The Mysterious Afikomen


Every year the Passover (Pesach) Seder climaxes with the eating of a broken piece of matzah known as the afikomen.  Amongst many Ashkenazic Jews the custom (perhaps derived from a mistaken reading of Pesachim 109a) is for children to "steal" the afikomen and then at the end of the Seder to skillfully negotiate a gift in exchange for its return.  In other places too, excitement surrounds this afikomen.  Thus, Jews from Iran, Bukharah, and Afghanistan have the custom of preserving a piece of the afikomen as protection against the evil eye.  Others believe that holding a piece of the afikomen during childbirth protects the mother and that throwing the afikomen into a stormy sea brings calm to the water.


Mythology aside, in order for us to fully appreciate the rituals of our Seder, it is instructive to understand the meaning of afikomen within its historical context.


The Haggadah states:  "The Wise Son--What does he say?  'What are the testimonies, decrees, and ordinances which, our God, has commanded you?'  Therefore explain to him the laws of Passover: ein maftirin ahar he-pesah afikomen (usually translated as: one may not eat dessert after the Passover offering)."


This answer is very difficult to understand, as it appears to be a very specific answer to a much broader question.  How is it to be understood?       


This phrase (ein maftirin ahar he-pesah afikomen) has been translated in countless ways mostly because the term afikomen is shrouded in mystery.  In fact, the Talmud (Pesachim, 119b) debates different ways of understanding the term afikomen.  


According to the opinion of Rav, the phrase as a whole means that after the Passover meal one should not wander from group to group.  And the great Talmudic commentator, Rashi (11th c.), explains that this means one should not take their utensils from where they are, and go off to eat in another place.  The word afikoman then, is really a compound of afikoo minaichu, bring out dessert.  The entire phrase is now translated as follows, ein maftirin ahar he-pesah: do not go out after eating the Paschal lamb, instead, one should bring out the desert, afikoman.  The Talmud then records the positions of the sages Shemuel and R. Yochanan.  The former says that afikomen means "mushrooms for me and pigeons for Abba," while the latter states that it means foods like, "dates, parched ears, and nuts."  So according to this passage in the Babylonian Talmud, the word afikomen is simply a synonym for dessert.


The matter, however, is far from settled.  For elsewhere (see Mahzor Vitry, sec. 95), Rashi's students explain that the term afikomen is a Greek word meaning, "nothing."  This means that the phrase, ein maftirin ahar he-pesah afikoman, means: "do not bring out anything after the Passover Lamb, instead, [do] nothing."  Thus, not only should dessert not be brought out at this point but, indeed, one is not permitted to eat anything at all after the Passover lamb!


Most medieval commentators favored this second explanation.  And so, the phrase was again reinterpreted to accord with the idea that afikomen means dessert.  Consequently, according to the 14th c. work Sefer Abudraham, this phrase means: Do not say (ein maftirin) after the Passover lamb: Bring out dessert!


Modern scholars suggest an alternative explanation of this Talmudic passage.  Prof. Saul Lieberman writes that afikomen is actually the Greek word, epikomazein, or in Hebrew, epikoman.  Epikomazein refers to a social practice common in Hellenistic society, whereby following a meal, participants would travel around to different houses and continue the evening's fun with licentious drinking parties.  According to this explanation the meaning of the phrase is clear: Do not follow the eating of the Paschal lamb by attending parties full of debauchery.  Instead, one should continue "to busy himself with the laws of Passover for the entire evening."  (See Tosefta Pesahim, 10: 11.)


Since Passover was a night celebrating the freedom and independence of the Jews, our rabbis were concerned that the night could degenerate into a night that was merely devoted to excessive drinking, as opposed to expounding the wonders of God.  After all, the Bible records that after Noah was saved, his response was the unholy action of getting drunk. 


The Haggadah's answer to the Wise Son now resonates more clearly.  The Wise Son asks what are the laws and statutes surrounding Passover.  The Haggadah responds with the central teaching of the holiday of Passover, the holiday of our redemption.  We should not celebrate freedom and independence by going to parties and getting drunk, but instead, by focusing on connecting spiritually with God and His statutes.        


Unfortunately, what often precedes the eating of the afikomen today is a modern day version of Hellensim, as families all across America take this moment to negotiate afikomen presents for family and friends.  This modern day ritual shows how much the God of Business, the God of Capitalism, has overtaken our lives and religious ceremonies.  So this year lets make the eating of the afikomen a business free ceremony, and in doing so, we will hopefully be able to reconnect with the God that took us out of Egypt.
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