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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 

יבשמות      

 ַהחֶֹדׁש ַהֶּזה ָלֶכם רֹאׁש ֳחָדִׁשים ִראׁשֹון הּוא ָלֶכם ְלָחְדֵׁשי ב. $ֲהרֹן ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ֵלאמֹר-מֶֹׁשה ְוֶאל-  ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהָוה ֶאלא

ִיְמַעט - ְוִאםד. 5בֹת ֶׂשה ַלָּבִית-ַלחֶֹדׁש ַהֶּזה ְוִיְקחּו ָלֶהם ִאיׁש ֶׂשה ְלֵביתֲעַדת ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵלאמֹר ֶּבָעׂשֹר - ָּכל-  ַּדְּברּו ֶאלג. ַהָּׁשָנה

-  ֶׂשה ָתִמים ָזָכר ֶּבןה. ַהֶּׂשה-ֵּביתֹו ְּבִמְכַסת ְנָפׁשֹת ִאיׁש ְלִפי 5ְכלֹו ָּתכֹּסּו ַעל-ַהַּבִית ִמְהיֹות ִמֶּׂשה ְוָלַקח הּוא ּוְׁשֵכנֹו ַהָּקרֹב ֶאל
 ְוָהָיה ָלֶכם ְלִמְׁשֶמֶרת ַעד $ְרָּבָעה ָעָׂשר יֹום ַלחֶֹדׁש ַהֶּזה ְוָׁשֲחטּו אֹתֹו ּכֹל ְקַהל ו. ָהִעִּזים ִּתָּקחּו-ַהְּכָבִׂשים ּוִמן- ֶיה ָלֶכם ִמןָׁשָנה ִיְה

 ח. יֹאְכלּו אֹתֹו ָּבֶהם-ַּמְׁשקֹוף ַעל ַהָּבִּתים ֲאֶׁשרַה- ְׁשֵּתי ַהְּמזּוזֹת ְוַעל- ַהָּדם ְוָנְתנּו ַעל- ְוָלְקחּו ִמןז. ִיְׂשָרֵאל ֵּבין ָהַעְרָּבִים- ֲעַדת
-ְצִלי-ּתֹאְכלּו ִמֶּמּנּו ָנא ּוָבֵׁשל ְמֻבָּׁשל ַּבָּמִים ִּכי ִאם- $לט. ְמרִֹרים יֹאְכֻלהּו- ֵאׁש ּוַמּצֹות ַעל-ַהָּבָׂשר ַּבַּלְיָלה ַהֶּזה ְצִלי-ְו5ְכלּו ֶאת

 ְוָכָכה ּתֹאְכלּו יא. ּבֶֹקר ָּבֵאׁש ִּתְׂשרֹפּו- ּבֶֹקר ְוַהּנָֹתר ִמֶּמּנּו ַעד- תֹוִתירּו ִמֶּמּנּו ַעד- ְולֹאי. ְרּבֹוִק-ְּכָרָעיו ְוַעל-ֵאׁש רֹאׁשֹו ַעל

ִמְצַרִים -ַבְרִּתי ְבֶאֶרץ ְוָעיב. אֹתֹו ָמְתֵניֶכם ֲחֻגִרים ַנֲעֵליֶכם ְּבַרְגֵליֶכם ּוַמֶּקְלֶכם ְּבֶיְדֶכם ַוֲאַכְלֶּתם אֹתֹו ְּבִחָּפזֹון ֶּפַסח הּוא ַליהָוה

 ְוָהָיה ַהָּדם ָלֶכם יג. ֱאלֵֹהי ִמְצַרִים ֶאֱעֶׂשה ְׁשָפִטים ֲאִני ְיהָוה-ְּבֵהָמה ּוְבָכל-ְּבכֹור ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ֵמ5ָדם ְוַעד-ַּבַּלְיָלה ַהֶּזה ְוִהֵּכיִתי ָכל

 ְוָהָיה יד. ִיְהֶיה ָבֶכם ֶנֶגף ְלַמְׁשִחית ְּבַהּכִֹתי ְּבֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים-ם ּוָפַסְחִּתי ֲעֵלֶכם ְולֹאַהָּד-ְלאֹת ַעל ַהָּבִּתים ֲאֶׁשר $ֶּתם ָׁשם ְוָרִאיִתי ֶאת

  ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים ַמּצֹות ּתֹאֵכלּו $ְך ַּבּיֹוםטו. ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה ָלֶכם ְלִזָּכרֹון ְוַחּגֶֹתם אֹתֹו ַחג ַליהָוה ְלדֹרֵֹתיֶכם ֻחַּקת עֹוָלם ְּתָחֻּגהּו

