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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

125 - TA'ANIT BECHOROT:
OU ISRAEL CENTER - SPRING 2019

Two key questions need to be asked on Ta’anit Bechorot: (i) Why do we even have such a fast? (ii) Once it is clear that we do, why does
almost nobodyfast!!?

A] THE FIRST BORN AND YETZIAT MITZRAYIM
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One of the first messages that Moshe is required to deliver to Paro is that the Jewish people are the ‘bechor’ - first born
of God. They must be allowed to serve Him, failing which the punishment will be the death of the Egyptian firstborn.”
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The prelude’ to the actual death of the firstborn predicts that the plague will attack all firstborn in Egyptian homes - from
the highest to the lowest class, and will include the firstborn Egyptian animals too.
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The death of the Egyptian firstborn will come at the same time as the destruction of their gods."
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The actual slaying of the first-born was, as predicted, across the spectrum’ of Egyptian society, including the animals. In
fact, it appears from the text that every Egyptian home lost someone in the plague.
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Rashi explains that the leaders of each home also died as 'firstborns’. Any firstborn born illegitimately from an
adulterous relationships also died.

1. s the correct plural ‘BechorlM’ or ‘BechorOT'? As is well-known, although adjectives in Hebrew are always consistent to their masculine or feminine. However plural nouns are
notoriously fickle (consider 2N and ©W) to start with!) In fact, some masculine nouns take a regular masculine plural in Biblical Hebrew (©%9Y92) but switch to an irregular

plural (11Y9)93) in the language of Chazal. Consider also: MPNINDYINT and DYOTIO\MDTI9. Since ta'anit is a word found first in Chazal (as opposed to ‘tzom’ in Tanach),
the proper use seems to be Ta’anit Bechorot. For more on irregular plurals, see https://hebrew-academy.org.il.

2. The concept of the Jewish People as the firstborn of the world is very powerful. It implies that all the nations of the world are God’s children. But just as there is an inevitable
generation gap between regular children and their parents, so too there will be an almost unbridgeable gap between the finite child and the infinite Parent. The role of the first born
is to be one of the siblings, avoiding the generation gap, but also a representative of the parents. So too, the Jews are intended to interact with the non-Jews as ‘siblings’, to relate
to them at the same time as communicating the message of God.

3. Makat bechorot is mentioned more times than any of the other plagues.

4. There were part of the idolatrous abuse of the ‘firstborn’ process. Whilst the bechor is intended as a way for the nations to relate to the message of God, avoda zara is used as a
means to connect indirectly with God and eventually to bypass God entirely.

5. Although the description in the verse subtly shifts to include even the imprisoned slaves.
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On the other hand, the verse in Tehillim stresses that the ‘reishit onim®’ of the Egyptians died. This would be the male
firstborn only.
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As a consequence, all first born males from the womb - both human and animal - belong to God and must be redeemed.
In the case of baby boys this is pidyon haben - redemption for money at 30 days. In the case of kosher male animals, the
bechor is brought to the Mikdash and given to the Cohen, either as a korban (if perfect) or a gift (if flawed). In the case
of first born male donkeys, the redemption is by way of a sheep given as a gift to the kohen.
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Later, after the Sin of the Calf, the first-born lost the ultimate status, which was transferred to the tribe of Levi.
Nevertheless, the first born - human and animal - still retain their special status and require redemption.
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The redemption money for a first-born child is 5 silver coins. A kosher bechor animal may not be redeemed, but belongs
to the Cohanim and must be brought as a korban where possible.
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In Devarim, the prohibition of working and shearing the bechor are added. A bechor with a halachic blemish may be
eaten by the Cohen as regular food.

B] THE ORIGINS OF TA'ANIT BECHOROT IN CHAZAL
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The Bavli records that Rav Sheshet would fast on Erev Pesach. However, although the Gemara suggests reasons
(relating to the Korban Pesach) why he may have done this, it does NOT suggest Ta’ anit Bechorot'! In the end, it
concludes that Rav Sheshet was very sensitive to food and would not eat on Erev Pesach so that he could eat matza
properly at seder.

