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Sat 20 Jan 2018 / 4 Shevat 5778       B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi 
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Bo 

 
 

Promptness in performing commandments  
 
 

Introduction 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Bo, we read: 

ת ם אֶּ תֶּ ַמרְׁ ַהַמּצֹות-ּושְׁ  
And you shall watch over the matzot. [Ex. 12:17] 

  

Now, there are four levels of understanding of the Torah:  The “pshat”, or 
plain meaning of text, the “remez”, or meaning that is only hinted at, the 
“drash”, or scholarly interpretation, and the “sod”, or the deep, mystical 
interpretation.   
 
Let us examine two related levels of understanding of this verse. 
 
First, the pshat.  The verse says that we must watch the dough of the 
matzah carefully and finish baking it quickly so it does not rise.  Time is of 
the essence. 

-Shmurah matzah: Once flour is combined with water, bakers (who must be 
observant Jews) have just 18 minutes to turn it into matzah. They roll the dough 
into flat circles, perforate it with tiny holes, and put it into a coal-and-wood-fired 
oven at 1,300 degrees for 20 seconds. After it cools, it is inspected for quality 
and boxed. Between baking cycles, every surface that comes into contact with 
the dough must be scoured or replaced. If any dough from the previous cycle 
remains, it would be chametz and taint the dough of the next cycle. Hands must 
be washed and inspected and work surfaces covered with fresh paper. [jta.org] 

 

Why emphasize the haste? 
 
Torah says:  

The [Israelites] baked unleavened cakes of the dough which they brought forth 
out of Egypt, for it was not leavened; because they were thrust out of Egypt, and 
could not tarry, neither had they prepared any provisions for themselves. [Ex. 

12:39] 

For seven days you should eat matzot... because you left Egypt in haste. [Deut. 

16:3]  
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So we must eat matzah on Pessah to remind us of the haste with which we 
had to leave Egypt. Why is it so important to remember that the Exodus 
from Egypt happened swiftly and suddenly? 

-In fact, only two positive mitzvot in Pessah: Telling the story and eating matzah. 

 
The Maharal [16

th
-century Prague] wrote a great deal about this verse.  The 

lesson of the haste is that God Himself (and not human or natural forces) 
took us out of Egypt. God makes things happen very fast.  We emphasize 
this in the Haggadah: 

I will pass through the land of Egypt on that night – I, and not an angel. 
And I will slay all the firstborn in the land of Egypt – I and not a seraph.  
And I will execute judgment upon all the gods of Egypt– I and not a messenger. 
I, God – it is I and no other. [Pessah Haggadah] 

By remembering the swiftness of the exodus, we remember that God made 
it happen, whence the centrality of the matzah -- as opposed to the other 
symbols: 

-Maror [reminder of bitterness of slavery],  
-Shankbone [Pessah] [reminder that God “passed over” the houses of the 
Israelites and did not not slay the firstborn in it, because the blood of the paschal 
lamb was smeared on the doorposts], 
-Haroset [reminder of mortar used by slaves],  
-Wine [reminder that we were freed, as it is a royal drink],  
-Leaning on the left [as free people did back then],  
-Etc. 

 

My own view is also that, while some Pessah symbols reflect life BEFORE 
the Exodus (maror, shankbone, haroset) and some reflect life AFTER the 
Exodus (wine, reclining), only the matzah refers to life DURING the 
Exodus. 
 

Promptness in performing commandments 
 
Now, let us look for a deeper meaning.  On our quote: 

And you shall watch over the matzot. [Ex. 12:17], 

the Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael (halachic midrash on Exodus) says: 
Rabbi Yoshiah says: Do not read ת ַהַמּצֹות-אֶּ , [watch over] the matzot, but ת -אֶּ
ֹות  the commandments. Just as we may not permit the matzot to [watch over] ,ַהִמצְׁ
become leavened, so we may not permit the commandments to become 
leavened [by waiting too long to perform them].  If [a commandment] comes your 
way, perform it immediately.  [Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael] 

 
Maharal: If Torah only wanted to talk about matzah, it would have stated 
“Guard against chametz.” Since it used "matzot", there must be a deeper 
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meaning. So a teaching is needed: Mitzvot must be performed with alacrity, 
promptly and with cheerful readiness. 
 
Tie to pshat above: We must emulate God: Just as He was “prompt” with 
the Exodus, let us be “prompt” in performing mitzvot. 
 

