Issue #1 The Fast of the Firstborns o o3

D"1D2 N"AYn

I. Throughout the month of Nissan we do not say Tachanun, Hespedim etc., and we do not fast. On Erev Pesach it
certainly should be forbidden to fast, as that was the day of bringing the Korban Pesach'. However, Chazal tell us that
Erev Pesach is an exception, and that all Bechorim (firstborns) should fast. This minhag is mentioned in Meseches
Sofrim?, and brought in Shulchan Aruch (y"n) as well. Furthermore,the Yerushalmi® tells us that Rebbe (R" Yehuda
Hanasi) fasted every year on Erev Pesach. However there is a question as to the reason for his fasting. One reason
suggested is that Rebbe was a Bechor. Some Rishonim bring this as the source for Taanis Bechorim*. Others argue
that the Yerushalmi concludes contrary to this reasoning, that Rebbe only fasted in order to have an appetite for the
Seder and not because he was a Bechor®.

There are a number of reasons given for this fast:

1) The Tur (v"n) writes that the reason is that the Bechorim in Klal Yisrael were spared from Makas Bechoros.
However, if this is the reason, it would seemingly be more appropriate to have a celebration on this day, than to fast®.
(Some even suggest that there is a typographical error in the Tur, and in place of nuynn it should say n2ivnn,
however this isn't plausible.)’

2) The Chasam Sofer® explains that just like Taanis Esther, which is a commemoration of the day of fasting and prayer
that they observed before Purim, similarly, the Bechorim in Mitzrayim also fasted before Makas Bechoros so that they
would be spared. Therefore it is commemorated every year as a fast day. Some say that this is the Tur's reasoning as
well.

3) R' Moshe Shternbuch x"u"tw explains the reason as follows. The Bechorim received the status of Kohanim the
night of Makas Bechoros. They later lost this status at the Cheit Haegel. Therefore, every year on the anniversary of
their receiving this honor, Bechorim fast as an atonement for forfeiting their status.’

4) Others explain that on the anniversary of Makas Bechoros there is a particular danger to Bechorim. Therefore
Bechorim fast as a protection.10 (The full explanation of this concept is beyond the scope of this article.)

Il. There is a discussion in the Poskim as to exactly who falls into the category of a Bechor. The basis for the question
is, that although for other halachos a Bechor is classified as a male firstborn from his mother (e.g. Pidyon Haben), or
from his father (e.g. double inheritance), by Makas Bechoros a much broader spectrum of people fell into the category
of "Bechor". The following are a few examples of these exceptions:

1) The Medrash'" tells us that in Makas Bechoros female firstborns were also killed. (With the exception of Basya,
Pharoh's daughter, who was spared in Moshe's merit). The Chida goes even further to say that Bechoros were
originally assigned to do the Avodas Hakohanim as well, just like Bechorim. In light of this, many Poskim say that
Bechoros are required to fast on Erev Pesach'?. In fact many say that this was the prevalent minhag where they
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resided.”® However, the Rama and others say that the minhag is that Bechoros do not fast, since she is not a Bechor
for any other Halachos™. Even so, some had a minhag that Bechoros attended a Siyum on Erev Pesach™.

2) Another question posed is regarding Kohanim and Leviyim, whom are not required to perform Pidyon Haben and
did not lose the Avodah. Most Poskim say that they are definitely required to fast'®. On the other hand, others argue
that they are exempt'”.

3) One who is neither a Bechor from his mother nor from his father, but is the oldest child to his parents jointly (i.e. they
both have a child from a previous marriage), is a Machlokes Haposkim. The Mishne Brura rules that they are not
required'®, others however say that they are, since such a person was included in Makas Bechoros'. Some are of
the opinion that the Chasam Sofer was of this category and even so fasted every year®.

4) A final example, is one who was born via Caesarean Section (jo1T X¥I'). Such a person is not halachically a Bechor,
but was certainly included in Makas Bechoros. R' Moshe Shternbuch says that in fact it would depend on the reason
for fasting. If the reason is because of Makas Bechoros, they would be required. However, if the reason is for losing
thei;status as Kohanim, they would not. The general consensus in the Poskim, is that such a person does not have to
fast®.

