Why Break the Middle Matzah?

Source 1a): Talmud Pesachim 109a
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They said about Rabbi Akiva that he would distribute roasted grains and
nuts to children on Passover eve, so that they would not sleep and so they
would ask. It was taught in a baraita that Rabbi Eliezer says: One grabs the
matzot on the nights of Passover on account of the children, so they will
not sleep

b) Rambam, Hilchot Chametz U’'Matzah 7:3
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c) Aruch HaShulchan Orach Chayim Ch. 472
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It seems to me a very odd custom that children steal the afikomen at the Passover Seder.
[Note: The afikomen is the portion of the middle matzah on the Seder plate which is saved to
be eaten at the end of the meal. Many families have the custom that the children steal it, and
only return it in exchange for a promise of gifts.] On a day which places so much emphasis
on educating our children, why of all things are we training them to steal what is not theirs
- only to be returned if we meet their demands for prizes?
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The Aish Rabbi Replies:

You are correct that the practice seems very peculiar. However, the basis for it appears in
the Talmud itself (Pesachim 109a) - at least according to one explanation. The Talmud
states, "We grab the matzot on the night of Passover, so that the children will not sleep.”
Various explanations are offered by the commentators as to the exact meaning of “grabbing”
the matzot - such as that we lift them up to get the children’s attention or that we hurry to
eat them before the children nod off.

Maimonides (Laws of Chametz and Matzah 7:3), however, appears to take “grab” literally,
writing that we grab the matzah from one another - again to pique the children’s curiosity.
At some point in history this practice for some devolved into the children stealing it -
although in my family our father OBM would hide it while we stepped out and we would then
have to search for it.

My teacher R. Yochanan Zweig offered an interesting insight as to why such a curious custom
took hold in Israel - especially since teaching our children to steal seems so antithetical to
how we instruct them to behave the rest of the year. He observed that one aspect of slavery
is that a slave owns no property. Typically, whatever a slave owns or acquires belongs to his
master. Thus, perhaps taking the afikomen represents that as slaves, nothing we owned was
truly ours. The slave of one master could take from his fellow slave with no consequences.
This practice is thus another means of demonstrating to our children just what it felt like to
be a slave.

Source 2: Devarim Ch. 16
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Source 3: Talmud, Pesachim 115b-116a
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Shmuel said that the phrase: “The bread of affliction [lehem oni]”
(Deuteronomy 16:3) means bread over which one answers [onim]
matters, i.e., one recites the Haggadah over matza. That was also
taught in a baraita: Lehem oni is bread over which one answers
many matters. Alternatively, in the verse, “lehem oni” is actually
written without a vav, which means a poor person. Just as it is the
manner of a poor person to eat a piece of bread, for lack of a whole
loaf, so too, here he should use a piece of matza. Alternatively: Just
as the manner of a poor person is that he heats the oven and his
wife bakes quickly, before the small amount of wood they have is
used up, so too here; when baking matza, he heats the oven and his
wife bakes quickly so the dough doesn’t rise. This is why matza is
called the poor man’s bread.



Source 4: Haggadah shel Pesach
N9 And Wash
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Take from the greens less than a kazayit - so that you will not
need to say the blessing after eating it; dip it into the salt
water; say the blessing "who creates the fruit of the earth;"
and have in mind that this blessing will also be for the bitter
herbs. Eat without reclining.
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Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the universe, who
creates the fruit of the earth.

\n? Break the middle matsah
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Split the middle matsah in two, and conceal the larger piece
to use it for the afikoman.

Source 5: R. David Abudarham on the Haggadah
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After eating the karpas, one breaks one of the three matzot, placing half
between the two whole matzot and wrapping half of it in a cloth, as a reminder
of the verse: "So the people took the dough before it was leavened, their
kneading bowls wrapped in their cloaks upon their shoulders." (Exodus 12:34)
It is used for the Afikomen which is eaten later as a reminder of the Passover
offering, which must be consumed when we are already sated by the meal. Why
do we break the matzah before the reading of the Haggadah? So that when
we make the declaration, "This is the bread of affliction,” we can do so
over a broken piece of matzah. The Talmud Pesahim states, "Just as it is
the way of the poor to break bread and put some away for later, so too
here, we break the matzah and put away a piece for later.