Exhortations to promptness in following commandments 
 
Basis in Torah: Twice Abraham was swift to obey God’ commandments.  
First, circumcision: 

-And… the Lord… said to [Abraham]…  Every male… among you shall be 
circumcised…. and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you…  And 
Abraham took Ishmael his son, and… every male [in his] house, and circumcised 
the flesh of their foreskin in the same day, as God had said to him. And Abraham 
was ninety-nine years old, when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 
[Gen. 17], 

then the binding of his son Isaac: 
-And Abraham rose up early in the morning [to take his son Isaac to be 
sacrificed]. [Gen. 22:3] 

 
Talmud reinforces this notion: 
 

-The zealous are early in the performance of commandments. [Pesachim 4a] 

 
-One should always run for a matter of halakha, even on Shabbat. [Ber. 6b] 
 
-If [a candidate for conversion is] accepted, he is quickly circumcised. [Why 
“quickly”?] The performance of a commandment must not in any way be delayed. 
[Yevamot 47b] 

 
-The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught that any place where the word “Command” 
is stated, its only purpose is to denote exhortation [to quickness], for that time 
and for all time.  "Exhortation", because it is written: “And command Joshua, and 
encourage him and strengthen him” [Deut. 3:28], and "for all time" because it is 
written: “From the day that the Lord commanded and onward throughout your 
generations.” [Num. 15:23]  [Kiddushin 29a] 
 

Vivid story of Gamzu -- a man died because of slowness in helping him: 
Nahum of Gamzu was blind in both his eyes, his two hands and legs were 
amputated, and his whole body was covered with boils.  He was lying in a 
dilapidated house on a bed whose feet were standing in bowls of water, to 
prevent the ants from crawling on to him...  
His disciples said to him, "Master, since you are wholly righteous, why has all this 
happened to you?"  



 4 

He replied: “I have brought it all upon myself. Once I was journeying on the road 
and was making for the house of my father-in-law.  I had with me three asses, 
one laden with food, one with drink, and one with all kinds of dainties.  A poor 
man met me and stopped me on the road and said to me, “Master, give me 
something to eat.” I replied to him, “Wait until I have unloaded something from 
the ass.” I had hardly managed to unload something from the ass when the man 
died [from hunger]. I then went and laid myself on him and exclaimed, "May my 
eyes which had no pity upon your eyes become blind, may my hands which had 
no pity upon your hands be cut off, may my legs which had no pity upon your 
legs be amputated!" My mind was not at rest until I added: "May my whole body 
be covered with boils".” [Taanit 21a] 

 
The Mishna concludes by tapping its foot: 

Rabbi Tarfon said: The day is short and the work is much, and the workers are 
lazy, and the reward is great, and the Master of the house is pressing... It is not 
your responsibility to finish the work, but neither are you free to desist from it. 
[Pirkei Avot 2:15-16] 

 
So we must perform mitzvot promptly.  Death is a deadline that enjoins us 
not to delay. 
 
The Radbaz [16th-century Spain, Israel and Egypt] even said: It is better to perform 
commandments quickly than to delay so we can perform them better.  
Some disagree.  (Is the best the enemy of the good?) 
 

Let’s be specific: How much time do we have? 
 
Not all mitzvot are equally time-sensitive.  Some are very time-sensitive 
(such as matzah-making, Shabbat and holiday observance, Shema, tefillin, 
circumcision, etc.); others not at all (such as all negative commandments).  
This teaching is primarily concerned with positive commandments that are 
not time-bound, such as giving charity, performing good deeds, making 
peace between people, loving one’s neighbor, pursuing justice, honoring 
parents and teachers, procreating, studying Torah, repenting for misdeeds 
and making restitution, etc.  The Mishnah says: 

-Hillel said: Do not say: When I have time I will study, because you may never 
have the time. [Avot 2:5] 

-Shammai said: Make your study of Torah a practice fixed [in time]. [Avot 1:15]. 

-Rabbi Eliezer said: Repent one day before your death. [Avot 2:10] 

 
Mishnah: Women are exempted from positive time-bound commandments: 

Men are liable and women are exempt from all positive commandments limited to 
time [that must be performed at certain specific times]. But all positive 
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commandments not limited to time are binding upon both men and women. And 
all negative precepts, whether limited to time or not limited to time, are binding 
upon both men and women. [Kiddushin 29a] 

This is because of women are expected to bear children, raise them, and 
take care of their household. 

-No agreement on what all these commandments are.  Talmud lists: Residing in 
sukkah, raising lulav, listening to shofar, and wearing tzitzit or tefillin, counting the 
Omer and saying the Shema.  

 
Time-bound mitzvot have specific times attached to them.  For example, 
after you say Hamotzi over bread, you have one unit of time to eat the 
bread. 

-The time standard in halacha is Kdei Achilat Prat – the time required to eat half 
a loaf of bread.  Estimates translate to 3-9 minutes. Chabad rules 4 minutes. 
 

Note: We must not perform mitzvot to "get them out of the way", but 
because we are eager to perform them. 
 

The Maharal’s overarching view 
 
A mitzvah is the vehicle that takes us from the physical to the metaphysical. 
Performing mitzvot promptly expresses our desire to go beyond the 
physical and break through to the metaphysical, and thereby establish a 
true relationship with God, who transcends time.  
 


