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Hag Sameach and Shabbat Shalom 

One of the factors that makes keeping Kosher for Pesach so different from Kashrut the rest of 
the year is the fact that while there can be agreement that trace amounts of treif might still find 
its way into Kosher food; on Pesach,  Hametz, even  in the smallest amounts, cannot be a part 
of any Kosher meal. I don’t want to talk about the minutiae of the laws of Kashrut today, but 
the rules of Hametz reaches far beyond what we eat for Pesach. 

 

The Meor Enaiyim, the writings of Rabbi Menachem of Chernobyl, from the mid eighteenth 
century, contains the following lesson:  “Any admixture of Hametz, no matter how small, 
disqualifies food on Pesah” (see Pesachim 30a). The dimension of holiness is known as 
“matzah” and the dimension of the husks is known as “Hametz,” and the only difference 
between them is that small speck that distinguishes a chet from a heh.” 

 

There is a very subtle lesson here. It begins with Matzah and Hametz. These two words in 
Hebrew both contain, in different order, almost the same letters. Both have a “mem” and a 
“tzati” The third letter in “Matzah” is a Hay. The first letter in “Hametz” is Het. If you know 
Hebrew, you know that the difference between these two letters is a small space that is left 
open on a Hay and that is closed on the Het. Thus the difference between the ways the two 
words are written is just that small speck of a space on the Hay. 

 

But we know that the difference between Matzah and Hametz is the difference between night 
and day. They are opposites of each other. Matzah has to be free of all Hametz. Matzah is 
baked in a way that prevents Hametz from ever forming. Even though the two words have 
meanings that are the opposite of each other, the difference between their letters is a very 
small space on one side of the Hay. 

 

Matzah stands for all that is holy about this holiday. It is the result of time spent making sure 
that we are not contaminated with Hametz. Hametz therefore is sin. It is the stuff that ferments 
our lives and keeps us from being holy. The difference between them however depends on only 
the slightest of changes.  

 

We know, maybe instinctively, that it does not take much to distract us from all our good 
intentions. We mean to get up and get to shul on time for Pesach but we decide that we need 
just a few minutes more sleep. We plan to leave work with enough time to get home before 



Shabbat but there are just one or two small things we want to get done before we leave and 
the next thing we know we are late. We want to send out that thank you note for a gift and we 
even have the card we expect to use. But days go by and we fill our time with other tasks and 
the card never gets written and never goes out.  

 

Or maybe we wish to visit someone in the hospital or to make a shiva call but time just gets 
away from us and we miss the chance. We mean to send a check out for a great tzedakah 
project but we put down the pledge card and forget where we put it. We have been meaning all 
year to get to a Chesed Committee Shabbat at Brookdale but the timing has never really 
worked out for us. We know that there is a class teaching adults to read Hebrew on Sunday 
morning but Sundays come and go and we are unable to get out of the house.  

 

I don’t want to imply that we are too lazy or too busy to bring holiness into our lives. We all 
understand that our lives would be better; we will be more loving, more caring; our lives will 
have more meaning if we choose to live a holy life. We thank God that we live our lives with a 
roof over our heads, with enough food on the table and that we have good friends and family in 
our lives. We don’t have evil bosses that block us from doing what we want in our lives. We are 
not slaves that have to perform the wishes of our masters. We don’t have to wait for someone 
to redeem us from our prison. We hold all the keys in our lives.  

 

The early Hasidic masters declared that the Yetzer HaRah, the Evil Impulse, does not tell us to 
do evil. We would never be tempted to drive recklessly, to cheat a customer, to push ahead in a 
line or tell a lie for personal gain. The Yetzer HaRah is wasting its time if it thinks we can be 
induced to sin on a grand scale. But the Evil Impulse knows us better than that.  All it has to do 
is block that small space at the side of the Hay in Matzah, turning it into a Het, turning our 
Matzah into Hametz and the fermenting begins in our lives and somehow we never get to the 
goals we have set. It is not the big sins that get us; it is the small things that make the 
difference.  

 

Look, I understand that we all had a Seder last night. We ate a lot of food and were up late with 
our family and friends. There was a lot to clean up and there may even be another Seder 
tonight. If you are like me you are tired, you are wishing you didn’t eat so much last night. You 
are worried about what you need to do about Seder tonight. There were lots of reasons to stay 
home today, to stay in bed, to get a head start on tonight’s meal. But you got past all of that 
and you made it here this morning, to hear the story in the Torah of our liberation from Egypt;  
to sing the songs of Hallel to thank God again for the many acts of redemption in Jewish 
History. You may even have come to shul to hear how your friends’ Seders went last night. I 
can’t imagine that anyone got out of bed this morning just to find out what the Rabbi might say 
this morning – except maybe my mother! 

 



Our being here this morning is our keeping the space in the Hay open. It is not giving in to the 
distractions that keep us from doing what we know is right. I used to ask my children when they 
were little if they loved me. They always said “yes” but I would press them further, “how do you 
know that you love me?” At first this would stymie them but eventually they would answer, 
“because of all the many little things you do for me every day”.  Life gives us many little 
opportunities to show our love to each other, to show how much we care and to bring holiness 
into our lives. It is never about the big things; in the end it is the little deeds that make the 
difference. It is a little speck, just a dot that transforms the holy Hay into the sinful Het, but it is 
the same dot that, when removed, can transform sin into a holy deed.  

 

Even the smallest amount of Hametz prevents us from celebrating Pesach. It is the smallest of 
dots that separates a Het from a Hay. It is the small things in life that can prevent us from being 
holy yet by removing them, transform our sins into Mitzvot. Our busiest day can be 
transformed the moment we pause, for just a moment, to help someone pick up the papers 
they dropped; when we pause to say a kind word to someone who is having a bad day; when 
we share our umbrella to help someone get to his car.  

 

We don’t have to be slaves to our schedules and to our busy lives. In just a moment, we can 
bring blessings and redemption into the world. Just by opening a small window in a   Het, we 
can make all the difference in the world.   And that is the meaning of the Pesach story. Opening 
a small door that lets the slaves become free. 

 

Hag Sameach and Shabbat Shalom 

 


