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FAST OF THE FIRST-BORN



Reasons for the Fast

(Pesachim 108a) Rav Sheshes used to fast on the eve of Pesach. The Talmud considers but rejects the suggestion that this was because in Temple times a person could have been so busy eating on Erev Pesach that his paschal offering might have been neglected (Rav Sheshes just continued the custom of prior generations). Instead it explains that Rav Sheshes was delicate, and if he ate during the day he would have no appetite left for the seder in the evening.

The Jerusalem Talmud (Pesachim 10:1) states that on Erev Pesach, Rabbi Yehudah Hanasi ate neither chametz nor matzah. The first explanation is not to avoid neglecting the paschal offering. Next it offers that Rebbe was a first-born (though without a connection between being a first–born and observing a fast). When the objection is raised that other sages were also first-born but did eat on that day, it concludes that because he was delicate, he fasted in order to preserve his appetite for the evening.

There was already a clear law (Mishnah Pesachim 10:1) that on Erev Pesach one should not eat from about mid-afternoon until nightfall, and hence the two rabbis we have mentioned, and others, may have voluntarily extended the period of fasting to cover the whole day.

Post-Talmudical tractate, Sofrim (21:2-3) states that fasting is prohibited during Nisan because of happy events that occurred during this month. Sofrim records that the prohibition is lifted on the eve of Pesach for two groups: (a) the first-born, and (b) the very pious (tzenuin) who preserve their appetite for the eating of matzah in the evening.
Tosafos (early 12th century) comments on the Talmudical story of Rav Sheshes by referring to fasting to preserve one’s appetite, and adds that the first-born are accustomed to fast on Erev Pesach.
The Tur (early 14th century) records the fast of the first-born as obligatory, and links it with the miracle of the first-born Israelites being saved in Egypt during the plague of the first-born.
Who is obligated to fast?

The obligation to fast is upon a first-born male child from the father or the first-born male child from the mother including Cohanim and Leviim. Also, when such a first born is the less than 13 years old (and more than thirty days), the customs is for the father to fast on behalf of the child.
Some say a female first-born is also obligated to fast since they were saved as well from the death of the first-borns in Egypt (as Basya was only saved in the merit of Moshe). The custom is that women do not fast.

Anyone who has even a light illness (such as a headache) or would not be able to drink the four cups of wine at the Seder, can be lenient and eat fruits and other light foods.

How does one become exempt from fasting?
Nonetheless the custom is to over-ride this fast by means of a seudas mitzvah, a celebratory meal to mark a bris milah, pidyon ha-ben or siyyum (completion of the study of a tractate). Some suggest this was prompted by historical considerations (the fast is neither Biblical nor required by Talmudical law but developed over the ages as a custom); practical reasons (fasting might affect one’s ability to prepare and enjoy the seder meal); or psychological factors (the fast seems incongruous in an atmosphere of growing festival joy). 

After one participates in a seadus mitzvah one is permitted to eat the entire day, even if at the meal one eats less than a kezayis (the usual minimum amount considered a meal).
What happens if Pesach or Erev Pesach occurs on Shabbos

If Erev Pesach falls on Shabbos, then the fast is moved to the previous Thursday (12th of Nissan).  However, if Erev Pesach falls on Friday, then the fast is not moved. (Usually fasting is avoided on Friday due to the honor of Shabbos)
Remez



אל ביום הראשון תשביתו שאר מביתיכם כל אוכל (שמות יב, טו)

א'ז כ'ל ב'כור י'תענה ו'ישלים מ'עמוד ה'שחר ר'ק א'ם ש'נה ו'השלים נ'ביאים ת'ורה ש'"ס ב'סעודה י'שבו ת'למידים ו'יאכלו ש'בת

א'ם ר'אשון מ'קדימין ב'כורים ת'עניתם י'ומים כ'ן מ'ילה כ'י י'היה כ'ל א'כול






