Rabbi Ari Kahn
Pesach 5776
In Search of Chametz

I. Pesach and Matzah

While the seven day festival commemorated each year in the spring is now
known as Chag haPesach (Passover),' the Torah consistently refers to this
holiday as Chag haMatzot — the holiday of matzah. The biblical name for the
evening prior to this seven day holiday, the day on which the Paschal
offering was brought- the day commonly referred to in modern parlance as
“erev Pesach” - is, in fact, referred to in the Torah as Pesach. Each of these
names, “Chag haPesach” and Chag haMatzot,” is applied to a distinct
holiday, reflecting the major obligations of each of these respective days:
Sacrificing the Korban Pesach, on the one hand, and eating matzah, on the
other.

There is, however, one major element that is not expressed in these names;
apparently, this third element is the flip side of the coin, as it were: We are
commanded to eat matzah (unleavened bread), and, at the same time, chametz
(leavened bread) is prohibited. And although this aspect is not given
expression in the name of the holiday, the avoidance of chametz may be the
real essence of the holiday, and it is this aspect which occupies our thoughts
and energies in the days leading up to Passover.

In Jewish theology, the avoidance of chametz is associated with the
understanding that chametz is a symbol of the evil inclination, and of sin. The
earliest source for this association is a brief passage in the Talmud in which

chametz (or, to be more precise, a leavening agent) is used as a metaphor for
man’s weakness in the face of the evil inclination:

! This shift in the names of the festival may be seen as early as the Talmudic period.
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R. Alexandri, when he finished praying, would add the following:
Sovereign of the Universe, it is known full well to You that our will is

to do Your will. What prevents us (from doing so)? The yeast in the
dough and our subjugation to foreign powers. May it be Your will to
deliver us from their hand, so that we may return to performing the
statutes of Your will with a perfect heart! (Talmud Bavli, Brachot 17a)

This passage has nothing to do with Passover or preparation for the holiday;
rather, the identification of chametz — or s¢’or (yeast) is primarily a metaphor.
Nonetheless, this single and singular passage has wielded a great deal of
influence, and is the source of the angst experienced by many Jews as the
holiday approaches.

The equation this passage creates between chametz and sin gives rise to many
question, foremost of which is this: If leaven, and specifically bread, are
representations of evil, why is it ever allowed? Why is bread not relegated
to the same category as other forbidden foodstuffs, banished from the
Jewish diet along with pork, shellfish and other proscribed foods? Why is
abstaining from chametz commanded for only one week a year?

II. Chametz and Matzah

In order to understand the very particular commandment regarding Pesach,
we must have a more in-depth understanding of the relationship between
chametz and matzah, both in terms of the narrative of the Passover story and
other areas of the Torah.

On a fundamental level, the terms chametz and matzah are seen as two sides
of the same coin: They appear in tandem, and are presented by the Torah as
polar opposites. When the Israelites are first given instructions regarding
the holiday they will observe in the future, the Torah instructs them - in the
same breath - not only to eat matzah, but to search out, destroy, and most
certainly not eat leaven:
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Eat matzah for seven days. By the first day, you must have your
homes cleared of all leaven, for whoever eats leaven from the first day
until the seventh day will have his soul cut off from Israel. The first
day shall be a sacred holiday, and the seventh day shall [also] be a
sacred holiday. No work may be done on these [days], except for
[work] which is needed so that everyone will be able to eat. Be careful
regarding the matzot, for on this very day I will have brought your
masses out of Egypt. You must carefully keep this day for all
generations; it is a law for all times. From the 14th day of the first
month in the evening, until the night of the 21st day of the month, you
must eat [only] matzot. During [these] seven days, no leaven may be
found in your homes. If someone eats anything leavened his soul shall
be cut off from the community of Israel. [This is true] whether he is a
proselyte or a person born into the nation. You must not eat anything
leavened. In all the areas where you live, eat matzot. (Shmot 12:15-
20)

In the same chapter, as the narrative describes the Jews’ departure from
Egypt, these two opposites are again mentioned:
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[The Israelites| baked the dough that they had brought out of Egypt
into unleavened (matzah) cakes, since it had not risen. They had
been driven out of Egypt and could not delay, and they had not
prepared any other provisions. (Shmot 12:39)



Once again, we are told, there is only one or the other: There was no chametz,
therefore there was matzah — or, because there was matzah, there was no

chametz and vice versa.

