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Exodus 12
1 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: 2 This month shall be for you the
beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you. 3 Speak to the whole
community of Israel and say that on the tenth of this month each of them shall take a lamb to a
family, a lamb to a household. 4 But if the household is too small for a lamb, let her/him share one
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with a neighbor who dwells nearby, in proportion to the number of persons: you shall contribute for
the lamb according to what each household will eat. 5 Your lamb shall be without blemish, a
yearling male; you may take it from the sheep or from the goats. 6 You shall keep watch over it until
the fourteenth day of this month; and all the assembled congregation of the Israelites shall slaughter
it at twilight. 7 They shall take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the
houses in which they are to eat it. 8 They shall eat the flesh that same night; they shall eat it roasted
over the fire, with unleavened bread and with bitter herbs. 9 Do not eat any of it raw, or cooked in
any way with water, but roasted — head, legs, and entrails — over the fire. 10 You shall not leave
any of it over until morning; if any of it is left until morning, you shall burn it. 11 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. 12 For that night I will go through the land of
Egypt and strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and I will mete out
punishments to all the gods of Egypt, I the Lord. 13 And the blood on the houses where you are
staying shall be a sign for you: when I see the blood I will pass over you, so that no plague will
destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.
14 This day shall be to you one of remembrance: you shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord
throughout the ages; you shall celebrate it as an institution for all time. 15 Seven days you shall eat
unleavened bread; on the very first day you shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats
leavened bread from the first day to the seventh day, that person shall be cut off from Israel. 16 You
shall celebrate a sacred occasion on the first day, and a sacred occasion on the seventh day; no work
at all shall be done on them; only what every person is to eat, that alone may be prepared for you. 17
You shall observe the [Feast of] Unleavened Bread, for on this very day I brought your ranks out of
the land of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout the ages as an institution for all time. 18 In
the first month, from the fourteenth day of the month at evening, you shall eat unleavened bread
until the twenty-first day of the month at evening. 19 No leaven shall be found in your houses for
seven days. For whoever eats what is leavened, that person shall be cut off from the community of
Israel, whether s/he is a stranger or a citizen of the country. 20 You shall eat nothing leavened; in all
your settlements you shall eat unleavened bread.
21 Moses then summoned all the elders of Israel and said to them, "Go, pick out lambs for your
families, and slaughter the passover offering. 22 Take a bunch of hyssop, dip it in the blood that is in
the basin, and apply some of the blood that is in the basin to the lintel and to the two doorposts.
None of you shall go outside the door of her/his house until morning. 23 For when the Lord goes
through to smite the Egyptians, S/He will see the blood on the lintel and the two doorposts, and the
Lord will pass over the door and not let the Destroyer enter and smite your home. 24 "You shall
observe this as an institution for all time, for you and for your descendants. 25 And when you enter
the land that the Lord will give you, as S/He has promised, you shall observe this rite. 26 And when
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your children ask you, 'What do you mean by this rite?' 27 you shall say, 'It is the passover sacrifice
to the Lord, because S/He passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt when S/He smote the
Egyptians, but saved our houses.'" The people then bowed low in homage. 28 And the Israelites went
and did so; just as the Lord had commanded Moses and Aaron, so they did.

Context
Their leaders' hearts hardened by God, the Egyptians suffer the remaining three of the ten
plagues in Parshat Bo: locusts who devour any remaining nourishment on the plants and
trees of their fields, darkness, and the death of the firstborn. In advance of the final plague,
the Israelites prepare themselves for their exodus from slavery according to precise
instructions that involve an animal sacrifice, marking their homes to protect their firstborn,
and a ritual meal. Reminders of these acts are to be repeated throughout the generations
of the Jewish People. In the end, the Egyptian people send the Israelites away with
expensive gifts, anxious to avoid any further losses. Vigilant observance of the night of
liberation is binding on every Jew as a reminder of divine intervention, and of the fulfillment
of the promise to take us to the promised land. Eating matzot, unleavened bread and
refraining from eating leaven are the sign of participating in the exodus experience and the
method of passing on the liberation tradition to our children.