Source 6: Rav Ziv Raveh
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Source 7: Rabbi Nosson of Breslov, Choshen Mishpat 3:31
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Now during Pesach, the main repairing takes place through prayer. For
we are still before the acceptance of the Torah and we lack the ability to
purify the four foundations through our actions, through clarifying and
ruling on halachah, since we haven’t received the Torah. The purification
now comes from heaven through an awakening from on-high which extends to
us in His mercy through prayer and supplication and through the merit of the
forefathers. Therefore, we break the matzah, for such is the way of the poor
person - with pieces. The breaking of the matzah is the idea of deficiency, and
that we break and make the matzah deficient purposefully, like a poor person
whose way is with pieces which represents the notion of poverty and a lack of
completeness to show we don’t have the power to complete all of our
deficiencies through our actions but only with the mercy of Hashem through
prayer and crying out to Hashem which is the idea of “we recite many thing
upon it” and through this we fill in our deficiencies.

Source 8: Daat Zekenim Shmot Ch. 12
Echoes of our last shiur
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“They are to eat the meat” this is the reason why the people established the
custom to take three unleavened loaves of bread on the evening when the meat
of the Passover would be consumed. It was a reminder of the three measures of
flour Avraham told Sarah to use when baking cakes for what turned out to be
the three angels, one of whom predicted when she would give birth to Yitzchak.
(Genesis 18,6) The date happened to be that of the first day of Passover, (in the
future) as we know from the fact that on the same evening Lot welcomed two
of these angels and served them unleavened bread. An alternate version of the
significance of the three matzot on our seder dish is that they are to remind us
of the three patriarchs. The reason why we break the middle one of these three
matzot in half is that it symbolises G-d having split the sea of reeds in half to
enable the Jewish people to cross it and escape the pursuit of Pharaoh and his
army.



Source 9: Bereishit 14:14-15
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When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken captive,
he mustered his retainers, born into his household,
numbering three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit
as far as Dan.
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At night, he and his servants deployed against them and
defeated them; and he pursued them as far as Hobah, which
is north of Damascus.

Source 10: Devarim Ch. 16
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You shall not eat anything leavened with it; for seven days thereafter you shall
eat unleavened bread, bread of distress—for you departed from the land of
Egypt hurriedly—so that you may remember the day of your departure from
the land of Egypt as long as you live.

Source 11: Mishna Berachot Ch. 1
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It is a mitzva by Torah law to mention the exodus from Egypt at night,
but some held that this mitzva was, like phylacteries or ritual fringes,
fulfilled only during the day and not at night. For this reason it was
decided: The exodus from Egypt is mentioned at night, adjacent to the
recitation of Shema. Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya said: I am
approximately seventy years old, and although I have long held this
opinion, l was never privileged to prevail (Me’iri) and prove that there
is a biblical obligation to fulfill the accepted custom (Ra’avad) and
have the exodus from Egypt mentioned at night, until Ben Zoma
interpreted it homiletically and proved it obligatory. Ben Zoma
derived it as it is stated: “That you may remember the day you went
out of the land of Egypt all the days of your life” (Deuteronomy 16:3).
The days of your life, refers to daytime alone; however, the addition
of the word all, as it is stated: All the days of your life, comes to add
nights as well. And the Rabbis, who posit that there is no biblical
obligation to mention the exodus from Egypt at night, explain the
word, all, differently and say: The days of your life, refers to the days
in this world, all is added to include the days of the Messiah.

Source 12: Gemara Brachot 12b-13a
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GEMARA: The fundamental dispute between Ben Zoma and the Sages
appears in the mishna, and the baraita cites its continuation.
Disputing the position of the Sages that: All the days of your life, refers
to both this world and the days of the Messiah, it was taught in a
baraita that Ben Zoma said to the Sages: And is the exodus from
Egypt mentioned in the days of the Messiah? Was it not already
said that Jeremiah prophesied that in the days of the Messiah:
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“Behold, days are coming, says the Lord, that they will no longer
say: The Lord lives Who brought up the children of Israel out of
the Land of Egypt. Rather: As the Lord lives, that brought up and
led the seed of the house of Israel up out of the north country and
from all the countries where I had driven them” (Jeremiah 23:7-
8).
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The Sages rejected this claim and they said to him that these verses
do not mean that in the future the exodus from Egypt will be
uprooted from its place and will be mentioned no more. Rather,
redemption from the subjugation of the kingdoms will be
primary and the exodus from Egypt will be secondary.
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On a similar note, you say: The meaning of the expressions: It will

not say, and they will no longer mention, are not absolute, as in the

verse: “Your name shall no longer be called Jacob; rather, Israel
will be your name” (Genesis 35:10). There, too, the meaning is
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not that the name Jacob will be entirely uprooted from its place,
but that the name Israel will be the primary name to which the
name Jacob will be secondary, as the Torah continues to refer to
him as Jacob after this event. And it also says that the ultimate
redemption will overshadow the previous redemption in the verse:
“Do not remember the former events, and do not ponder things



of old” (Isaiah 43:18), and the Gemara explains: “Do not remember
the former events,” that is the subjugation to the kingdoms, and
“do not ponder things of old,” that is the exodus from Egypt,
which occurred before the subjugation to the nations.