What is surprising, though, is the account of the very first “seder” held in
the Israelites’ homes in Egypt on the night prior to the Exodus: They
received very detailed instructions about how to prepare for this very
special night, how to bring the required offering, how to eat the festive meal:
The Korban Pesach was to be eaten with matzah, but there is no mention of
any prohibition regarding chametz:
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Eat the [sacrificial] meat on this night, roasted over fire, with matzah
and bitter herbs. (Shmot 12:8)

We might posit that leaven was disallowed only after the Jews left Egypt in
haste and the dough had no time to rise; prior to the Exodus, matzah was
commanded — because that is how the Passover offering is eaten - yet it was

not yet necessary to prohibit chametz.

Alternatively, we may infer from this anomaly that the prohibition of chametz
is associated with the holiday of Chag haMatzot — and not with the festival of
Pesach. This may be borne out by an additional instance in which matzot
are eaten with the sacrifice of a paschal lamb, but chametz is not prohibited:
“Pesach Sheni.” As in the first Pesach celebrated in Egypt, Chag haMatzot
was not celebrated by those who were unable to bring their sacrifice at the
appointed time. As in Egypt, those who could not celebrate Pesach at the
proper time celebrated the second, “mini” Chag haPesach, and ate their
sacrificial meal with matzot, although there was no prohibition against
chametz. Eating the Korban with matzah was part of the mitzvah of Pesach,
but was distinct from the eating of matzah on Chag haMatzot -- which is
always accompanied by the prohibition of chametz.”

2 See Bamidbar 9:9-12: All aspects of Pesach are to be observed; Chag haMatzot is not mentioned.
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“God spoke to Moshe, telling him: ‘Speak to the Israelites, saying: “If any person is ritually unclean from
contact with the dead, or is on a distant journey, whether among you [now] or in future generations, he
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I1I. Spring Time

We have examined the verses that instructed the Israelites regarding Pesach
in Egypt. In the chapter that follows these instructions, we find an
additional discussion of chametz and matzah, but in this second presentation,
the Torah very subtly introduces a new factor:
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God spoke to Moshe, saying, 'Sanctify to Me every first-born that
initiates the womb among the Israelites. Among both man and beast,
it is Mine." Moshe said to the people: ‘Remember this day as [the
time| you left Egypt, the house of slavery, when God brought you out
of here with a show of force, and no leaven may be eaten. Today you
are leaving [Egypt], in the month of spring. There will come a time
when God will bring you to the land of the Canaanites, Hittites,
Amorites, Hivites and Yevusites that he promised your forefathers to
give to you, a land flowing with milk and honey; there you will
observe this ritual in this month. Eat matzot for seven days, and
make the seventh day a festival to God. Matzot must be eaten for
[these] seven days, and no chamtetz and no leavening agents may be
seen in your possession in all your territories. (Shmot 13:1-7)

We are commanded to remember the day we left Egypt, and (therefore) not
to eat chametz. Additionally, the Torah speaks of eating matzah for seven days
and proscribes the possession of chametz or leavening agents. However,
sandwiched between these laws is an element that had not been mentioned
before: We are told of the connection between the Exodus and spring,
Passover must be celebrated specifically in the first month, known as Nisan,

shall still have the opportunity to prepare God's Pesach offering. He shall prepare it on the afternoon of the
14th of the second month, and shall eat it with matzot and bitter herbs. He shall not leave any of it over
until morning, and not break any bone in it. He shall thus prepare it according to all the rules of the
[regular] Pesach offering.”
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and Nisan must fall as the spring begins in the Land of Israel. We should
recall here that the responsibility for the sanctification of the new moon, the
human determination of the months that comprise the Jewish cycle of
festivals, was given to the Israelites as the first stage of the Exodus.’
However, until this point we could have assumed that an exclusively lunar-
based calendar was sufficient. A calendar based exclusively on lunar
months, like the Hijri calendar of Islam, is not season-based. Due to the
disparity between the average lunar year of 354 days and the average solar
year of 365 days, each year the lunar month would be eleven days “earlier”
when compared to the solar year — and to the seasons. Hence, an
uncorrected lunar calendar would have no “seasonal integrity:” Passover
would not necessarily be in the spring; it would be just as likely to fall any
other time of the year.

How important is this connection to the seasons, to the natural cycle of the
year? Apparently, very important indeed: The next few times Pesach is
mentioned, the element of springtime is stressed, and other festivals are
added, creating a yearly cycle of three holidays, which leads us to the
obvious question: Why is this important? What is the significance of the
seasons for the Jewish festivals?
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Offer a sacrifice to Me three times each year. Keep the Festival of
Matzot; eat matzot for seven days, as I commanded you, during the
prescribed time in the month of spring, because this is when you left
Egypt, and do not appear before Me empty-handed. [Also keep] the
Reaping Festival, [through] the first fruits of your produce that you
planted in the field, and the Harvest Festival at the end of the year,
when you gather your produce from the field. Three times each
year, every male among you must appear before God, Master [of the
Universe]. (Shmot 23:14-17)