Explorations
The Exodus is a tremendous legacy of the Jewish People to humanity; it creates an eternal
model of redemption from enslavement. Along with Creation, the Exodus is one of the two
pillars of Jewish consciousness, constantly referenced in the sanctifications of Shabbat and
festivals. In this respect, the Exodus is matched with Creation— revealing divine power
through the medium of the natural world. However, the plagues subvert the Creation of
heaven and earth, (re)turning the world to near-chaos, wreaking havoc with the sea (blood),
bringing destruction from the sea, sky, and earth (frogs, lice, boils, hail), and causing some
creatures to destroy sustenance and other creatures (locusts, wild beasts). The very
materials that God created in Genesis give evidence of divine displeasure with the abuses
of slavery.
Commenting on the first verse in the Torah that tells of the Creation of the world (Bereishit
1:1), Rashi asks whether the Torah ought not to have begun with the verse from Exodus
quoted above, “This month shall be for you the beginning of the months (Ex. 12:2). Rashi
understands that this very first commandment to the Jewish People is even more significant
to us than Creation itself. Exodus is a core narrative of our national origin--the birth of the
Jewish People. From within the narrow confines of Egypt, laboring through the contractions
of plagues, the People are propelled into the birth canal of the Red Sea, and eventually out
onto the dry desert land.
The Torah instructs us to keep alive the experience of liberation from the hands of
oppressors. Interspersed within the account of the events in the narrative, the Torah reflects
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about the future observance of what becomes the Passover festival, particularly the seder
rituals. We are all obliged to continue to re-enact the story forever. "You shall observe this as
an institution for all time, for you and for your descendants” (Ex. 12:24). The emphasis is on the
children, and how to involve them in the story as the generations pass on. The text
anticipates that children will ask questions, interrogate our rituals, hold us responsible to
account meaningfully for our behavior.
And it will be when your child will ask you in the future saying, “What is this?” And
you will say to your child, “With a strong hand God took us out of Egypt out of
slavery (Exodus 13:14).
When instructing the Israelites, Moses makes the connection between the commandment
to redeem and sanctify the firstborn and the plague of the death of the firstborn. The
following passage conjoins these two themes of our parasha,
1 The Lord spoke further to Moses, saying, 2"Consecrate to Me every first-born; man and
beast, the first issue of every womb among the Israelites is Mine."
12 you shall set apart for the Lord every first issue of the womb: every male firstling that
your cattle drop shall be the Lord's. … 14 And when, in time to come, your son asks you,
saying, 'What does this mean?' you shall say to him, 'It was with a mighty hand that the Lord
brought us out from Egypt, the house of bondage. 15 When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let
us go, the Lord slew every first-born in the land of Egypt, the first-born of both man and
beast. Therefore I sacrifice to the Lord every first male issue of the womb, but redeem every
first-born among my children.' (Shmot 13:1-2; 12-15)
Enslavement at the hands of the Egyptians leads to the plague of death of the firstborn,
which in turn leads to the commandment to sanctify every firstborn among the Israelites. If
an animal, it is sacrificed; if a child, s/he is redeemed. The idea of the primacy of the
firstborn is not new to the Torah in our parasha. The book of Genesis presumes the custom
that the firstborn child inherits the spiritual and material wealth of the family. We learn of the
custom by the behavior of the matriarchs and patriarchs who struggle against the norm,
choosing instead to give the special blessing reserved for the firstborn to the child they feel
worthy. The early families invert the cultural tradition by selecting to pass the covenant to
the younger child rather than the older—Yitzchak over Yishmael, Yakov over Esav, Yosef
over Reuven and brothers, Efraim over Menashe. The killing of the firstborn Egyptians
refocuses our attention on the oldest child. The instruction to place blood on the doorposts
of Israelite homes to avoid the plague indicates that the Israelites are also in mortal danger
if they do not distinguish themselves. On that night, every mother, Israelite and Egyptian,
stands to lose the child who opened her womb. In order to prevent the death of the child at
the hands of the Destroyer, every Israelite family sacrifices a lamb, dips hyssop into the
blood, and smears the posts and lintels of the doorway with the blood of the animal. Each
doorway becomes a symbol of the opening of the womb to life—a passageway through
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which death ought not to venture. This is the root of the Pesach offering, and by extension,
an inspiration for the ritual mezuza, the parchment scroll that we affix to our doorposts that
mark our homes as Jewish.
The commandment to sanctify the firstborn explicitly focuses on the act of opening the
womb, peter rechem, prompting the sages to determine that a child born after a
miscarriage or by means of caesarian section does not need to be redeemed (codified in
the Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 305, 24). The redemption of the firstborn child is still
practiced today in Jewish communities that guide their lives by halakha. The simple ritual-involving a symbolic payment to a priest in exchange for the infant--reminds us in every
generation of the mortal loss the Egyptians suffered during the final plague, the
precariousness of the survival of the Israelites, and the ultimate liberation of the Children of
Israel. The symbolic birth from slavery and subsequent sanctification of the Israelite people
is an antidote to the cosmic chaos indicated by the plagues.

