Keeping Your Kids
Engaged at the Seder:
The Talmud's Caffeine-
Free Method

Rabbi Josh Flug

Children play a central role at the seder. Their questions, comments and insights are an integral
part of the mitzvah of sippur yetziat Mitzraim, the mitzvah of recounting the exodus from Egypt.
One of the challenges of conducting a seder is that the seder must be conducted at night. Due to
the late hour, it is often difficult to keep younger children engaged. In this article, we will explore
a passage of the Talmud that provides one method of engaging the children. We will see various
interpretations of this Talmudic statement which not only provide explanation to the particular
method, but provide a general approach to keeping children engaged at the seder.

The Talmud states:

It is stated in a Beraita: R. Eliezer says 'chotfin | %% mxXn 1O0IN MR VIR °27 X210

matzahs on the nights of Pesach for the children JI° ROW NIPIn 9°awa 0°nod
so that they don't fall asleep.’ .BP 2omoD

Pesachim 109a

e  What is the definition of chotfin?
e How does this method prevent the children from falling asleep?

e Are we attempting to keep the children awake until the end of the seder or only
until a specific point in the seder?

® e  What is the ultimate purpose of keeping the children awake?

It should be noted that R. Eliezer's statement is sandwiched between two statements regarding
R. Akiva's methods of keeping the children awake:
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1) They said about R. Akiva that he would pass out
to the children roasted grains and nuts so that they
wouldn’t sleep and would ask [questions]... 2)
They said about R. Akiva that in all his days there
never was a time when he stopped learning except
for Erev Pesach and Erev Yom Kippur. On Erev
Pesach for the children so that they don't sleep.
Pesachim 109a

Rashi's interpretation

NYYP PRIR AW R2OPY 027 DY 1HY 1K
UYS KW 07D 10D 27V NIPINT PIIARY
PR RPY 027 2V 1O 1NR L 1R
PN WATAT 122 TINYY DY YOAT AR KD
0D 22 DD O 27 2°10D 2N

I XYW 070 MPIn rava

0P 2OMOD

Rashi provides two explanations to R. Eliezer's practice. The explanation that Rashi prefers is:

We eat quickly. This interpretation is the primary

interpretation. One can prove this from the fact that R.
Akiva's practice was brought together with this statement.

Rashi, ad loc., s.v. Chotfin

WPV PRI AN, PRI
72 R2PY T KT ONTNTA
PUIT 7T aw v"'w

According to Rashi the purpose of R’ Eliezer's practice is to conduct the seder before the children
become tired. Chotfin is translated as "quickly eating" (see Ma'aseh Rokei'ach, Hilchot Chametz
UMatzah 7:3). It would seem that according to this interpretation, one should try to ensure that
the children are awake for the entire seder. As such, it is possible that the ultimate motive for the

children to stay awake is to give them the ability to fulfill all of the mitzvot of the seder.

Based on this interpretation, Shulchan Aruch states:

One should have his table set before the day starts
in order to eat as soon as it gets dark. Even if he is
learning, he should pause because there is a
mitzvah to hurry and eat in order that the
children don't fall asleep.

Shulchan Aruch 472:1

791 9I9RD 975,07 TN TV 1AW 0
D WITAT N°22 X7 OR AN Jwnnwd
NIPIP N 2°2wa DR R MIAW 197
I XYW

N:apn n'"R Ty e

The idea that it is preferable to conduct the seder expeditiously seems to contradict a well

known passage in the Haggadah:

Those who spend additional time discussing the
story of the Exodus are praiseworthy. There is a
story about R. Eliezer, R. Yehoshua, R. Elazar B.
Azariah, R Akiva and R. Tarfon who were
reclining in Bnei Brak and were discussing the
Exodus from Egypt the entire night until their

TT 07T D°I¥n DRUXC2 90% 727nn 9
271 YWY 927 MYIOR 272 WYn Lmawn
7970 P27 RPY 2N PWY 2 MYOR
NR°X°2 27D0R P ,P72 Y122 PA0N VR
DTN IRAW 7Y I9°97 NN 9D 203N
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students came and told them 'Our rabbis, the | ynw nRMP AT YA L Iman 075 1K)
time for the morning Sh'ma has arrived.’ oA S

Haggadah oD Yw 777

Question: According to this passage, it would seem that one should not conduct the seder
expeditiously. If one rushes through the Haggadah, how is it possible to fulfill the
®  praiseworthy act of spending additional time discussing the story of the Exodus?

