
 

Kashrut for Pesach – Short guide and food for thought 

What is Chametz? These are foods that are made from one of five types of grains (wheat, barley, spelt, rye 

and oats) combined with water and left to stand for more than eighteen minutes. They are often referred 

to as leavened substances. It is forbidden to consume Chametz during Pesach; traditional law also forbids 

the keeping and owning of Chametz during the festival. 

Chametz does not include baking soda, baking powder or like products. Although these are defined in 

English as leavening agents, they leaven by chemical reaction, not by biological fermentation. Thus, waffles 

and pancakes made with baking soda and matzo meal are considered permissible, while pancakes and 

waffles made with yeast are prohibited. Some traditional communities are very strict and do not use any 

product that rises.   

It is a Jewish practice to engage in deep cleaning of the entire house, removing every morsel of chametz 

from every part of the home. The mere law requires the elimination of olive-sized or larger quantities of 

leavening from one's possession, but most housekeeping goes further and eliminates all signs of Chametz. 

In progressive communities, we also see this as an opportunity to engage in much-needed filing and sorting 

so as to ensure that one’s house is in order for Pesach.  

Chametz is removed by traditional cleaning methods. However, there are symbolic ceremonies to mark the 

removal of Chametz from your house. Why don’t you try the traditional ceremony of Bedikat Chametz, the 

night before Pesach. The lights are switched off in the home and candlelight is used to search for chametz 

(sometimes a few pieces of bread are planted around the house). It is fund for both children and pets and a 

feather is used to place the last remaining chametz in a serviette or handkerchief which is burned the next 

morning. This is the process of  Bi'ur (burning). 

 Bittul (nullifying), is performed in the night and again on the morning of the 14th of Nissan, after the 

search and the Bi’ur: it is done through a declaration, namely, that all additional chametz "shall be nullified 

and considered ownerless as the dust of the earth." Bittul must be done before the prohibition on eating 

chametz takes effect (which is around 09h00 in the morning before Pesach). It is important to note that 

one may not consume either bread or Matzah during the day of the Seder until the blessing on Matzah is 

said (Monday 14 April this year). Substitutes like potato can be used to keep full.   

Mechirah (selling) is done by selling or giving ones chametz to a  

non-Jew.  

Many Progressive Jews simply deliver their Chametz to charity. 

 

“ON THE EVENING OF THE FOURTEENTH OF NISAN A SEARCH 

 IS MADE FOR LEAVEN BY THE LIGHT OF A CANDLE.”  

(Mishna, Pesachim, 1:1) 

Search for leaven, a woodcut illustration 

from  Minhagim (Customs), published by 

Solomon Proops, Amsterdam, 1707 

 

 



Kitniyot : these are grains and legumes such as rice, corn, soy beans, string beans, peas, lentils, mustard, 

sesame seeds and poppy seeds etc. Traditional law applicable amongst Ashkenazi communities (those 

largely from Eastern Europe) forbids them as well on Passover, out of the concern that they were carried in 

the same sacks with Chametz during the Middle Ages or for the reason of “Mare’it Ayin” (“decisive look 

like”). The general approach amongst Progressive communities is to allow the usage of these foods as the 

prohibition largely relates to historical reasons that no longer apply.   

Matzah : The unleavened bread which is the only permitted form of bread during Pesach, as stated several 

times in the bible, such as in Exodus 12:18- “ From the evening of the fourteenth day of the first month 

until the evening of the twenty-first day, you are to eat matzah.” 

Kasher LePesach: A unique label of Kashrut granted by a rabbinic court (“Beit Din”) to a product or a 

factory. The only products which require that label is Matzah, Matzah meal, cakes and biscuits. In some 

cases one can find special products which were specially made for Pesach such as Passover pasta or 

morning cereals. That would also require a “Kasher LePesach” label. Pet Food and Cleaning materials can 

be used as usual, although in the shop one can find special products of that nature with Pesach Kashrut, 

but this is not a requirement. If there is no risk that the food would contain any chametz in it, Progressive 

communities generally do not require a “Kasher LePesach” label (cool-drinks, milk).  

For Further Inquiry:  

“Dietary Practices: A Decision-Making Guide for Reform Congregations,” published by the Union’s 

Department of Worship, Music, and Religious Living, www.urj.org/worship 

Reform responsum pertaining to kashrut (Reform attitudes, standards of Pesach kashrut for Reform Jews) 

appear on the Central Conference of American Rabbis website: 

http://ccarnet.org/documentsandpositions/responsa/ 

 

Chag Pesach Sam’each VeKasher! May you have a happy and Kosher Holiday!  

 

(Seder dinner from an 1867 Haggadah printed in Livorno, Italy) 
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