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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1-13:16)

Essay 14. Matzot and Mitzvot
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“You shall observe [“guard”] the [Festival of] Unleavened Bread” (Ex. 12:17). Rashi
explained: “Rabbi Josiah said: Do not read nig»s7 [ha 'matzot] [“the unleavened bread”], but
nERa [ha 'mitzvot] [“the commandments”]. Just as we may not cause the unleavened bread to
become leavened [by letting the dough remain in its raw state too long], so too we may not let
the commandment become “leavened” [by waiting too long before we perform it]. If [a
commandment] comes to your hand, perform it immediately.”!

We need to investigate the meaning of “don’t read ‘the unleavened bread,” for if
[Rabbi Josiah] wants to specifically expound the Masoretic [written] text, he doesn’t need to
say, “don’t read” regarding the [pronounced] Scripture. As we find throughout the Talmud,
there is one whose opinion is that the Masoretic text is authoritative, and one whose opinion
is that the [pronounced] Scripture is authoritative,” and they don’t need to support their

position by saying, “don’t read” the other way.
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Also, the Re’em® wrote, and these are his words: “Even though [Rabbi Josiah]
expounded the [pronounced] Scripture by saying ‘don’t read [the unleavened bread, but rather

* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein.

! The Rashi is based upon Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael 12:17:1.

2 Sukkah 6b: “The Rabbis hold: The tradition of the written text is authoritative. And Rabbi Shimon holds: The
vocalization is authoritative.”

3 Rabbi Elijah Mizrachi (c. 1455— 1525 or 1526), Talmudist and mathematician.
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the commandments],” in any event he didn’t leave behind its plain meaning. For if that weren’t
so, after he expounded that ‘unleavened bread’ as ‘commandment’ by saying ‘don’t read,’
how did he return and say, ‘Just as we may not cause the unleavened bread to become
leavened, so too we may not let the commandment become leavened?’ ” [In other words, the
Re’em is saying that Rabbi Josiah didn’t literally mean that one should ignore the plain meaning
of “unleavened bread,” or else then he wouldn’t have mentioned unleavened bread in saying “just
as we may not cause the unleavened bread to become leavened.”]

This is very difficult, for [instead of saying “don’t read,”] [Rabbi Josiah] should have
said, “read into it also ‘the commandments,” ” as it says in the tenth chapter of Pesachim
(118a), [regarding Ex. 22:30, “you shall not utter [X¥n] [tisa] a false report,” “read into it also
‘you shall not relate [X*n] [tasi] a false report.’ »*
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It can be said that the Rosh® wrote at the beginning of the chapter “Ein Tzadin” (the
third chapter of tractate Beitzah, siman 1) in the name of the Jerusalem Talmud: How do we
know that there is no grinding of food, and no selecting inedible waste from edible food, and
no sifting on a Festival? The verse states, “You shall celebrate a sacred occasion on the first day,
and a sacred occasion on the seventh day; no work at all shall be done on them; only what every
person is to eat, that alone may be prepared for you. You shall observe the [Festival of]
Unleavened Bread” (Ex. 12:16—17), as if to say that labors performed from kneading onwards
are permitted, but not categories of work that precede kneading.

From this [teaching] in the Jerusalem Talmud, we hear that it’s only necessary to
guard Matzot mitzvah, the three matzot that will be used during the Passover seder, from the
[time of] kneading onwards. The Bach® wrote (Orach Chaim, siman 453, se’if 4) (the words
starting, “Rav Alfas wrote”’) that we do not hold in accordance with this, but rather as an
analogy of our Talmud, i.c., the Babylonian Talmud, Peachim 40a, that [the wheat] requires
guarding from the time of harvest, etc., and see there.

4 In addition to Pesachim 118a, this is also found in Makkot 23a.

5> Asher ben Jehiel (“Rabbeinu Asher” or “the Rosh™) (c. 1250, probably Cologne—1327, Toledo).

