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The Last Matza:  
Afikoman and its Promises

Afikoman is an important part of Seder Night, as one of the 
highlights of the night and as the last thing we eat on the night 
of Pesach. Moreover, for younger participants there is a custom 
that children steal the afikoman, returning it for some attractive 
ransom.

In honor of the upcoming festival, we discuss post-afikoman 
halachos this week. What may we eat or drink after afikoman? 
Is it permitted to use mouthwash or to drink coffee? What is the 
status of afikoman promises? Must we keep afikoman pledges, 
and how should we navigate sensitive afikoman situations that 
sometimes arise? 

We want our children to stay awake. At the same time, one never 
knows what surprises the afikoman might bring up (children are 
creative, and afikoman provides a golden opportunity), so that 
it is important to be prepared. 

We hope this article will assist in afikoman awareness.

This week’s article discusses the mitzvah of afikoman, and 
specifically “post-afikoman.” What is the nature of the prohibition 
against eating after afikoman, and what is its source? Is it permitted 
to drink after afikoman? Must afikoman to children promises be 
honored? These questions, among others, are discussed in this 

week’s article.
This week’s Q & A addresses the question of transferring utensils 

from meaty to dairy and vice versa.

Dear Reader,
Seder Night is a night of 
questions. We are the Mah 
Nishtanah, we mention the 
questions of the Four Sons, 
and we do all kinds of odd 
things to ensure that the 
children will ask questions in 
wonder.
Even when we come to 
explain the matter of matzah 
(and the other elements of 
the Seder), we introduce 
a question: “This matzah 
that we eat: Upon what is 
it done?” Indeed, the night 
ends with more questions: 
“Who knows one? I know 
one!”
What is the secret of 
questions on this night?
The depth of a question is 
growth – specifically human 
growth. As babies, we learn 
to walk by asking questions 
– a tentative step here, a 
loss of balance there, and 
the child is already walking. 
Later in life, we begin to 
acquire knowledge by the 
same process. One who 
doesn’t ask questions, ceases 
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The Word Afikoman 

To us, the word afikoman refers to the matzah we eat at the 
end of the Seder meal. This is not, however, the original sense 
of the term. 

The Mishnah (Pesachim 10:8) states: “We do not conclude with 
afikoman after the Pesach,” referring to the Pesach offering—as 
noted in the Haggadah in the answer to the wise son. 

The meaning of the word is debated in the Gemara (Pesachim 
119b). According to Rav, the word derives from afiku manaichu, 
meaning, “take out your vessels.” This refers to the prohibition 
against transferring from one group to another to eat the Pesach, 
which must be eaten in one place. 

Shmuel, however, derives the word from afiku man, “bring in 
food,” referring to a prohibition of eating dessert after eating 
the Pesach. By not eating anything else after the Peach—today, 
we apply this principle to the matzah—the Pesach taste will 
remain in the mouth (see also Yerushalmi, Pesachim 37, for an 
alternative meaning).

The original word, which clearly is not Hebrew, is Greek for 
some form of after-meal entertainment. Prof. Saul Lieberman 
(Ha-Yerushalmi Ki-Pshuto, vol. 1 p. 521) explains that the 
term relates to the Greek practice of epikomazein—going from 
house to house and forcing others to join a banquet, which is 
somewhat reminiscent of Rav’s interpretation. 

The first usage of the word afikoman as a reference to the 
matzah itself seems to come in Shut Rashi (304, p. 326), 
compiled by disciples of Rashi, who mention that their teacher 
once forgot to eat the “Matzah of Afikoman” at the end of the 
Seder, and remembered it only after Birkas HaMazon. Today, 
the common use of the terminology is to refer to the last matzah, 
after which it is forbidden to eat anything else.