Questions for Discussion
•

How do you understand the focus on the death of the firstborn as the ultimate plague
expressing God's power?

•

Why were the survival of the Israelite firstborn and the redemption of the Israelites
dependent on their acts of sacrifice and displaying blood at the openings of their
homes? What are the gender and other implications of linking destruction and
sanctification so closely to a woman’s biological creation process—to the first opening
of the womb?

•

What do the connections between the final plague, death of the firstborn, and liberation
teach us about the relationship between destruction, redemption, and sanctification?
How can we respond better to contemporary destruction through redemption and
sanctification?

•

Are you acquainted with the ceremony of redeeming the firstborn (pidyon ha-ben)?
What do you think is – or should be -- the significance of this ceremony, today?

Study Links
Heifer International is an organization that provides a new model of sanctifying firstborn animals.
Heifer works to alleviate world hunger by giving livestock, which serve as sources of food and
income, to impoverished families around the world. Recipients are trained in animal care and
environmentally sound agricultural practices so that they can raise themselves out of poverty and
become self-reliant. Each family that receives an animal pledges to donate their animal’s firstborn
female to another family, thereby perpetuating the project of sustenance. Learn more about this
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sanctification of the firstborn as an act of life-giving and how you can participate here.
Though the commandment focuses on the opening of the womb, not on the child, the ritual of
redeeming a firstborn (pidyon ha-ben) has traditionally been performed for Jewish sons. Here is a
video of a traditional ceremony; this site explains the ritual. Explore some thoughts and a ritual for
redeeming daughters (pidyon ha-bat).

Summary of Issues
The blood sacrifice ritual of the Passover is the final stage of the chaotic plagues that wreak
havoc in Creation and death of the Egyptian firstborn. Family rituals of sanctification and
redemption help to generate the symbolic birth of the Jewish People from oppression.

Methods & Observations
Reading the body in the text is one of the methods and innovations of feminist
interpretation—addressing the Torah and seeing rituals from the point of view of human life
functions. In this parasha, the doorway of the house and the womb overlap as symbolic
gateways to life and continuity, to liberation. These meanings are as relevant to men and to
women; they are as universal and significant to humanity as male imagery and metaphors.

Contact
Please address queries and comments to
Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman - bonnadevora@gmail.com
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Session 15 Bo – Forever Liberating
Text