This question is addressed by the Rishonim. Rashbam, in his Commentary on the Haggadah,
comments on the story of the five sages who spent the entire night discussing the Exodus:

This took place after the meal, for if [one | X7 IN9"R DT °RT AYOR MR 0 7N
wants to say that] it was before the meal, it 5w 10O O9ha XN O NN
states 'chotfin matzahs on the nights of Pesach W R9W MDA

for the children so that they don't fall asleep.’ ~TYOR 92M2 TR 11T TS R 2 aw
Rashbam, Commentary on the Haggadah

Similarly, R. Ya'akov HaKohen of Narbonne explains:

But one who spends more time discussing the | >33 Y9998 MR DX NRX D0AT N
Exodus from Egypt after the meal is praiseworthy. Wn o1

Kol Bo, 51 N1'Da bW

Rashbam and R. Ya'akov HaKohen are of the opinion that expediting the seder does not
contradict the idea of spending extra time discussing the Exodus from Egypt. Those additional
discussions should take place after the meal, after the children are sleeping.

A person is obligated to study the laws of Pesach and | nX>¥>21 1097 N1DYA2 PIOYY DIX 270
the Exodus from Egypt and to speak about the | =wyw nIRDDI2] 2°0°12 D091 XN

miracles and wonders that the Almighty performed | yyanmnw 2V IPMARY XIT M2 WP
for our forefathers until one is overcome by sleep. =y

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 482:1 R:350 27 TN T O

This comment of Shulchan Aruch, refers to what one should do after the seder. His insistence on
expounding upon the Exodus after the seder is consistent with the idea that the laudable practice
of spending more time expounding upon the Exodus need not take place during Maggid or any
other part of the seder.

Mishna Berurah presents a different approach to resolve the apparent contradiction between the
idea that one should conduct the seder expeditiously and the idea that one should spend extra time
expounding upon the Exodus. He bases his opinion on the comments of R. Shimon Ben Tzemach.
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It states in a Tosefta R. Eliezer says chotfin matzahs on | 19037 QIR TYHR "M RNOOINA XN
the nights of Pesach for the children so that they don'tfall | 5 o3> [v77] 9w 275 MPINY 78N

asleep.” This means that we hurry to feed them so that OIS 1T ROW ST 2RISR ahiaa
they won't be sleepy and will ask [ questions . oRWN

Ma'amar HaChametz no. 120

OP MIR PAMT IARM

Mishna Berurah notes the stress on feeding them (as opposed to the adults) and comments:

One cannot conclude that the purpose is to spend | 77372 IXPW X1 7INOI7 M7 R"RT
less time on the Haggadah, for is the meal the VY P20 PYa R T5%ORT JURT
main part [of the night]? In Yavin Sh'mua of the | qym=mm) eI ot 2 Ptawnd

Rashl?etz, he writes‘ we hurry to feed them., Wp IR AT ROW 07D OPIND
referring to the children. According to this *01 PO AR T W51

explanation everything works very well. 2:30 TPRT Ww 7 Ao

Mishna Berurah, Sha'ar HaTziun 472:2

According to Mishna Berurah, one does not have to conduct the seder expeditiously. Rather one
should make sure that the children eat earlier than the rest of the participants. This means that
the children will experience a seder that is quick and engaging while the adults spend more time
discussing the Haggadah. [In order to do this, one adult would have to focus on the children
until they are finished with their seder.] Mishna Berurah's interpretation shows an early
precedent for the concept of differentiated instruction, the concept that encourages teaching a
group of people at different levels based on each one's needs.

There is an important practical difference between the interpretation of Rashbam and the
interpretation of Rashbetz (as understood by Mishna Berurah). According to Rashbam, one
should perform the seder quickly and expound upon the Exodus from Egypt after the seder.
According to Rashbetz, one should expound upon the Exodus from Egypt during the actual
seder while simultaneously providing the children with an abridged form of the seder.

Both interpretations offer varied solutions to ensure that the children are active participants in the
seder. They both agree that the participation of the children is of primary importance. Regardless

of which approach one follows, one should ensure that the conversations and discussions
surrounding the seder are age-appropriate to the participating children.

Rambam's Interpretation
Rambam, in codifying R. Eliezer's statement, writes:

One must do something unique on this night so that the | YX7°W >72 7177 72792 1w MYY? T
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children will see and ask (saying) 'why is this night | 753 TINW1 970 1ARM 1ORWN 02137
different from all other nights? until he answers them | 3R> o9 W TV M990 997 o913
(saying) 'this and this happened; this is how it was.’ T¢I P 791 T VTR P P o
How does one make it unique? He passes to them DRI DOTARY YR oo Phhn mIwn

roasted grains and nuts and we remove the table from
them before they eat and we grab matzah, one person
from the other’s hand, and other similar activities.

PRV PORW DT oI W
IR 0°7272 KXY 7T 7o 777 7780

Hilchot Chametz UMatzah 7:4 TS mESEh T m3om

Rambam implies that R. Eliezer's method is that the adults grab matzahs one from another in the

presence of the children. The ultimate purpose of doing this is to elicit questions from the

children, specifically, the question of why this night is different.

