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Shabbat Hagadol 5781 - Chametz 
 

Will God hate you if there’s a cookie under the seat of your car during 
Pesach? 

The rules about chametz are very very strict. In the normal kashrut rules, we 
have a principle of bitul b’shishim, nullification in a 60th. If a little bit of 
something treif accidentally falls into your soup pot, as long as the treif bit 
is less than 1/60 of the total volume, it’s considered nullified, and you can 
ignore it. 

On Passover, however, chametz is forbidden b’mashehu, in any amount. You 
are not allowed to have, eat, own, or benefit from even the tiniest amount of 
chametz. You’re not even supposed to see chametz. In Israel there’s a law 
which states: “A business owner will not put a chametz product on public 
display during Passover.” Non-kosher stores that sell chametz during 
Passover hide it – you have to know they have it and ask for it if you want 
some. Sort of like what you see in American movies of the Prohibition era, 
when patrons would go to a speakeasy and have to know the secret knock 
to be allowed entry. The general public doesn’t see chametz in Israel during 
Pesach. 

Since the prohibition on chametz is so strict – and since it’s forbidden in any 
quantity – some people go completely nuts preparing for Pesach, as if they 
believe crumbs that are invisible to the naked eye could get them on God’s 
wrong side. To prove that they are truly yirat shamayim, God-fearing, some 
people, who probably tend toward OCD anyway, will get completely carried 
away in an effort to eliminate any possible trace of chametz from their homes 
before Pesach. 

For them it’s not enough to do a thorough spring cleaning and splash boiling 
water around their kitchens. There are people who not only kasher their 
counters by splashing boiling water on them, they then cover them with 
plastic, and then put aluminum foil on top of that, so as not to see any of the 
microscopic crumbs they might have missed. Some of the more extreme 
things I’ve heard or read about people doing include: 
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• Vacuuming their curtains. Not sure why – airborne chametz particles 
attaching themselves to the curtains after someone laughs too hard 
while eating a cookie? 

• Using little cocktail sticks to scrape unidentified grunge that just might 
be chametz from small crevices 

• Dismantling the fan in an oven to check for stray chunks of pizza 
• Using a blow torch on their oven because they’re concerned the 

combination of oven cleaner and leaving the oven on its highest setting 
or using the oven self-cleaning cycle isn’t hot enough to really get rid 
of any chametz 

• Tying muslin over the taps of their faucets lest there be any chametz in 
the tap water 

• Spending $200 for a special Pesach car wash, because it takes so much 
effort to get all the little crumbs 

It’s ironic that Pesach is the holiday when we celebrate freedom, when we 
celebrate the end of our slavery in Egypt, and yet some people mark the 
holiday by becoming slaves to removing chametz and get to the seder too 
exhausted to really celebrate and enjoy the holiday. 

The story is told of a couple, Moshe and Rivka, who lived in the proverbial 
old country during the times of pogroms and persecutions. In the summer 
the king decreed that the practice of Judaism was banned, and violation of 
the decree would subject people to the death penalty. The couple sadly set 
aside all of their Jewish practices and dutifully attended church, lest their 
non-Jewish neighbors report them. One fine day in early spring, Moshe 
comes running home with great news: “Rivkale, I have some wonderful 
news! The old king died, and his son took over, and he’s much more kind 
and enlightened. We are now allowed to go back to living a Jewish life!” 
“Oy, gevalt!” cries Rivka. “What’s the matter Rivka? Aren’t you happy?” “Of 
course I’m happy Moshe. But couldn’t you wait until after Pesach to tell 
me?” 

Getting ready for Passover should not be – and does not need to be – such a 
burden that you’re left exhausted. 
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Obviously, you’ve already done whatever it is you’re going to do to get 
ready for Pesach this year – but here are a few important principles to keep 
in mind next year. 

First of all, dirt is not chametz. Even though you obviously shouldn’t eat 
even a tiny piece of cookie you find during Pesach, the only chametz we are 
really concerned about is a piece of chametz larger than a k’zait, an olive, 
which is to say about 3 cm square. If you have small children around home 
who might have dropped a cookie between the cushions of the couch, that’s 
what you need to look for. Any room where you don’t normally bring 
chametz doesn’t need any special cleaning at all. When we do bedikat chametz 
that’s what we’re looking for – we’re not doing an inspection for microscopic 
chametz crumbs. We’re making sure we didn’t miss a cookie or cracker 
somewhere. 

The reason we don’t have to be so obsessed about finding every last crumb 
even though chametz is forbidden in any amount on Pesach is the ritual we 
do of bitul chametz. The bracha we recite really does work! At the end of 
bedikat chametz, and in the morning when we burn our chametz, we say: 
“All chametz in my possession, whether I have seen it or not, whether I have 
removed it or not, is hereby nullified and ownerless as the dust of the earth.” 

Saying that blessing frees us from worrying about the tiny crumbs that we 
may have missed, or the stray chunk of pizza that might have gotten into the 
fan in the oven. Tiny crumbs are dirt, not chametz, and even if they are 
chametz, it’s no longer ours to worry about. 

Rabbi David Hartman, z”l, founder of the Shalom Hartman Institute in 
Jerusalem, who was the rabbi of Congregation Tiferet Beit David Jerusalem 
here in Montreal in the 1960s, said that he can get ready for Pesach in half an 
hour. Of course, he didn’t say how long his wife spent preparing for Pesach!  

Even if it does take more than half an hour, there’s no reason preparing the 
house to be kosher for Passover should take more than half a day, and most 
of that in the kitchen. 

There’s a saying, hamachmir tavo alav bracha, someone who is stringent brings 
a blessing on himself. If you want to be stringent and use the coming of 
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Passover as an excuse to do some serious spring cleaning, that’s fine, but just 
keep in mind that you’re choosing to be strict with yourself over and above 
what halacha calls for, and if you find yourself exhausted or running out of 
time, don’t worry about it. Relax, pay attention when you say the bracha of 
bitul chametz, and enjoy your holiday!  

So to answer the question posed at the start of this talk, no, God will not hate 
you if there’s a cookie under the seat of your car during Pesach. It’s not your 
cookie – you’ve declared it ownerless! 

 