שמות יב
ְׁשי
ָׁשים רִאׁשֹון הּוא ָלכֶם ְל ָחד ֵ
מֹׁשה וְאֶל$-הֲרֹן ְּב ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם לֵאמֹר .ב הַחֹדֶׁש ַהּזֶה ָלכֶם רֹאׁש ֳחד ִ
א וַּיֹאמֶר יְהוָה אֶלֶ -
ִׂש ָראֵל לֵאמֹר ֶּבעָׂשֹר לַחֹדֶׁש ַהּזֶה וְיִקְחּו ָלהֶם אִיׁש ֶׂשה ְלבֵית5-בֹת ֶׂשה ַל ָּביִת .ד וְאִם-יִ ְמעַט
ַּׁשנָה .ג ַּדּבְרּו אֶלּ-כָלֲ -עדַת י ְ
הָ
ַּׂשה .ה ֶׂשה ָתמִים זָכָר ּבֶן-
ּוׁשכֵנֹו ַהּקָרֹב אֶלּ-בֵיתֹו ְּב ִמ ְכסַת ְנפָׁשֹת אִיׁש ְלפִי 5כְלֹו ּתָכֹּסּו עַל-ה ֶ
ִּׂשה וְָלקַח הּוא ְ
ַה ַּביִת ִמהְיֹות מ ֶ
ְׁשחֲטּו אֹתֹו ּכֹל ְקהַל
ָׂשר יֹום לַחֹדֶׁש ַהּזֶה ו ָ
ִׁש ֶמרֶת עַד ְ $ר ָּבעָה ע ָ
ָׂשים ּומִןָ -ה ִעּזִים ִּתּקָחּו .ו וְ ָהיָה ָלכֶם ְלמ ְ
ָׁשנָה יִ ְהיֶה ָלכֶם מִןַ -ה ְּכב ִ
ֲׁשר-יֹאכְלּו אֹתֹו ָּבהֶם .ח
ַׁשקֹוף עַל ַה ָּבּתִים א ֶ
ִׂש ָראֵל ּבֵין ָה ַע ְר ָּביִם .ז וְָלקְחּו מִןַ -הּדָם וְנָתְנּו עַלְׁ -שּתֵי ַהּמְזּוזֹת וְעַלַ -הּמ ְ
ֲעדַת-י ְ
ֻּׁשל ַּב ָּמיִם ּכִי אִםְ -צלִי-
ָׁשל ְמב ָ
ָׂשר ַּב ַּליְלָה ַהּזֶה ְצלִי-אֵׁש ּומַּצֹות עַל-מְרֹרִים יֹא ְכלֻהּו .ט $לּ-תֹאכְלּו ִמּמֶּנּו נָא ּוב ֵ
וְ5כְלּו אֶתַ -הּב ָ
ִׂשרֹפּו .יא וְ ָככָה ּתֹאכְלּו
אֵׁש רֹאׁשֹו עַלְּ -כ ָרעָיו וְעַלִ -קרְּבֹו .י וְלֹא-תֹותִירּו ִמּמֶּנּו עַדּ-בֹקֶר וְהַּנֹתָר ִמּמֶּנּו עַדּ-בֹקֶר ָּבאֵׁש ּת ְ
אֹתֹו ָמ ְתנֵיכֶם ֲחֻגרִים נַ ֲעלֵיכֶם ְּב ַרְגלֵיכֶם ּו ַמ ֶּק ְלכֶם ְּביְֶדכֶם וַ ֲא ַכ ְלּתֶם אֹתֹו ְּב ִחּפָזֹון ֶּפסַח הּוא לַיהוָה .יב וְ ָע ַב ְרּתִי ְב ֶארֶץִ -מ ְצ ַריִם
ֱׂשה ְׁש ָפטִים ֲאנִי יְהוָה .יג וְ ָהיָה ַהּדָם ָלכֶם
ַּב ַּליְלָה ַהּזֶה וְ ִהּכֵיתִי כָלּ-בְכֹור ְּב ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם מֵ5דָם וְעַדְּ -ב ֵהמָה ּו ְבכָל-אֱלֹהֵי ִמ ְצ ַריִם ֶאע ֶ
ַׁשחִית ְּבהַּכֹתִי ְּב ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם .יד וְ ָהיָה
ֲׁשר ּ$תֶם ָׁשם וְ ָראִיתִי אֶתַ -ה ָּדם ּו ָפ ַס ְחּתִי ֲע ֵלכֶם וְלֹא-יִ ְהיֶה ָבכֶם נֶגֶף ְלמ ְ
לְאֹת עַל ַה ָּבּתִים א ֶ
הַּיֹום ַהּזֶה ָלכֶם ְלזִּכָרֹון וְחַּגֹתֶם אֹתֹו חַג לַיהוָה לְדֹרֹתֵיכֶם ֻחּקַת עֹולָם ְּת ָחּגֻהּו .טו ִׁש ְבעַת יָמִים מַּצֹות ּתֹאכֵלּו ְ $ך ּבַּיֹום
ַּׁש ִבעִי .טז ּובַּיֹום
ִׂש ָראֵל מִּיֹום ָהרִאׁשֹן עַד-יֹום ה ְ
ַׁשּבִיתּו ְּׂשאֹר ִמ ָּבּתֵיכֶם ּכִי ּכָל-אֹכֵל ָחמֵץ וְנִ ְכ ְרתָה ַהֶּנפֶׁש ַההִוא ִמּי ְ
ָהרִאׁשֹון ּת ְ
ֲׁשר יֵ5כֵל ְלכָל-נֶפֶׁש הּוא ְלבַּדֹו
ָׂשה ָבהֶם ְ $ך א ֶ
ַּׁשבִיעִי ִמ ְקרָא-קֹדֶׁש יִ ְהיֶה ָלכֶם ּכָלְ -מלָאכָה לֹא-יֵע ֶ
ָהרִאׁשֹון ִמ ְקרָא-קֹדֶׁש ּובַּיֹום ה ְ
ּוׁש ַמ ְרּתֶם אֶת-הַּיֹום ַהּזֶה
ּוׁש ַמ ְרּתֶם אֶתַ -הּמַּצֹות ּכִי ְּב ֶעצֶם הַּיֹום ַהּזֶה הֹוצֵאתִי אֶתִ -צבְאֹותֵיכֶם ֵמ ֶארֶץ ִמ ְצ ָריִם ְ
ָׂשה ָלכֶם .יז ְ
יֵע ֶ
ֶׂשרִים לַחֹדֶׁש ָּב ָערֶב .יט
ָׂשר יֹום לַחֹדֶׁש ָּב ֶערֶב ּתֹאכְלּו מַּצֹת עַד יֹום ָה ֶאחָד וְע ְ
לְדֹרֹתֵיכֶם ֻחּקַת עֹולָם .יח ָּברִאׁשֹן ּבְְ $ר ָּבעָה ע ָ
ִׂש ָראֵל ַּבּגֵר ּו ְב ֶאזְרַח הָ5רֶץ .כ ּכָל-
ִׁש ְבעַת יָמִים ְׂשאֹר לֹא יִ ָּמצֵא ְּב ָבּתֵיכֶם ּכִי ּכָל-אֹכֵל ַמ ְח ֶמצֶת וְנִ ְכ ְרתָה ַהּנֶפֶׁש ַההִוא ֵמ ֲעדַת י ְ