3 Shmot 12:1-3.
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Keep the Festival of Matzahs. Eat matzot for seven days as I
commanded, in the designated time in the month of spring, because it
was in the month of spring that you left Egypt. The first-born
initiating every womb is Mine. Among all your livestock, you must
separate out the males of the first-born cattle and sheep. The first-
born of a donkey must be redeemed with a sheep, and if it is not
redeemed, you must decapitate it. You must [also]| redeem every first-
born among your sons. Do not appear before Me empty-handed. You
may work during the six weekdays, but on Shabbat, you must stop
working, ceasing from all plowing and reaping. Keep the Festival of
Shavuot through the first fruits of your wheat harvest. Also keep the
Harvest Festival soon after the year changes. Three times each year,
all your males shall thus present themselves before God the Master,
Lord of Israel. When I expel the other nations before you and extend
your boundaries, no one will be envious of your land when you go to
be seen in God's presence three times each year. Do not slaughter the
Passover sacrifice with leaven in your possession. Do not allow the
Passover sacrifice to remain overnight until morning. Bring the first
fruits of your Land to the Temple of God your Lord. Do not [eat]| meat
cooked in milk [even that of] its own mother.

When we note the reference to harvest, plowing and reaping, the answer to
our question becomes obvious: The three yearly festivals have an inherent
agricultural aspect. In order for these holidays to be meaningful they must
be connected not only to particular calendric months but to the seasons of
the Land of Israel. The holiday of the first fruits and the holiday of the
harvest must be in celebrated in their respective seasons, just as Passover
must be in the spring. And yet, the identity and contours of Passover as an
agricultural holiday remain far more elusive than those of the other two
festivals - that is, until we read the following passage in the book of
Vayikra:
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These are God's festivals that you must celebrate as sacred holidays at
their appropriate times: The afternoon of the 14th day of the first
month is God’s Pesach. And on the 15th of that month, it is God's Chag
haMatzot, for seven days matzah will be eaten. The first day shall be a
sacred holiday to you, when you may not do any creative work. You
shall then bring sacrifices to God for seven days. The seventh day is a
sacred holiday when you may not do any creative work.

God spoke to Moshe, telling him to speak to the Israelites and say to
them: When you come to the land that I am going to give you, and you
reap its harvest, you must bring an omer of your first reaping to the
kohen... Until the day that you bring this sacrifice to your God, you
may not eat bread, roasted grain or fresh grain. This shall be an
eternal law for all generations, no matter where you live.

You shall then count seven complete weeks after the day following
the holiday when you brought the omer as a wave offering, until the
day after the seventh week, for [a total of] 50 days. [On that 50th day]
you will present new grain as a meal offering to God. From the land
upon which you live, you shall bring two loaves of bread as a wave
offering. They shall be made of two-tenths [of an ephah] of wheat meal,
and shall be baked as leavened bread. They are the first-harvest
offering to God. Together with this bread, you shall sacrifice seven
unblemished yearling sheep, one young bull, and two rams. These,
along with their meal offerings and libations, shall be a burnt offering
to God, a fire offering as an appeasing fragrance to God. You  shall
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also prepare one goat as a sin offering, and two yearling sheep as
peace sacrifices. The kohen shall make the motions prescribed for a
wave offering before God with the bread of the first-harvest offering
and the two sheep. They belong to the kohen because they are sacred
to God. (Vayikra 23:4-20)

Predictably, both Pesach and Chag haMaztot are mentioned; then, a new law is
introduced - a law that revolves around bread. The new crop of grain is
prohibited until the second day of Chag haMatzot. “Until the day that you
bring this sacrifice to your God, you may not eat bread, roasted grain or
fresh grain... From the land upon which you live, you shall bring two loaves
of bread as a wave offering. They shall be made of two-tenths [of an ephah] of
wheat meal, and shall be baked as leavened bread. They are the first-
harvest offering to God.”

We may not enjoy the new crop until the omer offering is brought, on the
day following the first day of the festival (now known as the first day of Hol
HaMoed). Once the crop is “redeemed” in this way, the days and weeks are
counted, leading up to the Shavuot holiday. Chag HaMatzot is thus
intrinsically connected to Shavuot, the festival on which leavened bread is
part of the Temple service. In a mere fifty days, something that had been
completely banned, something that is associated with the evil inclination, is
transformed into a central part of the service in the Beit HaMikdash!