Eating and Drinking After Afikoman

The universally accepted halachah is that matzah today is 
equivalent to the Pesach offering in Temple times, so that 

to gain knowledge.
Questions are the secret of 
human greatness. Set aside 
from the animal kingdom, 
the human being has the 
capacity to grow beyond his 
initial stature. His ability to 
become greater, to transcend 
his own self, as it were, is 
the power of the question.
Seder Night is a night of 
human growth. Coming out 
of Egypt, a new Man was 
born, a nation that would 
take human greatness to 
new heights was initiated. 
Like all greatness, ours, too, 
is born of a question. All the 
sons of Seder Night have 
their question; even the one 
who doesn’t must be taught 
to ask.
The Gemara teaches that 
matzah is “bread upon which 
many things are answered.” 
The matzah raises questions: 
It recalls the bondage, and it 
recalls the redemption. It is at 
once “bread of affliction” and 
“bread of salvation,” eaten 
as kings. It encapsulates the 
entire story.
Our diet for the duration of 
Pesach is a diet of matzah 
(as we explain in this week’s 
article), a diet of questions. 
Let us find the greatness to 
answer them.
Wishing all readers a kosher 
and joyous Pesach.
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nothing may be eaten after it (Shulchan Aruch, 
Orach Chaim 478:1). This prohibition clearly 
implies that one must eat matzah at the end 
of the meal, after which nothing more may be 
eaten. 

Tosafos (Pesachim 120a) explain that the 
reason for this is to preserve the taste of matzah 
in our mouths. Although the subsequent two 
cups of wine at the Seder remove some of the 
taste, one must refrain from further removing 
the remaining taste.

The prohibition against eating after afikoman 
refers to eating, rather than drinking. Is it 
permitted to drink after afikoman? 

The answer to this question can be determined 
by analyzing the rationale behind a second 
prohibition. Aside from the prohibition of eating 
after afikoman, there is another prohibition 
against drinking anything other than the 
subsequent two cups of wine. Commentaries 
offer three different reasons for this extra 
prohibition.

Citing Rabbeinu Yonah, the Tur (Orach Chaim 
481) writes that too much alcohol will prevent 
a person from continuing to discuss the Exodus 
and the laws of Passover through the night. 
According to this opinion, there is no restriction 
on drinking non-alcoholic beverages.

The Ramban (Pesachim 119b), however, 
writes that the prohibition relates to the 
prohibition against adding to the Four Cups 
of the Seder. Accordingly, it is forbidden to 
drink even popular non-alcoholic beverages, 
which are chamar medinah. (Ramban and Ran 
on Pesachim 119b) since they may be used 

to fulfill the obligation of Four Cups. However, 
according to this explanation, it is permitted to 
drink beverages that are not classified as chamar 
medinah, which may not be used to fulfill the 
obligation of Four Cups.

A third explanation is given by Tosafos, who 
write that the obligation of retaining the taste of 
matzah applies even to drinking. Therefore, one 
must refrain from all drinks other than water, 
which has no taste (Tosafos, Pesachim 117b).

Halachic Rulings and Using Mouthwash

The Taz (Orach Chaim 479:2) cites the first 
reason mentioned above (the concern about 
inebriation), and therefor maintains that non-
alcoholic drinks are permitted. Magen Avraham 
(478:1; 481, introduction) disagrees, and 
forbids drinking anything but water after the 
afikoman. This ruling is noted by the Mishnah 
Berurah (478:2) on a lechatchila level, and 
therefore one should refrain from any way of 
removing the afikoman taste.

For this reason, a number of halachic authorities 
(see Birkei Yosef, Orach Chaim 481:1; Be’er 
Heitev 481:1; Kaf HaChaim 481:4) forbade 
smoking after afikoman. Today, many forbid 
smoking generally on Yom Tov because it is 
no longer a common practice—aside from the 
prohibition of engaging in activities that damage 
one’s health. Although smoking involves neither 
eating nor drinking, it remains forbidden since it 
removes the afikoman taste.