There are still a number of questions that must be addressed regarding Rambam's position:

1)

2)

3)

4)

R. Eliezer's statement clearly indicates that the purpose of grabbing the matzahs is so
that the children remain awake. Why does Rambam omit the idea of keeping the
children awake?

The childrens’ questions are ostensibly an immediate response to witnessing people
grabbing matzahs one from another. If so, how will grabbing matzahs contribute to
keeping children awake? If the child does not anticipate that this is going to happen, he
may fall asleep before the matzahs are grabbed. And, if he anticipates this ritual based on
previous years, he is not necessarily going to question why this night is different.

The four questions of Mah Nishtana question the peculiarities of the night of the seder
and those questions are answered by reciting the Haggadah. Yet, the questions that
Rambam attempts to elicit are questions that seem to have no answers. When the child
asks "Why are you grabbing matzahs from each other," what should the father answer?
The questions of Mah Nishtanah seem to highlight all of the major differences between
the night of the seder and other nights of the year. Why is there a need for the child to
ask more questions than the questions already found in Mah Nishtanah?

An insight of R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik provides an answer to these questions. R. Soloveitchik

(cited in Harerei Kedem 2:86) notes an interesting comment of Rambam:

We pour the second cups and here the child asks. | amIRY PRI 127 IR W7 017 AN
And the reader says 'Why is this night different | qy5%53 991 317 99990 910w 00 ik
from all other nights? On all other nights we dip ..." 1197 7797207 1R TR MR 50w

Hilchot Chametz UMaZtah 8:2 ::n nx}:’ ?nn n,:bn a ":nﬂ

Question: Rambam states that the one reciting the Haggadah recites the questions of Mah
Nishtanah. If so, what does Rambam refer to when he states "And here the child asks"?
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R. Soloveitchik suggests that the questions that the child is supposed to ask are not the questions
of Mah Nishtanah. Rather, the child is supposed to ask questions that personally bother him.
According to Rambam, the purpose of Mah Nishtanah is to fulfill a technical requirement that
the Haggadah be recited in question and answer format.

Based on R. Soloveitchik's comments, one can now answer the questions that we presented.
The goal of eliciting questions is not an end unto itself. Rather, it is a means of keeping the
children engaged at the seder. When a child asks a question about something that interests him,
he is now engaged in the conversation and will take interest in the answer. One method of
piquing the child's interest is to do something out of the ordinary. When the child sees this
extraordinary practice, he will question the practice and take interest in hearing the answer.
Therefore, R. Eliezer recommends grabbing matzahs. His ultimate motive is to keep the
children engaged which he phrases as "so that the children don't fall asleep.” Rambam, in
codifying R. Eliezer's ruling, explains how grabbing the matzah achieves the ultimate goal of
engaging the children. Upon observing matzah-grabbing, the children will inquire and
anticipate the answers to their questions. This approach established an early precedent for the
concept of inquiry-based instruction, a concept that encourages children to inquire about the
study material in order to engage them in the material.

Although the child never directly receives the answer to the question of why the matzahs are
grabbed, the child receives the answer indirectly. Through the Haggadah, the child will learn
that in addition to the mitzvot of Korban Pesach, matzah and maror, one of the mitzvot of the
night of the seder is to speak about the Exodus from Egypt. Part of that mitzvah is to create a
dialogue between the parent and the child. When the child realizes that he is an integral part of
the seder, he will realize that that there are certain rituals of the seder that exist simply to keep
him involved.

Rashi, in his other interpretation of R. Eliezer's statement, presents an idea that is similar to
Rambam's interpretation. Rashi states:

We raise the plate in order that the children ask | 19RW>Ww MPI°N 92w 7IVPH DR P2

[questions]. BB 57'"7 .U 20D "M
Rashi, Pesachim 109a, s.v. Chotfin

According to this interpretation the goal is to elicit questions. However, rather than grabbing
the maztahs one from another, Rashi explains that the plate is lifted in order to arouse the
curiosity of the children. One can explain that Rashi is also of the opinion that the ultimate
purpose of eliciting questions is to keep the children interested. As such, all of the questions that
we asked regarding Rambam's opinion can be applied to this interpretation and they can be
answered with the same answers.