ִׁשכּו ּוקְחּו ָלכֶם
ִׂש ָראֵל וַּיֹאמֶר ֲא ֵלהֶם מ ְ
מֹׁשה ְלכָל-זִ ְקנֵי י ְ
מֹוׁשבֹתֵיכֶם ּתֹאכְלּו מַּצֹות .כא וַּיִ ְקרָא ֶ
ַמ ְח ֶמצֶת לֹא תֹאכֵלּו ּבְכֹל ְ
ַׁשקֹוף וְאֶלְׁ -שּתֵי ַהּמְזּוזֹת
ֲׁשרַּ -בּסַף וְ ִהַּג ְעּתֶם אֶלַ -הּמ ְ
ְׁשחֲטּו ַה ָּפסַח .כב ּו ְל ַק ְחּתֶם ֲאֻגּדַת אֵזֹוב ּו ְט ַב ְלּתֶם ַּבּדָם א ֶ
ִׁשּפְחֹתֵיכֶם ו ַ
צֹאן ְלמ ְ
ַׁשקֹוף
ֲׁשר ַּבּסָף וְּ$תֶם לֹא ֵתצְאּו אִיׁש ִמ ֶּפתַחּ-בֵיתֹו עַדּ-בֹקֶר .כג וְ ָעבַר יְהוָה ִלנְּגֹף אֶתִ -מ ְצ ַריִם וְרָ5ה אֶתַ -הּדָם עַלַ -הּמ ְ
מִןַ -הּדָם א ֶ
ַׁשחִית לָבֹא אֶלָּ -בּתֵיכֶם ִלנְּגֹף.
וְעַל ְׁשּתֵי ַהּמְזּוזֹת ּו ָפסַח יְהוָה עַלַ -ה ֶּפתַח וְלֹא יִּתֵן ַהּמ ְ
ֲׁשר ִּד ֵּבר
ֲׁשר יִּתֵן יְהוָה ָלכֶם ַּכא ֶ
ּוׁש ַמ ְרּתֶם אֶתַ -ה ָּדבָר ַהּזֶה ְלחָקְ -ל ָך ּו ְל ָבנֶי ָך עַד-עֹולָם .כה וְ ָהיָה ּכִי-תָבֹאּו אֶל-הָ5רֶץ א ֶ
כד ְ
ּוׁש ַמ ְרּתֶם אֶתָ -העֲבֹדָה הַּזֹאת .כו וְ ָהיָה ּכִי-יֹאמְרּו ֲאלֵיכֶם ְּבנֵיכֶם מָה ָהעֲבֹדָה הַּזֹאת ָלכֶם .כז וַ ֲא ַמ ְרּתֶם זֶבַחֶּ -פסַח הּוא לַיהוָה
ְ
ִׂש ָראֵל
ִׁש ַּתחֲוּו .כח וַּיֵלְכּו וַּיַעֲׂשּו ְּבנֵי י ְ
ִׂש ָראֵל ְּב ִמ ְצ ַריִם ְּבנָגְּפֹו אֶתִ -מ ְצ ַריִם וְאֶתָּ -בּתֵינּו ִהּצִיל וַּיִּקֹד ָהעָם וַּי ְ
ֲׁשר ָּפסַח עַלָּ -בּתֵי ְבנֵי-י ְ
אֶ
מֹׁשה וְ$הֲרֹן ּכֵן עָׂשּו.
ֲׁשר ִצּוָה יְהוָה אֶתֶ -
ַּכא ֶ
Exodus 12
1 The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: 2 This month shall be for you the
beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you. 3 Speak to the whole
community of Israel and say that on the tenth of this month each of them shall take a lamb to a
family, a lamb to a household. 4 But if the household is too small for a lamb, let her/him share one
with a neighbor who dwells nearby, in proportion to the number of persons: you shall contribute for
the lamb according to what each household will eat. 5 Your lamb shall be without blemish, a
yearling male; you may take it from the sheep or from the goats. 6 You shall keep watch over it until
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the fourteenth day of this month; and all the assembled congregation of the Israelites shall slaughter
it at twilight. 7 They shall take some of the blood and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the
houses in which they are to eat it. 8 They shall eat the flesh that same night; they shall eat it roasted
over the fire, with unleavened bread and with bitter herbs. 9 Do not eat any of it raw, or cooked in
any way with water, but roasted — head, legs, and entrails — over the fire. 10 You shall not leave
any of it over until morning; if any of it is left until morning, you shall burn it. 11 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. 12 For that night I will go through the land of
Egypt and strike down every firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and I will mete out
