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Between Life 
And Death

Our parsha begins with God telling 
Moshe to tell Aharon’s descendents, the 
Kohanim, that they are prohibited from 
becoming tamei – impure. They must not 
participate  in the burial of most dead peo-
ple “lnefesh lo itama b’amav” (21:1). 

We all know that dealing with the dead 
is a very important mitzvah of chesed so 
much so that the person who is occupied 
in burying the dead is exempt from other 
mitzvoth even from wearing tefillin, saying 
Shema and davening. It is one of the ways 
that we follow in the footsteps of God and 
do the mitzvah of  ‘Vhalchta bdrachav” 
(Dvarim 28). So it seems strange that the 
Kohanim would be prohibited from such 
an important mitzvah.

One reason is that the Kohanim need 
to remain pure so that they can do their 
important work in the Mishkan or Tem-
ple. Coming in contact with the dead 
would make them impure and then they 
wouldn’t be able to enter the Holy places 
and wouldn’t be able to do their work – so 
when there are other people who could 
bury the dead person it is best if they do 
it. 

The Oznaim LTorah brings another rea-
son. He says it is important for people to 

care for the dead and to go to the home of 
a mourner because all mortals will die one 
day and that way we can remind ourselves 
of our end and improve our behavior. He 
says that the Kohanim don’t need this 
reminder because they are always living 
in the shadow of death. Their job puts 
them on the tight wire between life and 
death every day since they work in the 
presence of God. If they come to the Holy 
areas to do their work in inappropriate 
ways, ( such as drunk, impure, without 
their special garments, without washing 
their hands and feet…)  the punishment is 
death. This we saw with the death of the 
two son’s of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu, 
“b’kirvatam lfnei Hashem” (10:1). They live 
with a constant threat of death so they are 
more apt to be careful with their behavior.

Yet there are a few exceptions to this 
prohibition, when the Kohanim are actu-
ally obligated to deal with the burial of a 
dead person, such as for the very close rel-
atives that are listed in verses 21:1-3 and 
for a dead person who has no one else to 
bury them. There are times in everyone’s 
life, even the Kohen’s, when they are con-
fronted with death and they must rise to 
those occasions as well. The Rambam 
learns from these verses the general mitzva 
for all Jews, not just kohanim, of aveilut - 
mourning. The Torah does not want us to 
ignore tragedies that may befall us. Crying 
and mourning are normal stages when 
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The verses at the beginning of this week’s 
parashah describe the mitzvah of Bikkurim, 
the first fruits, including the declaration the 
farmer makes when bringing his basket to 
the Beit Hamikdash. The dec-
laration is familiar because 
the Rabbis chose it as the basis 
for the Maggid section of the 
Haggadah. But why did the 
Tannaim choose these verses, 
which describe events gener-
ations after the Exodus, rather 
than the verses in Sefer She-
mot where the Exodus itself 
unfolds?

Maybe the answer lies in 
the mitzvah of Bikkurim. The 
ceremony was festive and dramatic. When 
the first fruit ripened, the farmer marked it 
as Bikkurim. Later, people traveled together to 
Jerusalem with singing and music. Finally, the 

farmers carried their baskets on their shoul-
ders and made their declaration.

Each farmer begins his declaration in the 
singular: “I declare this day to Hashem, my 

God, that I have come to the 
land which He swore to our 
forefathers to give us.” He 
then shifts to the plural: “The 
Egyptians treated us cruelly… 
Hashem brought us out of 
Egypt… and He gave us this 
land.” Finally, he returns to 
the singular: “And now, I have 
brought the first fruit of the 
land which You, Hashem, have 
given me.”

Rashi explains that the pur-
pose is that we should not be ungrateful. 
The declaration is an expression of gratitude 
to Hashem. But this gratitude is not only for 
something that happened to our ancestors 
long ago. Nechama Leibowitz points out the 
significance of the singular language. The 
farmer does not merely say that our ancestors 
were brought into the Land. He says, “I have 
come to the land.” He is standing there him-
self. He is holding fruit that has grown for him 
from the Land, and he is thanking Hashem for 
bringing him there.

This may explain why these verses were 
chosen for the Haggadah. On Pesach night, we 
are commanded to see ourselves “as though 

The Personal Side Of Bikkurim
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he himself went out of Egypt.” The Exodus is 
not merely Jewish history; it is part of my own 
story.

The same is true of our arrival in the Land 
of Israel. Every generation must see itself not 
only as descended from those who left Egypt, 
but as having itself been brought to the Land. 
We must never take the Land for granted. Bik-
kurim transforms the great events of Jewish 
history—the Exodus, the journey through the 
wilderness, and the arrival in the Land—into 
something personal. The farmer stands in 
Jerusalem and declares: I was brought here. 
This Land was given to me. And this fruit is 
my first fruit.

I would like to take this opportunity to 
publicly thank Hashem for my own personal 
Bikkurim. I am not a farmer, although I do 
have grapes growing in my yard, and I look 
forward to the day when I will be able to bring 
them as Bikkurim to the Beit Hamikdash. Until 
then, I have another kind of "first fruit" for 
which to give thanks.

A month before Pesach, during the first 
days of the missile war with Iran, a project 
my daughter and I had worked on for three 
years finally came to fruition: a kit for creat-
ing a 3D pop-up Haggadah to use at the Seder. 
There is not enough space here to describe the 
Haggadah itself, but it can be seen at https://
haggada-zaza.my.canva.site/. During such a 
frightening time, it felt like a tremendous mir-
acle that we were able to complete the project. 
For three years, we had planted, worked, wait-
ed, and hoped to create something that would 
bring the Haggadah to life for children and 
families. When we brought two copies to the 
National Library, I felt something like what a 
farmer must have felt carrying his basket of 
Bikkurim to the Beit Hamikdash.

 That is perhaps the deepest meaning of 

Bikkurim: not simply to recognize that some-
thing good has happened, but to stop and 
acknowledge, through an elaborate ceremony, 
Who made it possible.

This Haggadah is dedicated in memory of 
Adam Bismuth, הי״ד, who inspired this project 
and was killed in Gaza. May his memory be a 
blessing, and may we soon merit to bring our 
first fruits to the Beit Hamikdash once again.

Bikkurim are brought from the first fruits to 
ripen among the Shivat HaMinim, the seven 
species with which the Land of Israel is bless-
ed. Since two of them — pomegranates and 
dates — are also among the symbolic foods 
traditionally served on Rosh Hashanah eve, 
this week’s easy and quick recipe combines 
the two, giving you a head start on your cook-
ing for the upcoming holiday season.

Wishing everyone a Shana Tova!

DATE AND POMEGRANATE  
CHICKEN BREASTS

•	 2 boneless, skinless chicken breasts
•	 2 tablespoons olive oil
•	 5 Medjool dates, pitted, checked and 

chopped
•	 2 tablespoons pomegranate molasses
•	 1/4 cup chicken broth or water
•	 2 tablespoons fresh pomegranate seeds 

(for garnish)
•	 Salt and pepper, to taste
•	 Fresh parsley, chopped (optional)

Season chicken breasts with salt and pep-
per on both sides. Heat olive oil in a pan over 
medium-high heat. Add chicken and cook for 
6 minutes (till golden brown). Flip the chicken 
and cook for 5 more minutes. Add the broth 
or water, pomegranate molasses, and chopped 
dates. Lower the heat, cover, and simmer for 
5 minutes until the chicken is fully cooked. 