In most families, the child recites the four questions of Mah Nishtanah. Nevertheless, this does not
negate the basic premise that one should try to elicit questions from the children. In fact, Rama rules:
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When the son or the wife ask [their own questions], 77 1Y TR PR DO AWRT IR 270N

there is no need to recite Mah Nishatana. Rather 07732y 9NA KOX TINw]
one begins with Avadim Hayinu. oaun 7'IR RN
Rama, Orach Chaim 473:7

One can explain that Rama agrees that ideally, the child should ask his own questions. However,
if he does not ask his own questions, we instruct him to ask the questions of Mah Nishtanah.
Although, the "spoon-fed" questions are not as effective in keeping the child engaged, they will
certainly have a positive effect on the child's interest in the seder. [Furthermore, the technical
requirement of reciting the Haggadah in question and answer format must be fulfilled.
Therefore, someone must ask questions at the beginning of Maggid. ]

Stealing the Afikoman

R. Yaakov ben Yoseif Richer Bechofen notes that Rambam's interpretation of R. Eliezer's
statement is the basis for the practice of many families that the children steal the afikoman (the
piece of matzah set aside for the end of the meal). R. Ya'akov states:

The Rambam ... writes ‘we grab matzah one %7 19U "D %M yan 22 10 2"anm
from the other's hand.” It is possible that this is b":y 1‘7st1 MIPINT IRY 7D 7T AT
the basis for the practice that we allow the P MNINT LWONI AW WOR)

children in these areas to grab the afikoman so TPORT UMY TR MITAa Mprn

that they won't sleep and will be encouraged to SIRWS 19N U KD 1YW
ask [questions]. 3:29n 203" PR

Chok Ya'akov 472:2

It should be noted that according to this interpretation, the ultimate goal is to elicit questions.
The means of doing so is getting the children involved in an activity that will keep them awake
until the end of the seder. This is the opposite of our original presentation. In our original
presentation of Rambam's opinion, the questions are a means of keeping the children interested.
The purpose of the grabbing the matzah is to elicit those questions.

There are a number of difficulties in attributing the practice of stealing the afikoman to Rambam.
Some of these difficulties address attributing this practice specifically to the aforementioned
passage of Rambam. Others address the validity of the practice as a whole, implying that
Rambam would not have endorsed such a practice. First, R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik (cited in
Harerei Kedem 2:79), notes that if Rambam would have written that the matzahs are grabbed
'one from another' (zeh mizeh), one can attribute the source of stealing the afikoman to
Rambam's opinion. However, Rambam formulates the practice as "one from another's hand"
(zeh miyad zeh). R. Soloveitchik suggests that this practice is actually what we call yachatz
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(breaking the matzah). It is accomplished by one person grabbing the matzah from another
person's hand until the matzah breaks.

Second, R. Nachman Kahana writes:

See Me'orei Ohr ... who writes that the practice of | gnT "SW ... TR °IRA 902 '™

children stealing the afikoman from under the pillow is | nrnn TIPIBRA NPIPNR DTN

false and worthless and among the non-Jews there are YAWI 2°13) DA 72 R D00
rumors that the Jews teach their children to steal. /IO TS TP TIW

Therefore, one who refrains frog d(;in(i s(c:) li's ?rai::;o;izly. AW yIE oMY
rEROTTAAI S WI:APN %7 MR

According to Me'orei Ohr, the practice of stealing the afikoman is not a valid practice because it
creates the perception that the Jews teach their children to steal.

However, other authorities disagree with this premise. R. Chaim D. HaLevi, Shana B'Shana
(5746 pp. 144-148) addresses the issue of whether this practice violates the prohibition against
stealing. He concludes that this is not real theft and that everyone knows that it is a customary
part of the seder. As such, there should be no concern about the perception of this practice. R.
Moshe Y. Veingarten, HaSeder Ha'Aruch (Vol. 1 pg. 337) notes that one should specifically call it
"grabbing the afikoman" rather than "stealing the afikoman."

Third, R. Chaim Soloveitchik (cited in Halichot HaGrach pg. 65) objects to the practice of
stealing the afikoman based on technical problem that occurs when children handle the
afikoman. Shulchan Aruch states:

One takes the middle matzah and breaks it into | 10" DMWY 7IVXIY NOVNART 732 179

two pieces. One ofthe halves should be given to one ]DTP’DNL/' by imYablivk) 1210777 RS N

of the other members to guard for the afikoman 719%7 AAN MR 1M
and it should be placed under the tablecloth. 3PN BN AR TY (TR

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 473:6

R. Chaim explains that the reason to place the afikoman under the tablecloth is that the afikoman
serves to commemorate the Korban Pesach. Just as the Korban Pesach requires sh'mirah
(someone to watch over it) so too, the afikoman requires sh'mira. This cannot be accomplished
if one allows the children to steal the afikoman.

R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik (R. Chaim's grandson, cited in Harerei Kedem 2:95) presents the same
idea of guarding the afikoman. However, he does not negate the practice of the children stealing
the afikoman. Rather, he notes that the children should be told to guard the afikoman and leave
it covered (in a cloth).
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