For this reason, some forbid using mouthwash 
during the night of Pesach, since this will remove 
the taste of the matzah.
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However, if somebody wishes to drink coffee 
during the night for purposes of staying awake, 
engaging in sippur yetzias mitzrayim and 
learning Torah, one can be lenient based on 
the opinions noted above (see at length Rabbi 
Ovadya Yosef, Chazon Ovadya, Vol. 1, Chap. 
50, who is lenient concerning drinking coffee; 
some are careful to drink coffee without sugar).

The Obligation to Keep One’s Promises

Must one honor afikoman promises? 

A person’s obligation to keep his promises is 
based the Gemara (Bava Metzia 49b), where 
we find that one who does not keep his word is 
considered non-trustworthy. Thus one who says 
he will give a gift, if it is not very large, must 
keep his word. 

The reason for this distinction is that by contrast 
with a large gift, the intended beneficiary of a 
small gift fully anticipates the fulfillment of the 
giver’s promise. The recipient’s complete faith in 
the giver’s promise causes the promise to carry 
greater weight, and it is therefore obligatory to 
keep one’s word in such cases.

Because the distinction between a small and large 
gift is contingent on the trust of the recipient, it 
follows that the term small gift must be defined 
in the context of the particular recipient and 
giver. The amount for a poor giver and wealthy 
recipient will not be the same as the amount for 
a wealthy giver and a poor recipient.

Promises to Children

Concerning afikoman pledges, it is noteworthy 
that Rav Meir Arik (Minchas Pittim, Choshen 

Mishpat 204:8) writes that promises made 
to children might not be binding. He explains 
that a child lacks daas—the level of cognition 
required for Torah legal actions—and therefore 
he equates a promise made to a minor to a 
promise made in the absence of the recipient 
(as we find that testimony against a minor is 
considered to be given in his absence). Because 
the recipient is absent, it follows that there is no 
reliance and the promise is not binding. 

Rav Meir Arik thus quotes from Mahari Algazi 
(Kehilas Yaakov, Tosefes Derabanan 7), who 
rules that breaking a promise made to children 
does not carry the stringency of lacking 
faithfulness (mechusar amanah).

Yet according to many authorities even a 
promise made in the absence of the recipient 
must be honored. This emerges from an explicit 
ruling of the Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 
243:1-2), that the law of lacking faithfulness 
applies even to a promise made in the absence 
of the recipient (see Shulchan Aruch Ha-Rav, 
Laws of Sales 6, Tziyunim 53, who questions 
the rationale behind the ruling; see also Shut 
Peri Yitzchak Vol. 1, no. 51; Machaneh Efraim, 
Ona’ah 28). According to these authorities, the 
reasoning of the Minchas Pittim does not stand. 

It is also possible to distinguish between the 
cognition required to perform legal actions (for 
which a minor is considered absent), and the 
level required for basic reliance. Although a 
ten-year-old cannot perform a Torah kinyan, it 
is possible that he relies on his father’s promise 
no less than his thirteen-year-old brother. For 
a child older than three or so, it may be argued 
that the prohibition would apply.
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In addition, the Gemara warns that it is forbidden 
to lie to children, for this trains them to lie 
(Sukkah 46b). Rabbi Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld 
(Salmas Chaim, Vol. 2, no. 79) was asked 
why the Gemara cites a special prohibition for 
fear of training children to lie, since the regular 
obligation to keep promises ought to apply? To 
this, he responded, “It seems that the principle 
of a small gift applies to an adult and not to a 
minor.” This is in agreement with the position 
of Rav Meir Arik. The Taz (Choshen Mishpat 
249:1), however, derives from that Gemara 
that the concept of lacking faithfulness applies 
even to minors.

It is interesting to note that according to 
Mekadesh Yisrael (Pesach p. 249), if a child 
of any age under bar-mitzvah forgets about a 
promise made to him, there is no longer an 
obligation to honor it.

Promises Under Duress 

A further point of note is that afikoman promises 
are made under duress.

The Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 264:7) 
rules that monetary commitments made under 
duress need not always be honored (based on 
Bava Kama 116). Although some rule that 
this principle is limited to instances where the 
recipient performs a mitzvah (and is therefore 
obligated to perform the action for free) such 
as returning lost property, the majority ruling is 
that the principle applies to all cases of duress. 

Perhaps the afikoman promise, made under 
duress of not getting the matzah back, is 
therefore void?

It is unlikely that the duress argument is valid 
with regard to afikoman gifts. Unlike the classic 
cases of duress (such as somebody who is 
escaping from aggressors and needs a boat to 
ferry him across a river), the afikoman game 
is a customary part of the Seder Night, and a 
parent generally makes promises of his free will. 

Only in very extreme cases, where the afikoman 
is used to extort extravagant promises, could the 
duress argument be relevant. Also since another 
matzah can in fact be used for the afikoman, 
true duress is unlikely (though not all are familiar 
with this halachah). 

We end with an amusing anecdote. The 
renowned Rav Heschel (some tell the tale about 
Rav Chaim of Brisk), who later became one of 
the leading luminaries of his generation, was 
known for his sharpness even as a young boy.

One Seder Night, Rav Heschel’s father stretched 
out his hand to take hold of the afikoman, only 
to find it missing. All eyes turned to the young 
Heschel, who duly produced the afikoman, and 
demanded a silk garment in exchange for its 
return. The father agreed, and the matzah was 
returned.

When the father began to allocate the matzah 
to the participants, he skipped over Heschel, 
causing the boy to cry out in dismay: “Father, 
why have you not given my any afikoman?” The 
father explained that he was fully prepared to 
give Heschel his part of the afikoman, but only 
on condition that the boy forego the promise of 
the silk garment.
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Question:

If one has several used pots but does not know if they are dairy or meat, is it permitted to kasher them 
and make a new designation for them as either milk or meat?

Answer:

It is permitted to perform hag’alah on the pots and designate them anew.

Sources:

According to the basic halachah it is permitted to change the designation of a utensil from meat or 
dairy (or vice-versa) through hag’alah. Hag’alah purges the taste that is absorbed in the utensil, and 
therefore permits it for any use.

However, there is a long-standing and widely practiced custom not to do so on a lechatchilah level, 
since the Rabbis were concerned that people would “get away” with one set of utensils which they 
would constantly “kosher” from dairy to meat and back again, causing mix- ups and confusion 
(see Magen Avraham 509:11; see alsoSha’ar ha-Melech, Yom Tov 4:8; the custom applies only 
for Ashkenazim: see Kaf ha- Chayim, Orach Chaim 509:45; see also Peri Chadash Yoreh De’ah 
97:1 and Aruch ha-Shulchan 89:17 and 121:11 for further discussion of the custom).

Because there is no formal prohibition involved, poskim are lenient under a variety of extenuating 
circumstances, or on a bedieved level (see for instance Maharsham 2:241; Lecham ha-
Panim 121, quoted by Darkei Teshuvah 121:59; Be’er Moshe 3:105; see also Mishnah Berurah 
451:19).

In the case of the question, there is a doubt as to whether the utensils are meaty or dairy, and therefore 
it is possible that the custom won’t apply at all, because there is no transfer from one type to the other. 
In addition, it is something of a bedieved situation, because without kashering the pots won’t be usable 
for either type. Therefore, it is permitted to kasher then and designate them for either use.

At hearing this, Heschel reached into his pocket, 
and took out a piece of matzah. “I suspected, 
dear Father, that you would try to repay me in 
turn, so I kept some of the afikoman for myself.” 
To his father’s dismay, Heschel proceeded to 
pronounce, loud and clear: “Hineni muchan 

u’mezuman lekayem mitzvas achilas afikoman…”

Afikoman promises were not born today. Rav 
Heschel lived in the early seventeenth century. 
Under ordinary circumstances, we ought to 
treat them as just another part of our Pesach 
expenses.
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