IV. Chametz in the Beit Hamikdash?

The leavened bread offered on Shavuot seems even more anomalous when
seen in the context of the normal grain offering, known as a korban mincha or
gift offering. The korban mincha is comprised exclusively of unleavened
ingredients; care must be taken that the offering is never tainted with
chametz;
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Do not make any meal offering that is sacrificed to God out of

leavened dough, because no leaven or honey may be sacrificed as a
fire offering to God. (Vayikra 2:11)
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This is the law of the gift offering: [One of] Aharon's descendants
shall offer it before God, [near the place where one ascends]| to the
Altar. With his three middle fingers he shall lift up some of the wheat
meal and oil of the offering, and all the frankincense on the offering.
He shall burn [this] on the altar as an appeasing fragrance - it is the
memorial portion to God. Aharon and his descendants shall then eat
the rest of [the offering]. It must be eaten as unleavened bread in a
holy place. They must therefore eat it in the enclosure of the
Communion Tent. It shall not be baked as leavened bread. I have
given this to them as their portion of My fire offerings, and it is holy of
holies, like the sin offering and the guilt offering. Every male among
Aharon's descendants may eat it. It is an eternal law for all
generations [that it be taken| from God's fire offerings. Any [food]
coming in contact with it shall become holy. (Vayikra 6:7-11)

There is, however, another type of offering that includes leavened bread, and
this other offering may shed light on the matzah/chametz conundrum: The
korban todah, the thanksgiving offering, contains both chametz and matzah:
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This is the law of the peace offering that is sacrificed to God. If it is

offered as a thanksgiving offering, then it must be presented along

with unleavened loaves mixed with oil, flat matzot saturated with oil,

and loaves made of boiled flour mixed with oil. The sacrifice shall

[also] be presented along with loaves of leavened bread. [All these]

shall be presented with one's thanksgiving peace offering. He shall

present some of each [of the above four bread| offerings as an elevated
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gift to God. This shall belong to the kohen who sprinkles the blood of
the peace offering. The flesh of the thanksgiving peace offering must
be eaten on the day it is offered. None of it may be left over until
morning. [However,] if one's sacrifice offering is meant [merely] to
fulfill a general vow or a specific pledge, he shall eat it on the same
day that he offers his sacrifice, but what is left over may also be eaten
on the next day. (Vayikra 7:11-16)

Despite the fact that it contains leavened bread, the korban todah resembles
the Korban Pesach in ways that are not shared by other peace offerings: While
all other peace offerings may be eaten for two days, both the korban todah and
the Korban Pesach may only be eaten on the same night* they were brought
to the kohen. (In the Beit HaMikdash - as opposed to all other areas of
Jewish life - the day begins in the morning, and not on the eve of the
previous night; therefore, these two unique offerings must be consumed on
the same day they are offered).

The korban todah includes a great quantity of both leavened bread and
matzah; all of this bread, together with the offering itself, must be consumed
in relative haste. The Netz"iv (R’ Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin), explained that

* Our sages debated whether or not the Korban Pesach can be eaten the entire night or only until midnight,
and whether the limitation is on a biblical or a rabbinic level. Similarly, the Mishnah states that the korban
todah must be consumed by midnight. See Mishna Brachot 1:1, Zevachim 5:6-8, Talmud Bavli Pesachim
120b.
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the korban todah was designed to maximize the number of people invited to
take part in the thanksgiving feast: Generally, this sort of offering is brought
as an expression of an individual’s gratitude to God for some joyous event.
This person generally has a story to tell, and this story should be shared
with as many people as possible so that they, too, can share in the joy and
thanksgiving’

According to the Chatam Sofer (R’ Moshe Sofer), this may explain the strange
question posed at the outset of the Pesach seder: “Why on all nights do we
eat chametz and matzah, while on this night - only matzah?” In fact, on most
nights we do not necessarily consume both “chametz and matzah.” The
Chatam Sofer explains that there is one night when we do, in fact, eat both:

When the korban todah is eaten. The parallel between the korban todah and the
Korban Pesach may have been far more obvious to those who had
participated in both offerings than it is to us; hence, when the Beit
HaMikdash still functioned, the question was a very fair one: Why is this

® This idea may be based on the Abravanel, Vayikra 7:11-21.
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particular “thanksgiving” offering accompanied by matzah alone, if all other
thanksgiving offerings are eaten with a combination of chametz and matzah?®

This understanding of the nature of the korban todah thanksgiving offering,
coupled with our appreciation of the agricultural aspects of the holiday,
leads to a profound insight: The Korban Pesach, with its prohibition of
chametz — is only a partial thanksgiving offering; it contains only one of the
bread components of a normal thanksgiving offering. As noted by Ramban,
the counting of the days (Sefirat haOmer) between Pesach with Shavuot’
connects these holidays, and, in a way, makes them one. In this sense,
Shavuot is the completion of Passover, forming an eight-day festival
comparable to Sukkot, with the Sefirat HaOmer period serving as a sort of
Hol HaMoed between the two festivals. The leavened bread that is part of
the Shavuot celebration is the missing bread from the thanksgiving offering
of Pesach: It makes the korban todah complete,” turning the Korban Pesach
into a complete korban todah.