6. See Devarim21:17.
7. Of course, Rav Sheshet may not have been a firstborn, so the suggestion may have been irrelevant!
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Tosafot on the spot comment that, by their time, there was a custom of the firstborn to fast and they trace the source to
Mesechet Sofrim.*
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Chazal rule in Mesechet Sofrim that one should not fast in Nissan due to the many celebrations involved in the building
of the Mishkan. However, a number of minhagim arose for individuals to fast in Nissan.-
(i) First, there was a minhag to fast in commemoration of the fasts of Mordechai and Esther in the Megilla, which were
originally in Nissan®. These were brought forward to the final Mon/Thurs/Mon in Adar.
(ii) Talmidei Chachamim would fast (even in Nissan) Mon/Thurs/Mon fasts due to ‘chilul Hashem and kavod haTorah’.
(iii) Firstborns would fast on Erev Pesach.
(iv) ‘Tznuim '’ would fast on Erev Pesach in order to be hungry for the matza on Seder night.
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Some chassidic thinkers claimed that this quote from Mesechet Sofrim should have read DNYNN MNIIN - that the
bechorot rejoice, rather than fast! However, such a reading is not sustainable'' in the context of the source.
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The Tur identifies the Mon/Thurs/Mon fasts of the Talmidei Chachamim as the minhag Ashkenaz of fasting Behab after
Pesach and Succot. These fasts would therefore begin after Pesach.
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The Beit Yosef disagrees on the basis that the minhag to fast Behab is AFTER Nissan. Rather, these fasts of the Talmidei
Chachamim are the regular fasts of Mon/Thurs which they take on the whole year due to the galut, and which would
continue even during Nissan.

8. One of the 14 ‘minor tractates’, which were not canonized together with the rest of the Talmud. (See https://www.ou.org/torah/mitzvot/taryag/the_14_minor_tractates/). It is not
clear what their precise origin is. Some scholars understand them to be of post-Mishnaic origin in Eretz Yisrael, but later edited in Bavel, perhaps in the period shortly after the
sealing of the Talmud.

9. Not to be confused with Ta’anit Esther, which has a different origin. Nevertheless, Ta’anit Bechorot has other elements in common with Ta'anit Esther, in particular that it is a day of
simcha and not an day of aveilut!

10. The application of the word tznu'im in Chazal is different from contemporary usage. It is used for people who are particular in mitzvot and thought-through in their yirat Shamayim.
For more details see https://rabbimanning.com/index.php/audio-shiurim/understanding-tzniut/ and, in particular, Mishna Ma’aser Sheni 5:1 and Rambam ibid.

11. Nevertheless, it is quoted as one of the reasons why people are lenient with this fast.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5779 - )0 ONIAN  rabbi@rabbimanning.com 4 “'oa

NPNA Y2 NTY OIN MPI PHN NI HIMNOIIN DY NI PN 722 INOIN DY XID NDOD 1WA NN OIND M0 ' 17,

N NAN 3P 29 NI 29 TN N2 NMNT PIA .. DXND XY NON KD DN 7 KD 127 ... MON NN PA DN P2 DN

N9 NN 27 MK (2 DEW H3H N ™ 2 HE ©IDIO POENT H Y NIED 137 96) PED 3ID3 - DEN WD) IN MM N2
NYNI2 DN 7N KD RN DIN T M DHINDON I NTN P2 NOX NTN 0

Y 799 DXND NION (NIFN) MOV TN
The Yerushalmi relates that Rebbi did not eat either chametz or matza on Erev Pesach. It suggests that this could have
been because he was a firstborn and fasting”, but concludes that he was in fact an ‘istenis’ and could not eat a night if he
ate during the day. Whilst it is clear from the Yerushalmi that Ta anit Bechorot was known in Eretz Yisrael, it is also
clear that it was not universally observed.
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The Rosh sees a hint here to the minhag of Ta’anit Bechorot, even though this was only a ‘hava amina’ in the Gemara!
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The Korbon Netanel explains that, even though the Gemara concludes that Rebbi did NOT fast because of Ta anit
Bechorot (but because he was an istenis), since the Gemara did not take this opportunity to declare that the fast was
improper (but simply recorded that some did not do it), the minhag must be valid!

C] TA’ANIT BECHOROT IN RISHONIM - THE MINHAG CRYSTALLIZES

* We saw above that Tosafot (12/13C France/Germany) quote the minhag of Ta’anit Bechorot!3. However, the Rambam does not
mention this in Hilchot Pesach!

* One of the difficulties in crystallizing the minhag has been to balance between technical definitions of firstborn and midrashic
explanations of Makat Bechorot. For example, only the male first born of the father receives the extra portion of the inheritance. But
only the male first born of the mother has a pidyon haben. Cohanim and Levi’im are exempted from pidyon haben but do received the
extra yerusha.

C1] FIRST BORN OF FATHER OR MOTHER?
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The Tur rules two halachot - that the first born should fast on Erev Pesach, and also that an ‘istenis’ - who is very easily
filled - should fast on Erev Pesach so that they can eat matza in the evening. The Rosh has a chiddush that even a
firstborn of the mother should fast, although some girsaot' of the Tur read even the firstborn of the father!
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The girsa of the Beit Yosef'is that the chiddush is the first born of the father, since one would have assumed the mother, in
line with pidyon haben and the animal bechor (where the father will often be unknown).