punishments to all the gods of Egypt, I the Lord. 13 And the blood on the houses where you are
staying shall be a sign for you: when I see the blood I will pass over you, so that no plague will
destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.
14 This day shall be to you one of remembrance: you shall celebrate it as a festival to the Lord
throughout the ages; you shall celebrate it as an institution for all time. 15 Seven days you shall eat
unleavened bread; on the very first day you shall remove leaven from your houses, for whoever eats
leavened bread from the first day to the seventh day, that person shall be cut off from Israel. 16 You
shall celebrate a sacred occasion on the first day, and a sacred occasion on the seventh day; no work
at all shall be done on them; only what every person is to eat, that alone may be prepared for you. 17
You shall observe the [Feast of] Unleavened Bread, for on this very day I brought your ranks out of
the land of Egypt; you shall observe this day throughout the ages as an institution for all time. 18 In
the first month, from the fourteenth day of the month at evening, you shall eat unleavened bread
until the twenty-first day of the month at evening. 19 No leaven shall be found in your houses for
seven days. For whoever eats what is leavened, that person shall be cut off from the community of
Israel, whether s/he is a stranger or a citizen of the country. 20 You shall eat nothing leavened; in all
your settlements you shall eat unleavened bread.
21 Moses then summoned all the elders of Israel and said to them, "Go, pick out lambs for your
families, and slaughter the passover offering. 22 Take a bunch of hyssop, dip it in the blood that is in
the basin, and apply some of the blood that is in the basin to the lintel and to the two doorposts.
None of you shall go outside the door of her/his house until morning. 23 For when the Lord goes
through to smite the Egyptians, S/He will see the blood on the lintel and the two doorposts, and the
Lord will pass over the door and not let the Destroyer enter and smite your home. 24 "You shall
observe this as an institution for all time, for you and for your descendants. 25 And when you enter
the land that the Lord will give you, as S/He has promised, you shall observe this rite. 26 And when
your children ask you, 'What do you mean by this rite?' 27 you shall say, 'It is the passover sacrifice
to the Lord, because S/He passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt when S/He smote the
Egyptians, but saved our houses.'" The people then bowed low in homage. 28 And the Israelites went
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and did so; just as the Lord had commanded Moses and Aaron, so they did.