V. Two Destinations

We now understand that Chag haPesach has many facets; it is an
agricultural festival, bound inextricably to the season of the new grain, as

® Chatam Sofer, Shmot 13:13.
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" See the comments of Ramban, Vayikra 23:37, where he refers to the omer period as the “Chol haMoed”
between Pesach and Shavuot.
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well as a celebration of an historical event, the Exodus, and a
national/political reaffirmation of Jewish peoplehood. And yet, the overlap
between these facets is neither coincidental, accidental nor incidental: The
agricultural aspect of the holiday is an expression of the
historical/geographical aspect: Merely leaving Egypt was never enough. A
simple change of address, or even our emancipation from slavery was never
the goal. The Jewish People were tasked with a mission that had not yet
been completed as we marched out of Egypt. We had a very specific
destination charted; in fact, we had two destinations: On the one hand, the
culmination of the Exodus is achieved only when we arrived in the Land of
Israel. On the other hand, leaving Egypt necessarily takes us to Mount Sinai,
to receive the Torah. Both of these elements were communicated by God to
Moshe at their very first “meeting” at the Burning Bush — when the plan was
laid out:
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I have come down to rescue them from the grip of Egypt's power. I
will bring them out of that land, to a good, spacious land, to a land
flowing with milk and honey, the territory of the Canaanites, Hittites,
Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Yevusites... 'Because I will be with
you, replied [God]. 'And this will be proof that I have sent you: When
you get the people out of Egypt, all of you will then serve God on this
mountain.' (Shmot 3:8-12)

The Jewish People have two destinations: The Land of Israel, which flows
with milk and honey, and the mountain known as “Horev” or Sinai. Passover
is connected to both of these destinations. The Land of Israel is related not
only because it is the “promised land,” but because it serves as the anchor
and the setting for the agricultural reality which will define their new lives.
From the outset, we were told that the Exodus would be incomplete until
we arrive in our land, until we work our land and see the land come back to
life and bear fruit. The Jewish People that left Egypt were like the
mythological phoenix: They were redeemed from a place of servitude and
oppression, a place of spiritual blackness, and were reborn. Every time we
plant a seed, we relive and reinforce this concept: We take something that
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seems dead, and place it in the ground as if we are performing a burial. And
then, it comes to life. This is our experience every spring — and the reason
that Passover must be in the springtime; the connection is organic and
essential: In the spring, we celebrate — not the birth of the Jewish people,
but the rebirth of a people who became free. As a nation, we regained the
physical and political independence that had been denied us for generations.

The second destination, the short stop we needed to take along the way at
Mount Sinai, gave us a different kind of freedom. Leaving Egypt was not an
open-ended mission, nor was it the exclusive goal. As Moshe told Pharaoh
from the very start, the goal was to become emancipated from the
theological and ideological slavery of Egypt’s polytheism and idolatry in
order to serve God. Only as we stood at the foot of Mount Sinai and received
the Torah did we become truly free of Egypt and all that it stood for. The
Exodus was building toward a day seven weeks later - the day we call
Shavuot.