Source 13: R. Naftali Hertz Ginzburg, Seva Ratzon on the Haggadah
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We take out the middle matzah, break it in half and hide the broken
piece for the Afikomen. According to the Maharil, we should set aside
the larger piece of the broken matzah for the Afikomen. The broken
middle matzah is an allusion to the fact that the night of the Passover
was divided into two parts. It was during the first half of the night that
God helped Abraham overcome the five kings who took Lot captive,



and it was during the second half of the night that God performed the
miracle of the Passover, striking down the first born. In the
wilderness Moses called the altar that he built Adonai Nisi, God is my
miracle is a reminder of the miracle in Egypt. This implies that we too
must perform some act as a reminder of the miracle of the tenth
plague; we don’t take the upper or the lower matzah but the middle
one as a reminder of miracles in the time of Abraham and Moses.

We hide away the Afikomen as an allusion to the Midrash on “It was
for the Lord a night of watching.” (Exodus 12:42) This means that it
is set aside for watching until the final redemption which will also
take place on Passover. The Shach also explains it this way; the night
of Passover is divided into two parts - the first half for the miracles
with which Israel was redeemed from Egypt and the second half for
the future redemption. We hide the Afikomen for the future
redemption. The broken matzah, then, is allusion to both sets of
miracles: Abraham and Moses, and the past and future redemptions.
We can now understand why the Maharil said that the Afikomen must
be a larger piece of matzah. The sage taught that after the final
redemption, the exodus from Egypt will become secondary while the
final redemption will become essential - the Afikomen is larger for
this reason. The piece of matzah remaining on the Seder plate is an
allusion to the Exodus; it is smaller since in the time of the final
redemption the Exodus will be of less importance as well.

Source 14: Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim Ch. 477
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Source 15: R. Eliezer Melamed, Peninei Halacha

SA 477:1 explains that the afikoman commemorates the korban
Pesah, and just as the Paschal sacrifice was eaten "while satisfied" ("al
ha-sova"), so too the afikoman must be eaten while satisfied. "Al ha-
sova" means that one is already satiated but still wants to eat more.
However, if one is so full that his appetite is gone, he does not fulfill
the mitzva in the ideal manner, since he would prefer not to eat any
more. If one is so stuffed that food is repugnant to him, but he
nonetheless forces himself to eat the afikoman, this is called akhila
gasa (gross overconsumption), which is not considered eating at all.
One who does so does not fulfill the mitzva of eating the afikoman

Source 16: Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook
Olat Reayah on the Haggadah
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Therefore, there is a need to impress upon ourselves the double
foundation in the act of eating which is satisfactory to G-d: Eating for
appetite, a necessary consumption which emerges from a hungry
spirit, and eating for pleasure, for the sake of broadening life, which
ascends and is sanctified with the raising of the radiance of true
liberation, in intellect and emotion and deed. This division is
required, lest a person forget, in the midst of his ascension and
sanctification, that within himself still exist such situations as will
prevent him from ascending into the exalted sanctity above which
comes with eating at satiation. He should also know this, because
even if his dwelling is still strong, and even if he is fortified in his
ambition for a broadening of his sanctity, to which he has ascended
by purifying his mundane aspects, still, he should not forget that there
is yet mundane eating in this world, as a result of necessity. He should
turn his attention to the material as well as spiritual needs of the
community that is in the midst of its journey, and has not yet come to
this concept of eating while satiated, that all the necessities of eating
should hold a place in mind of the man of virtue, the sanctified person
whom Hashem will choose forever. Satiated eating shouldn’t blot out
eating for appetite whether in its physicality or spirituality. And most
of all, the splitting of the matzah into its two courses will complete
the observation that the mundane necessary eating for appetite is not
separated and doesn’t stand apart from the sanctified eating which is
its destiny to which it will come. And also, that it is completely
impossible for sacred eating to come in all its exaltedness, in the life
of the individual as well as in the life of the whole, in the whole nation,
and in all humanity at the end of days, if not by beginning with all the
good order and pleasure of training with necessary eating. Therefore,
the contemplation of it, is the way that completes the splendour of its



holiness, and from the beginning of time we see our first father, who
when he called in the name of G-d, and when ascended to the height
of virtue of love and elevated sanctity, he planted a tree to feed all
who were starving and thirsty. All in all: from the two kinds of eating
in their coupling will come the completion which follows from the
insight of the two halves.