Context
Their leaders' hearts hardened by God, the Egyptians suffer the remaining three of the ten
plagues in Parshat Bo: locusts who devour any remaining nourishment on the plants and
trees of their fields, darkness, and the death of the firstborn. In advance of the final plague,
the Israelites prepare themselves for their exodus from slavery according to precise
instructions that involve an animal sacrifice, marking their homes to protect their firstborn,
and a ritual meal. Reminders of these acts are to be repeated throughout the generations
of the Jewish People. In the end, the Egyptian people send the Israelites away with
expensive gifts, anxious to avoid any further losses. Vigilant observance of the night of
liberation is binding on every Jew as a reminder of divine intervention, and of the fulfillment
of the promise to take us to the promised land. Eating matzot, unleavened bread and
refraining from eating leaven are the sign of participating in the exodus experience and the
method of passing on the liberation tradition to our children.

Explorations
The Exodus is a tremendous legacy of the Jewish People to humanity; it creates an eternal
model of redemption from enslavement. Along with Creation, the Exodus is one of the two
pillars of Jewish consciousness, constantly referenced in the sanctifications of Shabbat and
festivals. In this respect, the Exodus is matched with Creation— revealing divine power
through the medium of the natural world. However, the plagues subvert the Creation of
heaven and earth, (re)turning the world to near-chaos, wreaking havoc with the sea (blood),
bringing destruction from the sea, sky, and earth (frogs, lice, boils, hail), and causing some
creatures to destroy sustenance and other creatures (locusts, wild beasts). The very
materials that God created in Genesis give evidence of divine displeasure with the abuses
of slavery.
Commenting on the first verse in the Torah that tells of the Creation of the world (Bereishit
1:1), Rashi asks whether the Torah ought not to have begun with the verse from Exodus
quoted above, “This month shall be for you the beginning of the months (Ex. 12:2). Rashi
understands that this very first commandment to the Jewish People is even more significant
to us than Creation itself. Exodus is a core narrative of our national origin--the birth of the
Jewish People. From within the narrow confines of Egypt, laboring through the contractions
of plagues, the People are propelled into the birth canal of the Red Sea, and eventually out
onto the dry desert land.
The Torah instructs us to keep alive the experience of liberation from the hands of
oppressors. Interspersed within the account of the events in the narrative, the Torah reflects
about the future observance of what becomes the Passover festival, particularly the seder
rituals. We are all obliged to continue to re-enact the story forever. "You shall observe this as
an institution for all time, for you and for your descendants” (Ex. 12:24). The emphasis is on the
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children, and how to involve them in the story as the generations pass on. The text
anticipates that children will ask questions, interrogate our rituals, hold us responsible to
account meaningfully for our behavior.
And it will be when your child will ask you in the future saying, “What is this?” And
you will say to your child, “With a strong hand God took us out of Egypt out of
slavery (Exodus 13:14).
When instructing the Israelites, Moses makes the connection between the commandment
to redeem and sanctify the firstborn and the plague of the death of the firstborn. The
following passage conjoins these two themes of our parasha,
1 The Lord spoke further to Moses, saying, 2"Consecrate to Me every first-born; man and
beast, the first issue of every womb among the Israelites is Mine."
12 you shall set apart for the Lord every first issue of the womb: every male firstling that
your cattle drop shall be the Lord's. … 14 And when, in time to come, your son asks you,
saying, 'What does this mean?' you shall say to him, 'It was with a mighty hand that the Lord
brought us out from Egypt, the house of bondage. 15 When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let
us go, the Lord slew every first-born in the land of Egypt, the first-born of both man and
beast. Therefore I sacrifice to the Lord every first male issue of the womb, but redeem every
first-born among my children.' (Shmot 13:1-2; 12-15)
Enslavement at the hands of the Egyptians leads to the plague of death of the firstborn,
which in turn leads to the commandment to sanctify every firstborn among the Israelites. If
an animal, it is sacrificed; if a child, s/he is redeemed. The idea of the primacy of the
firstborn is not new to the Torah in our parasha. The book of Genesis presumes the custom
that the firstborn child inherits the spiritual and material wealth of the family. We learn of the
custom by the behavior of the matriarchs and patriarchs who struggle against the norm,
choosing instead to give the special blessing reserved for the firstborn to the child they feel
worthy. The early families invert the cultural tradition by selecting to pass the covenant to
the younger child rather than the older—Yitzchak over Yishmael, Yakov over Esav, Yosef
over Reuven and brothers, Efraim over Menashe. The killing of the firstborn Egyptians
refocuses our attention on the oldest child. The instruction to place blood on the doorposts
of Israelite homes to avoid the plague indicates that the Israelites are also in mortal danger
if they do not distinguish themselves. On that night, every mother, Israelite and Egyptian,
stands to lose the child who opened her womb. In order to prevent the death of the child at
the hands of the Destroyer, every Israelite family sacrifices a lamb, dips hyssop into the
blood, and smears the posts and lintels of the doorway with the blood of the animal. Each
doorway becomes a symbol of the opening of the womb to life—a passageway through
which death ought not to venture. This is the root of the Pesach offering, and by extension,
an inspiration for the ritual mezuza, the parchment scroll that we affix to our doorposts that
mark our homes as Jewish.
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The commandment to sanctify the firstborn explicitly focuses on the act of opening the
womb, peter rechem, prompting the sages to determine that a child born after a
miscarriage or by means of caesarian section does not need to be redeemed (codified in
the Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh Deah 305, 24). The redemption of the firstborn child is still
practiced today in Jewish communities that guide their lives by halakha. The simple ritual-involving a symbolic payment to a priest in exchange for the infant--reminds us in every
generation of the mortal loss the Egyptians suffered during the final plague, the
precariousness of the survival of the Israelites, and the ultimate liberation of the Children of
Israel. The symbolic birth from slavery and subsequent sanctification of the Israelite people
is an antidote to the cosmic chaos indicated by the plagues.