A minor does not have to fast. However, the Shulchan Aruch (v"n) writes that the minhag is that his father fasts in his
stead. If the father is also a Bechor, his mother fasts. The Gra explains the reason for this is that Makas Bechoros was
actually also intended as a punishment to the parents, as we say in Davening - nn™p12 nnyn ndnY? - "who struck
Mitzrayim with their firstborns", and not "who struck the firstborns of Mitzrayim". Therefore, the parents also have
reason to fast, and if the child cannot fast, they should®. The question is, who is considered fasting, the father or the
son. For example, if only the minor attends a Seudas Mitzva etc. and not the father, can we say that since the father is
only required in place of his son, if the son is exempted due to his attending the Seuda, so is the father, or must the
father also attend. The Brisker Rav says that in such a case the father is exempt. Others say that the father should
attend the Seudas Mitzva as well, along with his son®.

Another Machlokes is regarding a baby that is less than 30 days old. Some say that even for a one day old infant, the
father is required to fast®*. However, the Mishne Brura and others say there is no Chiyuv until 30 days have passed?’.

lll. The prevalent minhag nowadays is that all Bechorim attend a Siyum or other Seudas Mitzva and eat there. The
question is asked, that although they may be permitted to eat at the Siyum itself, why are Bechorim allowed to eat for
the rest of the day, if on a regular fast even one who ate is still forbidden to continue eating? The answer given is that
different from other fasts which are to afflict oneself, Taanis Bechorim is to publicize the miracle that they were saved.
Therefore, once one is not fasting there is no reason to continue to afflict oneself and he can eat the rest of the dayze.

The actual Heter of eating at a Siyum (or any Seudas Mitzva which does not have to be done on that day) is subject to
a vehement dispute in the Acharonim. The Node Biyehuda and R' Akiva Eiger both issued a proclamation that
Bechorim should not rely on this Heter?”. The Chasam Sofer himself fasted and did not attend a Siyum. (Some say
that towards the end of his life when it was difficult for him to fast, he would eat at a Seudas Bris Mila if he was the
Mohel.?®) Others say that if one did eat at a Seudas Mitzva he would be required to fast after Pesach to make up for
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it°. In spite of all this, the latter Poskim say that the prevalent minhag is to make or attend a Siyum3°. Some explain
the reason for this is because our generation is weaker and would be unable to perform the mitzvos properly at night31.
Others say that since this minhag is not mentioned in the Gmara it is not so stringent32. Furthermore, there was a
custom by idol worshippers to fast on the day before their holidays, therefore we wish to show that we are not fasting
like them™. Certainly if one knows that he will not be able to eat the Matza with an appetite or will be unable to perform

any other mitzva properly, it is a mitzva for him not to fast and to attend a siyum. 3

Some also explain that since there are many leniencies for this fast, one may rely on a Siyum. For example, some
Rishonim (»Tmn nuw) permit eating fruit even if one is fasting Taanis Bechorim®. Others say that there is no
requirement to complete the fast until nightfall, rather one should drink something in the afternoon®.

As far as what is considered a Siyum, some bring proof from the Gmara that even on a Mesechta of Mishnayos one
can make a siyum37. However, the Acharonim say that this would only be if one learnt the mishnayos with the
discussions and understanding of the Amoraim. Therefore, they say, nowadays this is really only feasible by learning a
Mesechta of Gmara®. Some say that on completion of one book in Tanach (or possibly any Sefer) one may make a
Siyum®®. However, R' Shlomo Kluger 2"st1 says, that this is only if he finished it in his regular course of learning and not
specifically to make a siyum4°.

R' Moshe Feinstein 7"x1 paskens that if one learnt any sefer in depth over a long period of time, the completion of the
sefer would qualify as a Seudas Mitzva*'.

The v says that only a person that would have gone anyway to attend this Siyum can be considered a part of the
Seudas Mitzva and is permitted to eat. One who would not have gone otherwise is not permitted*?. Others say only if
one participated in the actual learning may one attend the Seuda™®. Therefore, it is preferable that the person making
the Siyum should personally invite all the Bechorim, and that they should listen to the last part of the Mesechta so as to
be a part of the Iearning‘”. If one did not attend the actual Siyum, but ate at the Seudah, according to R' Yaakov
Kaminetsky "x7, he may continue to eat the rest of the day*’. However, other Poskim, including R' Elyashiv x"o"w |
disagree. If one only attended the Siyum and did not eat a shiur of a nanin or drink 1'mai7? X at the Seuda, there is yet
another Machlokes if he may eat later at home*®. Therefore, preferably one should both listen to the Siyum and
partake in the Seuda. (ow)

Regarding whether one may postpone or rush the completion of a Mesechta in order to make a siyum, see 'o na1 n'7x
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