VI. The Clinching Argument

The Talmud records a remarkable dialogue which occurred at the summit of
Mount Sinai. Moshe ascends into heaven to get the Torah, but is met with
stiff opposition. The angels are incensed that the Torah will be given to the
“son of woman,” a mere mortal, flesh and blood. Moshe is told to respond to
their complaint:
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R. Joshua b. Levi said: When Moshe ascended on high, the
ministering angels said to the Holy One, blessed be He, “Sovereign of
the Universel What business has one born of woman amongst us?”
“He has come to receive the Torah, answered He to them. [The
angels] said to Him, ‘That secret treasure, which You have hidden
since nine hundred and seventy-four generations before the world
was created, You desire to give to flesh and blood?! “‘What is man, that
You are mindful of him, and the son of man, that You visit him? O
Lord our God, How excellent is Your name in all the earth! Who has
set Your glory [the Torah] upon the Heavens! “Respond to them,” the
Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moshe. ‘Sovereign of the Universe,
Moshe replied, ‘I fear that they might consume me with the [fiery|
breath of their mouths.” “Hold on to the Throne of Glory,” God said to
Moshe, ‘and respond to them, as it is said, ‘He makes him hold on to
the face of his throne, and spreads His cloud over him.” R. Nahman
observed: This teaches that the Almighty spread the lustre of His
Shechinah and cast it as a protection over Moshe. Then Moshe spoke
before Him: ‘Sovereign of the Universe! What is written in the Torah
which You are about to give me? “I am the Lord your God, who
brought you out of the Land of Egypt.” Moshe said he to [the angels],
‘Did you go down to Egypt? Were you enslaved to Pharaoh? Why,
then, should the Torah be yours? What else is written in the Torah?”
“You shall have no other gods.” “Do you dwell among peoples that
engage in idol worship? What else is written in the Torah?”
“Remember the Shabbat day, to keep it holy.” “Do you perform work,
that you need to rest?” “Again, what is written therein?” “Thou shalt
not take the name of God in vain.” “Do you conduct any business
dealings among you?” “Again, what is written therein?” “Honor your
father and your mother.” “Do you have fathers and mothers? What
else is written therein?” “Thou shall not murder. Thou shalt not
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commit adultery. Thou Shalt not steal.” “Is there jealousy among you?
[s the Evil Inclination among you?” Straightway they conceded to the
Holy One, blessed be He, for it is said, ‘O Lord, our Lord, How
excellent is thy name, etc. whereas “‘Who has set Thy glory upon the
heavens is not written. Immediately each one was moved to love him
[Moshe| and transmitted something to him, for it is said, “Thou hast
ascended on high, thou hast taken spoils [the Torah|; Thou hast
received gifts on account of man: as a recompense for their calling you
a son of man you received these gifts. The Angel of Death too confided
his secret to him, for it is said, ‘And he put on the incense, and made
atonement for the people;” and it is said, ‘and he stood between the
dead and the living, etc.’ Had [the Angel of Death] not told it to him,
how would he have he known [this secret]? (Talmud Bavli, Shabbat
88b)

The angels argue that mankind is not worthy of the Torah, and Moshe
forcefully counters that the angels have no need for the Torah: It is precisely
mankind’s imperfection and inadequacy that clinch the argument in
Moshe’s favor. Man’s foibles, weaknesses and yetzer hara are the reason we
were given the Torah. This reasoning is echoed by the Kli Yakar, who
explained why specifically on the holiday of Shavuot leavened bread, which
represents the evil inclination, is included in the service: Our evil inclination
is the reason why we were allowed to receive the Torah on the holiday of
Shavuot.
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The prohibition of leavened bread may be understood two ways:
First, following the teaching of R* Alexandri, who said (Brachot 17a)
“Our will is to do Your will, but the evil inclination hinders us.”... By
bringing this sacrifice, we offer up our evil inclination so that it will
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no longer be found; this is why the gift offering is free of chametz, but
the two loaves brought on Shavuot are specifically, purposefully made
of leavened bread, for if not for the evil inclination, mortals would
have no more need for Torah than the celestial beings, and this was
the argument with which Moshe bested the angels...Furthermore, the
existence of the evil inclination is essential, because without it man
would never build a home and marry...but the korban todah contained
both chametz and matzah, to indicate that the [evil inclination]| has
been vanquished with great effort.(Kli Yakar, Vayikra 6:9)

The Kli Yakar makes reference to the positive aspects of the Evil Inclination
as a great motivator, citing a Talmudic passage that treats this same
question in depth: The great sages once prayed that the evil inclination be
banished, but when this prayer was answered, the world was nearly
destroyed:
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What did they cry? Woe, woe, it is [the Evil Inclination] who has
destroyed the Sanctuary, burnt the Temple, killed all the righteous,
driven all Israel into exile, and he is still dancing around among us!
|God] has surely given him to us so that we may receive reward
through him. We want neither him, nor reward through him!
Thereupon a tablet fell down from heaven for them, upon which the

word ‘truth’ was inscribed. ... They ordered a fast of three days and
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three nights, whereupon [the Evil Inclination]| surrendered to them,
bursting forth from the Holy of Holies like a fiery young lion.
Thereupon the prophet said to them: This is the evil desire of idolatry
.. They said: Since this is a fortuitous moment, let us pray for mercy
regarding the evil inclination for sexuality. They prayed for mercy,
and he was handed over to them. The prophet said to them: ‘Realize
that if you kill him, the world goes down.” They imprisoned him for
three days, then looked in the whole Land of Israel for a fresh egg and
could not find one. Thereupon they said: “What shall we do now?
Shall we kill him? The world would cease to exist. Shall we beg for
half-mercy? They do not grant ‘halves’ in heaven. They put out his
eyes and let him go. It helped inasmuch as he no longer entices men to
commit incest. (Talmud Bavli Yoma 69b)

This Talmudic passage conveys an idea we might not have expected to find
in rabbinic literature: The evil inclination — human desire, sexuality, even
lust - must be contained, sublimated, but not destroyed. It is part of the life
force of mankind, part of what drives human creativity and productivity -
and it is also the reason we have been given the Torah: Only by learning and
living by the Torah’s guidelines will we be able to sublimate and harness
this powerful force.