Questions for Discussion
•

How do you understand the focus on the death of the firstborn as the ultimate plague
expressing God's power?

•

Why were the survival of the Israelite firstborn and the redemption of the Israelites
dependent on their acts of sacrifice and displaying blood at the openings of their
homes? What are the gender and other implications of linking destruction and
sanctification so closely to a woman’s biological creation process—to the first opening
of the womb?

•

What do the connections between the final plague, death of the firstborn, and liberation
teach us about the relationship between destruction, redemption, and sanctification?
How can we respond better to contemporary destruction through redemption and
sanctification?

•

Are you acquainted with the ceremony of redeeming the firstborn (pidyon ha-ben)?
What do you think is – or should be -- the significance of this ceremony, today?

Study Links
Heifer International is an organization that provides a new model of sanctifying firstborn animals.
Heifer works to alleviate world hunger by giving livestock, which serve as sources of food and
income, to impoverished families around the world. Recipients are trained in animal care and
environmentally sound agricultural practices so that they can raise themselves out of poverty and
become self-reliant. Each family that receives an animal pledges to donate their animal’s firstborn
female to another family, thereby perpetuating the project of sustenance. Learn more about this
sanctification of the firstborn as an act of life-giving and how you can participate here.
Though the commandment focuses on the opening of the womb, not on the child, the ritual of
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redeeming a firstborn (pidyon ha-ben) has traditionally been performed for Jewish sons. Here is a
video of a traditional ceremony; this site explains the ritual. Explore some thoughts and a ritual for
redeeming daughters (pidyon ha-bat).

Summary of Issues
The blood sacrifice ritual of the Passover is the final stage of the chaotic plagues that wreak
havoc in Creation and death of the Egyptian firstborn. Family rituals of sanctification and
redemption help to generate the symbolic birth of the Jewish People from oppression.
Methods & Observations
Reading the body in the text is one of the methods and innovations of feminist
interpretation—addressing the Torah and seeing rituals from the point of view of human life
functions. In this parasha, the doorway of the house and the womb overlap as symbolic
gateways to life and continuity, to liberation. These meanings are as relevant to men and to
women; they are as universal and significant to humanity as male imagery and metaphors.

Contact
Please address queries and comments to
Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman - bonnadevora@gmail.com
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