Slow down, you’re moving too fast...
by Justin Goldstein, Hazon Rabbinic Fellow

This week, parashat Tazria coincides with a very special shabbat--Shabbat HaHodesh.  The last Shabbat before Rosh Hodesh (the first of the month) of Nisan is known as Shabbat HaHodesh.  It is the fourth of five special Shabbatot which occur between the month of Adar and Passover.  Nisan is a very special month because, in addition to having Passover in it, it is the beginning of the civil year (as opposed to Rosh HaShanah, which is the beginning of the festival year).  According to Rashi, the 11th century Franco-German commentator, the stipulation that the first of Nisan is the first of the year is actually the first commanded to the Israelites following the Exodus from Egypt.  On Shabbat HaHodesh, in addition to the weekly Torah reading, we recite Exodus 12:1-20, which tells us of the commandment that Rosh Hodesh Nisan is to be the first of the year, and we also read about how to observe the Feast of Matzot--the festival of unleavened bread.

According to the Torah, we are actually observing two festivals on seder night.  One is the Feast of the Passover, which remembers how the Israelites were saved from the plague of the firstborn son.  The second is the Feast of Matzot, which remembers how the Israelites had to flee Egypt with only enough time to make unleavened cakes for their journey.  In addition to the matzot the Israelites prepared, they were also instructed, according to the Torah, to sacrifice a lamb, roast it whole and eat it in one night.  The Torah says:
They shall eat the flesh that same night; they shall eat it roasted over the fire, with unleavened bread and with bitter herbs. Do not eat any of it raw, or cooked in any way with water, but roasted — head, legs, and entrails — over the fire. You shall not leave any of it over until morning; if any of it is left until morning, you shall burn it. This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand; and you shall eat it hurriedly: it is a passover offering to the Lord. (Ex. 12:8-11)

Perhaps once a year, eating in such a hurry is not such a big deal.  Especially if you’re fleeing from hundreds of years of servitude and an army of chariots... Yet, for better or worse, more and more people eat their daily meals in such a hurried fashion.   Studies have repeatedly connected eating speedily to overeating.  It has also been claimed that when we eat ‘on the go’ we tend to make less healthy food choices.  On the other hand, the physical and spiritual benefits of slowing down and being conscious of our food has immeasurable benefit.  Simply sitting down and taking the time to enjoy one’s meal not only leads to better digestion and health, eating slowly often means one eats a more appropriate portion and even leads to less snacking between meals.

The Israelites may have been in a hurry, scarfing down the last bit of roasted lamb before running out the door to flee to their freedom.  However, we have the ability to choose and it would benefit each of us to slow down and savor each bite.