A second Talmudic passage illustrates this idea in less abstract terms:
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Every time R. Hiyya b. Abba recited the neffilat apayim’, he would add,
“May* The Merciful God save me from the Evil Inclination.” One day

his wife heard him. “Let us see,” she reflected. “It is so many years that

? Literally, “fell upon his face.” This section of the liturgy, known as tachanoon, is a prayer for the defeat
of our enemies.
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he has held aloof from me. Why then should he pray thus?” One day,
while he was studying in his garden, she adorned herself and
repeatedly walked up and down before him. ‘Who are you? he
demanded. ‘I am Harutha, and have returned to-day,” she replied. He
desired her. Said she to him, ‘Bring me that pomegranate from the
uppermost bough.” He jumped up, and went and brought it to her.
When he returned home, his wife was firing the oven, and he climbed
up and sat in it. ‘What does this mean!?” she demanded. He told her
what had happened. ‘It was I’ she assured him; but he paid no heed to
her until she gave him proof. ‘Nevertheless, said he, ‘my intention was
evil” That righteous man [R. Hiyya b. Ashi] was tormented for the
rest of his life, until he died because of it. (Talmud Bavli Kiddushin
81b)

R’ Hiyya prayed" to defeat the yetzer hara,” but his prayer was not answered.
He wanted to learn Torah in a pristine environment, free of the distractions
of flesh and blood; apparently, the life of asceticism is not what God
intended. Torah is given to us in order to contend with the human
condition. We cannot have one without the other.

R’ Hiyya’s forlorn wife decided to take her years of loneliness in her own
hands. She dressed in an alluring and seductive fashion, perhaps taking her
cues from the biblical story of Tamar and Yehudah, and paraded in front of

10 Elsewhere, we learn that saying Rabbi Eliezer’s prayer of “nefilat apayim”was answered. See Bava
Metziah 59b.
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“Ima Shalom was R. Eliezer's wife, and sister to R. Gamliel. From the time of this incident onwards she did
not permit him to say nefilat apayim ... One day, she found him reciting this prayer.. ‘Arise,” she cried out
to him, ‘you have slain my brother!’
TIDWN 10N 5T9BN MY
OIX 929N 027000 219D IR0 2R PN I9RD O T 0OPIgN 23R) 22y 001 .00 K9 'L T797 DRV 1am) 0
ST YRR TN 2 700 WY WU W01 A¥90 A AW onp 7Y T RN TR 72021 W9 n¥Y 19721 02 .1 WD)
20 10 TR 223 TRNY OTY 0¥ TYWY [ORX WY NyRTR SNun 1772 293 ATWR SNOINI YL 77 77 0 7R3
Y37 W 13Y IR 92 TR 2020 W MR N0N ' onInn N yRy 202 7ip T YRy 02 I "7us 92
1 He associated the yetzer harah with sexuality and therefore stayed away from his wife. His attitude
toward sexuality reminds us of that of the angels who questioned the propriety of a man “born of a woman”
receiving the Torah. Rav Hiyya seems to think Torah is only for angels, and not for “regular”’people. His
attitude toward sexuality seems to echo Rabbi Eliezer, whose wife Ima Shalom describes her husband as
behaving “as if forced by a demon.” See Talmud Bavli Nedarim 20a
N 7MY 5 07 29173 NoOR Y923 TN
K7 0¥ 7907 1R 1377 70K 290172 199 12 (2 TINY 2 7 0°173 N30 ©922 TIN0N) R 0197 [DIPW XK DR 1IRY
219 SNARY TW IRDIW 1D DY AITY LMDV 709MY 1790 793 1907 RIIWI L9000 MR XX 79990 02 K91 79991 nhnna
INITAn 77 PRI 112 RN ,NINR TWRA O1Y DR IR ROW 0T 0D K 20v0 o
20



her husband in the hope of enflaming his passion and enticing him. When R’
Hiyya asked her name, she responded, “Charuta,” perhaps a derivative of the
word cherut, “freedom.” Was she trying to free herself from the living
widowhood her husband had subjected her to? Was she perhaps attempting
to free him from his self-imposed “living death?” Or was this simply a
sobriquet for a loose woman, as Rashi suggests? Perhaps we, the readers,
might see a deeper message in this name: True freedom is achieved through
studying Torah — but Torah belongs to those who live with their evil
inclination, battle with it rather than banish it.