The classic reason for the firsthorn fasting on Ta’anit Bechorot is as a zecher to the plague. However, Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach
asks a number of questions?® on this reason, including:

12. In which case the fast may have been partial - just avoiding matza and bread, but permitting snacks.
13. ltis also mentioned in other Ashkenazi Rishonim, such as the Hagaot Maimoniot, Smag and Ravya.
14. ‘Mother’ appears in the Paris manuscript of the Tur and the prints from Spain, Salonika and Mantua. It is in the version quoted by the Ravya and the Hagaot Maimoniot. 'Father’
appears in the Beit Yosef in all prints.
15. Many of these questions are from other mefarshim - the Gra, the Aruch Hashulchan and R. Zvi Pesach Frank. Rav Shlomo Zalman gathered them and gave his own chiddush.
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» Why is the fast not on 15 Nissan when the plague actually happened?

¢ Why do many women not fast when they were included in the plague?

* Why don’t the leaders of each home fast when they were included in the plague?

* Why don’t the descendents of all the firstborns fast, zecher I'nes?

* Why was it made into a fast and not a Yom Tov?

His answer is that the firstborn were meant to be responsible for the Avoda and bringing korbanot, until this right was passed to the
Cohanim after the sin of the golden calf. Nevertheless, there is an idea that the bechorim will serve together with the Cohanim in the
next Temple! On Erev Pesach, which was the busiest day of the year in the Temple with the most korbanot being brought, the bechorim
felt this loss more than any other time. This lead to a fast of teshuva by the bechorim (and only men, who brought korbanot).

C2] WOMEN FIRSTBORNS
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The Beit Yosef records his understanding that the minhag in Ashkenaz is for the women firstborn to fast too!
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The Darchei Moshe (R. Moshe Isserlis) clarifies that the actual minhag in Ashkenazi is for the women NOT to fast!"’

C3] SURVIVING FIRSTBORNS
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The firstborn after a miscarriage does fast (even though they are not ‘peter rechem’) However, if there was an older
sibling who died as a baby, none of the other siblings fast.

C4] YOUNG CHILDREN FIRSTBORNS
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Obviously, young children do not need to fast on Ta’anit Bechorot but the minhag was that a father (who was not a
bechor) would fast on his/her behalf. If he was also a bechor, the mother could (but was not required to) take this on!

C5] COHANIM AND LEVI'IM FIRSTBORNS
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There is a view'’ that the firstborn of Cohanim and Levi’im are not required to fast. However, Mishna Berura rules that
they are required to. They are firstborn, but simply have a ‘tax break’ exemption from redemption!

C6] C-SECTION FIRSTBORNS

The Kaf HaChaim (470:3) rules that firstborns delivered by C-Section!8 do not need to fast.

16. The Aruch Hashulchan records that the minhag in Lithuania is that women do not fast at all on Ta’anit Bechorot.
17. Da’at Torah and Yosef Da’at.
18. Again, the balance is between ‘technical’ halachic definitions of firstborn for other mitzvot and the more general ‘midrashic’ idea that more than just the firstborn died in the plague.
The Kaf HaChaim debates both sides and concludes that, since there is doubt on the matter, and only a small concern for the ‘midrashic’ position, there is no requirement to fast.
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C7] HOW STRICT IS THE MINHAG?
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There are different approaches to the fast when Erev Pesach falls on Shabbat. One practice brought the fast forward to
Thursday'®. Another cancelled the fast entirely since it is ‘only’ a minhag.
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The Beit Yosef records (but rejects) a minhag that even those who were ‘fasting’ on Erev Pesach could still eat snacks.
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For those who find the fast very difficult and will not be able fulfil the mitzvot of Seder night after, the Mishna Berura
permits snacking as required.

C8] RE-REDEEMING OF FIRSTBORN?
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There was a medieval custom for first-born to re-redeem themselves on Erev Pesach™ as a zecher to their redemption by
God.
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If a child was not redeemed by his father’', he has a Torah obligation to redeem himself when an adult. The Rema refers
to a custom for such a child to wear a necklace that he has not yet been redeemed!”

D] SHULCHAN ARUCH
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The Shulchan Aruch rules the halachot we have seen above. In particular: (i) (Ashkenazi”) women firstborn do not
normally fast; (ii) the fast should be brought forward to Thursday if Erev Pesach is on Shabbat and (iii) mothers do fast
for their firstborn sons™!

19. Itself unusual and never done for the fasts which are zecher I'churban. It IS done for Ta’anit Esther, perhaps indicating a further connection, or at least that the fast is not one of tzar
but simcha and shevach!

20. And distribute the money to the poor (perhaps a parallel to Kapparot).

21. There is always of course a question of the lineage of the Cohen who performed the pidyon. It is said that the Vilna Gaon re-redeemed himself as an adult when he found a Cohen
from the Rappaport family, which is reputed to have a stronger yichus. (There are alternative stories that he did multiple pidyonim until he found a Rappaport Cohen).