¢ Rabbi Yoel ben Samuel Sirkis (1561-1640), Polish posek (decisor).:

7 Rabbi Isaac ben Jacob Alfasi ha-Cohen (1013—1103) (“Alfasi” or “The Rif”), author of Sefer haHalachot.

2



=927 228 WK X7 TR NIRRT DY 00" MWPYINT2 A7 R0 XPT DD M1pR 98 TR MWK 1 A1 0
UPIT),99) ARRT DR PXORON PRY QWD "NIXRT DR aRnY" 102 027 RIR L AEP DYWN Y 103 RTT7 "UD)
DY DnTRY" R OX 12 W97 Doy WK AR"? Ty 12 1R "NnTignT nX appyt” Tngy oXY aws o
AYEP YR AN) NIIET NITRYE 22 007,000 NNRT 1YY T K793 210 oPY 1y 7 X "nives

2"37 WIRIn CRIERT PR R i 71%IY RIR ,N1INRT NRY NIRRT DR 3101R WOTT 003 090 PR) Inwn

Because of this, Rabbi Josiah says, “Don’t read [ ‘the unleavened bread’]” because he is
not of the opinion of the Jerusalem Talmud, that as the phrase, “you shall observe the [Festival
of] Unleavened Bread,” is adjacent to the phrase, “only what every person is to eat,” to teach
that only labors from kneading onward are allowed on Festivals. Rather, he holds like the
Babylonian Talmud, that [the wheat] requires guarding from the time of the harvest.

Rather, Rabbi Josiah says, thus pronounce “observe the commandments,” such that
just as we may not cause the unleavened bread to become leavened, one may not delay
performing the commandments and allow them to become “leavened.” He expounded thus: if it
is said, “observe the commandments,” then we understand that there is no connection to the
next phrase, “only what every person is to eat.” Similarly, if we read, “observe the [Festival
of] Unleavened Bread,” it would not have had any connection to the festival at all, but rather
simply a warning to guard the matzot, which is all the necessary guarding and even meaning
from the time of the harvest. It is indeed so that both were expounded: the matzot and the
commandments. Rather, that it was necessary to say “don’t read,” to exclude the explanation
above of the Jerusalem Talmud, that the matzot used for the Passover seder only had to be guarded
from the time of kneading onwards.
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Further, the fact that we may not cause the unleavened bread to become leavened,
could be derived from the reading “cakes of unleavened bread that had not leavened” (Ex.
12:39). That is, [the verse] is difficult, for if they were unleavened bread, it’s obvious that
they were not leavened! Rather, [Scripture] is coming to tell us that it’s not enough to observe
the matzot from the time of their kneading alone, which is from the time that they are formed
into cakes, but rather even from their origin, they require guarding so that there will be no
possibility of leavening to them at all. That is, from the time of the harvest. Now that it’s
coming to tell us that for matzot, guarding from the origin is needed, Rabbi Josiah would say
it also teaches that even for the commandments, it’s needed to be careful and to hurry to
fulfill them from the beginning, so that they won’t become “leavened” at all by delaying in
their fulfillment.
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Also, it can be said that a verse was needed to say “for it was not leavened,” for if one
holds that even the first olive bulk’s amount of matzah that is required to be eaten at the
Passover seder, specifically requires guarding from the time of harvest, there is a difficulty.
That is, regarding the first matzot that Israel were commanded to eat, upon their speedy
departure from Egypt, it was impossible that these would have been guarded from the time of
harvest. For Israel was only commanded in the month of Nissan, and even so, Scripture says,
“with unleavened bread and bitter herbs they shall eat it” (Lev. 9:11). Le., by the time we were
commanded in Nissan, the grain had already been harvested. From where, in that case, would it
come to us to do more guarding today than that which was done during the Exodus from Egypt?
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Because of this, [Scripture] adds, “cakes of unleavened bread that had not leavened,”
as if to say that Scripture was testifying that this wheat that Israel happened to use to make
matzot had never been exposed to water, for it “had not leavened.” In any event, according
to what Rashi wrote on the verse, “After two years’ time, Pharaoh dreamed that he was standing
by the Nile” (Gen. 41:1), that rains don’t fall in Egypt as often as in other lands.