R’ Hiyya asks the strange paramour to set her price; again, echoing the
biblical scene between Tamar and Yehudah, she chooses a symbolic wage.
She points to a pomegranate'” — the fruit that symbolizes being full of
mitzvot:” alas, the fruit is on a high branch, out of his reach. R’ Hiyya, whom
we imagine as frail, pale, ravaged by years spent sequestered in the study
hall, suddenly finds the strength to leap up and grab the object of his newly-
kindled desire.

The Talmud gives no details of the ensuing scene; from the context, it seems
clear that they were intimate. When he returns home, he sees that his wife
has lit a fire in the oven, and he tries to commit suicide.”* In truth, his wife

12 The pomegranate may be an allusion to sexuality. See Song of Songs 4:12,13
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13 See Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 37a.
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' For more cases of rabbis who were enticed and tried to end their lives, see Talmud Bavli Kiddushin 40a.
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“For it was taught: He who is tempted with immorality and successfully resists, a miracle is performed for
him. “[Bless the Lord, you, His messengers,] you mighty in strength that fulfill his word, hearkening unto
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had lit more than one fire that day, but in both cases R’ Hiyya was unable to
see those fires as anything but destructive. Even when she reveals her secret
and reassures him that he committed no sin, he refuses to believe her. He is
unwilling to acknowledge her sexuality, unable to contend with his own
desire. She shows him the pomegranate, perhaps to indicate that what he
had done was also a mitzvah. But R’ Hiyya was inconsolable; he could not
look past his own inability to vanquish his yetzer hara. He saw himself as a
sinner, even though the Talmud describes him as tzaddik.

It appears we have now come full circle: The evil inclination is the se’or
sheba’isa, the leavening agent that turns flour and water into bread. On the
one hand, it is destructive, and we are commanded to search it out and
banish it on the festival of our freedom. On the other hand, chametz has its
proper place. Without it, human life would be impossible, and our worship
of God would be incomplete. There is one week during the year when we
reject the chametz; during the remaining 51 weeks of the year, we eat it and
enjoy it. There is even a time of year, on the holiday of Shavuot,” when
leavened bread becomes a part of the Temple service. That is the very day on
which we receive the Torah.

The Torah tells us to love God with all of our hearts.'® The Talmud finds this
turn of phrase troubling, for it sounds as if each individual has more than
one heart:

the sound of His word.” (Tehilim 103) Thus, R. Zadok and his companions: R. Zadok was summoned by a
certain matron [to immorality]. Said he to her, ‘My heart is faint and | am unable; is there nothing to eat?”’
She answered him, ‘There is unkosher food.” ‘What am | to deduce from this,” he retorted:’That he who
commits this [sexual immorality] may eat this [unkosher food].” She then fired the oven and was placing
[the forbidden meat] in it, when he ascended and sat in it. Said she to him, ‘What is the meaning of this?’
‘He who commits the one [immorality] falls into the other [the fire of hell],” was his reply. Had | known
that it is so heinous,” said she, ‘I would not have tormented you.” R. Kahana was selling baskets, when a
certain matron made [immoral] demands upon him. Said he to her, ‘I will first adorn myself.”” He
[thereupon] ascended and hurled himself from the roof, but Elijah came and caught him. ‘You have
troubled me [to come] four hundred parsot,” he reproved him. ‘What caused me [to do it]?” He replied,
‘Is it not poverty?”’ So [Elijah] gave him a shifa [full] of denarii.
1> See Talmud Bavli, Pesachim 68b.
2 7Y 79 [T 23700 NoDR Y922 TN
ATPOOR 27,037 73970 NARY WR TR 2091, TP0OR 11D 1YY M TAR 210,97 TR RPN DI a0 220 IR
.02% XM 7Y YRALIAPY0 020 YW 2271009 1919 IR 112 1910 IR 1120
16 See the Maharal Tiferet Yisrael chapter 30
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Listen, Israel, God is our Lord, God is One. Love God your Lord with
all your hearts and with all your soul, and with all your might.
(Dvarim 6:4,5)
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“With all your hearts:” With both inclinations, the good inclination
and the evil inclination. (Talmud Bavli Brachot 54a)

Real love of God means serving Him with both of our inclinations, the good
and the evil. Real love of God does not require that we destroy the yetzer
hara, nor does it require that we remove ourselves from normal human
interaction. Rather, we are commanded to channel our desire, to focus our
human nature, even — or perhaps especially - the “evil inclination,” on
constructive service of God. This is the reason chametz is permitted all year
round: We eat it; we share it; we use it to tell others about the great
kindness God has shown us. One week a year, though, we put it aside. We
symbolically hunt down our evil inclination, remove it from our lives, even
destroy it completely, while the rest of the year we channel, subdue, and
subjugate it — and that is why God took us out of Egypt, gave us the Torah
and took us to the Promised Land.
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