22. Although the Shach rules that, since such things are easily lost, it is better for the Beit Din to redeem the boy while still a child.

23. Some Sefardi poskim are stricter and require Sefardi firstborn women to fast. Rav Ovadia Yosef suggests that the husband bring home food for her from the siyum (see below). See
Yavia Omer 4:42 and Yechave Da’at 3:25.

24. Although the Mishna Berura finds many reasons to exempt women from this obligation - see MB 470:9.
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E] THE SIYUM
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The Magen Avraham™ rules that the only legitimate way to break a public fast of this nature is at a mitzvah meal with a
fixed time - such as a Brit Mila or Pidyon HaBen, and even then perhaps only for the ba’alei simcha and not simply
anyone else there!

The Shu’t Tehuva MeAhava2é writes in the name of his teacher, the Node BeYehuda that one may only break Ta’anit Bechorot for a
seudat mitzva which has a fixed time - eg brit or pidyon haben. However, the Node BeYehuda was very particular (and put up a sign to
this effect in his shul!) that one may NOT simply make a siyum on Erev Pesach to get out of fasting Ta’anit Bechorot!

DNIIN NON TMDN 729 NDY XNDDN DPD NN D NIA MIYN MNHD DDPNRY MNT NND MY NNY DX 34.
ND DN T2 92 9pn2 ON2 PRA T IONY MPTHN D32 NT LYAN DTN 1Y D¥IMDN D»DNN A0 DONIPNN
DNYY NN 12VN> 1971 NI N IPK ") NINN NN NDA 29Y2 29 NNV NTN MYION IRNT NNV
9"y NI NIN PN NMIYNND X"NT NIPONN MIOWIPA DN NI 59D I01) XD NIV 2951 MIYNND DD DPND
:¥"NY 7R TN MON NI XD 190 DIND 'ON

N PYO YN Y0 DON AN JNDIWN THIY
The Aruch Hashulchan reports (with some surprise) that the minhag in Lithuania for many generations has been for
people to be lenient on Ta’anit Bechorot and eat after going to a siyum. His justifications for this slightly unusual
leniency include the weakness of the generation, the stress of Erev Pesach and the negative effects of eating maror (in his
day only chrein [horseradish]!) on an empty stomach.

* Can one simply stay at home and eat some of the food from the siyum? Most poskim are machmir that this is not acceptable??,
although in the case of women who may have a minhag to fast this may be sufficient.

* Which learning counts to make a siyum? Certainly a mesechet gemara. Many poskim permit a sefer of Tanach with mefarshim. A
seder Mishnayot is acceptable. Some opinions permit even a mesechet mishnayot with mefarshim. Most poskim are lenient even if the
learning was done especially to make the siyum on Ta’anit Bechorot. Some opinions would allow even a private celebration on
finishing a large learning project.28

* What food counts for the siyum. Some poskim require bread, mezonot2° or at least wine to count as a seudat mitzva3®. Most poskim
permit any food. Some allow presence at the siyum, even without eating at all!

* A question is raised by R. Aryeh Zvi Frumer3! hy’d, the Kozhiglover Rav in his sefer Eretz Zvi. Why should a siyum permit the firstborn
to eat for the rest of the day? If a person eats by mistake on a fast day, they are still required to complete the fast. Also, if someone
makes a siyum during the 9 days and east meat, they are not thereby permitted to eat meat for the rest of the day/week! He answers
with a chiddush that on most fasts there are two elements: (i) a mitzva to fast, and (ii) an issur to eat. Even if the mitzva to fast is lost,
the issur to eat remains. On Ta’anit Bechorot there is only one of these - a mitzva to fast. Thus, once this is removed by the siyum, there
is no further prohibition to eat.

* According to the reasoning of Rav Shlomo Zalman quoted above, the siyum is a perfect remedy for the sadness of the bechorim. Even
if they lost the kehuna, they can excel in talmud torah, which is an even great crown!
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A mamzer talmid chacham takes precedence even over a Kohen Gadol am ha’aretz!

25. See MA568:10
26. Rabbi Eleazar ben David Fleckeles (18C Prague). His principal teacher was Rabbi Ezekiel Landau, the Noda Beyehudah.
27. Although Rav Shlomo Zalman was lenient in some cases.
28. See Piskei Teshuvot of R. Rabinowitz for all relevant opinions.
29. In my youth, the siyum on Ta’anit Bechorot was ALWAYS chametz. Now, most people are scandalized at the thought of bringing chametz near the shul!
30. Especially if eating snacks (ie not mezonot) may not even count as breaking the fast on Ta’anit Bechorot - see above.
31. 1884-1943. He was murdered in the Shoah in Majdanek death camp.
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