 
any type of liquid for mayim acharonim. the Mishna Berura there (181:20) cites the Pri Megadim that this is permitted only when there is no water, but not if water is 
available. this halacha, then, as well as the explanation cited by the Mishna Berura himself, appears to follow the Magen Avraham that using other liquids is permissible 
in the absence of water, and seemingly contradicts the Mishna Berura’s own approach discussed above, which should forbid this even if water is unavailable.

the contemporary sefer Etz Hasadeh, which discusses the laws of bal tashchis (Siman 17, note 36), suggests the following answer: In Siman 171, we are concerned with 
bizui ochlin when it is possible to avoid the whole issue. therefore, with regard to netilas yadayim, one could conceivably just avoid eating bread. this is why the Beur 
Halacha says even if there is no water, other drinks may not be used for netilas yadayim. However, with regard to mayim acharonim, one has already eaten bread and 
is now halachically obligated to wash mayim acharonim. given this obligation, even the Beur Halacha agrees that the concern of bizui ochlin would not override the 
obligation of mayim acharonim, and one could use other drinks for this purpose. 

According to this explanation, although it still may be assur to use other drinks for mayim acharonim at a simcha where a sink is nearby, if one goes on a trip, and does 
not have sufficient water for mayim acharonim, it would seem that even the Mishna Berura would agree that it is mutar to do so. 

the Etz Hasadeh (Siman 17, note 37, also cited in the Dirshu Mishna Berura, Siman 181, note #14) cites another potential leniency from rav eliashiv in regards to 
using other liquids for mayim acharonim: If there is only a small amount of liquid remaining in the cup, and it will inevitably be disposed of into the sink, then there is 
no issur of bizui ochlin, as in any case it will be thrown out, and it may be used for mayim acharonim. 

is seLtzer CONsiDereD water?
Does seltzer have the status of water as well with regard to this halacha of mayim acharonim or of other liquids? the Chidushei Basra (cited in the Dirshu Mishna 
Berura Siman 171 note #6) quotes rav chaim pinchas sheinberg as holding that seltzer has the status of sha’ar mashkin, other liquids, and would not be permitted 
normally to use for mayim acharonim, unless it will be thrown out anyway. At first glance, this approach also seems to be that of the Maharsham (3:375), who says that 
seltzer has the status of sha’ar mashkin. 

However, it is not entirely certain that the Maharsham would agree, as the context of the Maharsham may have been significantly different. the case he dealt with was 
the custom to spill out all drawn water in the vicinity (within 3 houses) of one who has just died (Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 339:60). the simple reason for this custom 
was that it was a helpful way to inform others of the death. However, according to the kabbalah, the reason is that the malach hamaves, the angel of death, washes his 
knife used in killing people in the nearby water, and it is therefore dangerous to drink. so the Maharsham was asked about whether seltzer (“mei soda”) must also be 
spilled out according to this custom. the Maharsham then answers that in that context, seltzer is not equivalent to water, as the malach hamaves won’t use a liquid that 
will cause one a loss, which includes seltzer. However, one may distinguish between that case, where the rule depends on the practices of the malacha hamaves, and our 
case of bizui ochlin. perhaps here it depends on what is defined as water, and seltzer, in fact, is simply water with some extra gas. therefore, it may not be any worse 
than bottled water, which, although it is sold in stores, is still considered water halachically, and would be permitted to use for mayim acharonim. 

usiNg fOOD fOr a sNOwmaN
there are a number of other interesting applications of this issue. May a child make a snowman with a carrot used for the nose, and tomatoes for the eyes (or similar 
foods)? Although the carrot might still be edible afterwards, and therefore would not be subject to the prohibition of bizui ochlin, the tomato might be ruined. perhaps the 
answer depends on the machlokes discussed above between the Magen Avraham and the Mishna Berura/Beur Halacha: the Magen Avraham might say that since there 
is a constructive purpose to using the food (after all, for children, using it for a snowman may very well be more important than eating it!), it should be permitted. the 
Mishna Berura on the other hand would say no, as this is not the normal usage of such vegetables in most situations. It would therefore seem that children have a right to 
be lenient in accordance with the opinion of the Magen Avraham, Shulchan Aruch HaRav, and Aruch HaShulchan, but perhaps adults shouldn’t do so if it in fact renders 
the foods undesirable for consumption. Another option might be to place the foods in a bag, and then use them on the snowman, as they would then still be edible 
following their use, and this might be permitted according to all opinions.  

thrOwiNg fOOD at a chaSSan Or Bar mitzVah BOy
Another question that arises is whether it is permitted to throw food, such as cookies or nuts, at a chassan during his aufrauf or a boy becoming bar mitzva in shul. 
certainly candy or food contained in a wrapper or plastic bag would be permitted, as it would be used afterwards, but what about foods that are uncovered? the 
Shulchan Aruch (171:5) discusses a similar case of throwing wheat at a chassan and rules that it must be done in a clean location so as to avoid the problem of bizayon 
ochlin (see Mishna Berura, 171:23). It would seem that in those times, people would be willing to eat such products off the floor if the floor was clean, and therefore the 
practice was permitted, as the food would not be wasted. However, today, where most individuals would not eat uncovered food off the floor of a public place such as a 
shul, that throwing food at a chassan would still be a problem of bizayon ochlin regardless of the cleanliness of the location, and should not be done.  
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