 ּוַבּיֹום טז. יֹום ַהְּׁשִבִעי-אֵֹכל ָחֵמץ ְוִנְכְרָתה ַהֶּנֶפׁש ַהִהוא ִמִּיְׂשָרֵאל ִמּיֹום ָהִראׁשֹן ַעד-ָהִראׁשֹון ַּתְׁשִּביתּו ְּׂשאֹר ִמָּבֵּתיֶכם ִּכי ָּכל

ֶנֶפׁש הּוא ְלַבּדֹו -ֵיָעֶׂשה ָבֶהם $ְך ֲאֶׁשר ֵי5ֵכל ְלָכל- לֹאְמָלאָכה- קֶֹדׁש ִיְהֶיה ָלֶכם ָּכל- קֶֹדׁש ּוַבּיֹום ַהְּׁשִביִעי ִמְקָרא- ָהִראׁשֹון ִמְקָרא

ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה - ִצְבאֹוֵתיֶכם ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת-ַהַּמּצֹות ִּכי ְּבֶעֶצם ַהּיֹום ַהֶּזה הֹוֵצאִתי ֶאת- ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאתיז. ֵיָעֶׂשה ָלֶכם

 יט. ִראׁשֹן ְּב$ְרָּבָעה ָעָׂשר יֹום ַלחֶֹדׁש ָּבֶעֶרב ּתֹאְכלּו ַמּצֹת ַעד יֹום ָהֶאָחד ְוֶעְׂשִרים ַלחֶֹדׁש ָּבָעֶרב ָּביח. ְלדֹרֵֹתיֶכם ֻחַּקת עֹוָלם

 - ָּכלכ. ֶאְזַרח ָה5ֶרץאֵֹכל ַמְחֶמֶצת ְוִנְכְרָתה ַהֶּנֶפׁש ַהִהוא ֵמֲעַדת ִיְׂשָרֵאל ַּבֵּגר ּוְב-ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים ְׂשאֹר לֹא ִיָּמֵצא ְּבָבֵּתיֶכם ִּכי ָּכל
ִזְקֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם ִמְׁשכּו ּוְקחּו ָלֶכם -ַוִּיְקָרא מֶֹׁשה ְלָכלכא .  ַמְחֶמֶצת לֹא תֹאֵכלּו ְּבכֹל מֹוְׁשבֵֹתיֶכם ּתֹאְכלּו ַמּצֹות

ְׁשֵּתי ַהְּמזּוזֹת -ַהַּמְׁשקֹוף ְוֶאל- ַּבַּסף ְוִהַּגְעֶּתם ֶאל-ְטַבְלֶּתם ַּבָּדם ֲאֶׁשר ּוְלַקְחֶּתם ֲאֻגַּדת ֵאזֹוב ּוכב. צֹאן ְלִמְׁשְּפחֵֹתיֶכם ְוַׁשֲחטּו ַהָּפַסח

ַהַּמְׁשקֹוף - ַהָּדם ַעל-ִמְצַרִים ְוָר5ה ֶאת-  ְוָעַבר ְיהָוה ִלְנּגֹף ֶאתכג. ּבֶֹקר-ֵּביתֹו ַעד-ַהָּדם ֲאֶׁשר ַּבָּסף ְו$ֶּתם לֹא ֵתְצאּו ִאיׁש ִמֶּפַתח-ִמן

 . ָּבֵּתיֶכם ִלְנּגֹף-ַהֶּפַתח ְולֹא ִיֵּתן ַהַּמְׁשִחית ָלבֹא ֶאל-ְׁשֵּתי ַהְּמזּוזֹת ּוָפַסח ְיהָוה ַעלְוַעל 
ר ָה5ֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר ִיֵּתן ְיהָוה ָלֶכם ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדֵּב-ָתבֹאּו ֶאל-כה ְוָהָיה ִּכי. עֹוָלם- ְלָך ּוְלָבֶניָך ַעד- ַהָּדָבר ַהֶּזה ְלָחק-  ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאתכד

ֶּפַסח הּוא ַליהָוה - ַוֲאַמְרֶּתם ֶזַבחכז. יֹאְמרּו ֲאֵליֶכם ְּבֵניֶכם ָמה ָהֲעבָֹדה ַהּזֹאת ָלֶכם- ְוָהָיה ִּכיכו. ָהֲעבָֹדה ַהּזֹאת- ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת

 ַוֵּיְלכּו ַוַּיֲעׂשּו ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל כח. ִּציל ַוִּיּקֹד ָהָעם ַוִּיְׁשַּתֲחוּוָּבֵּתינּו ִה-ִמְצַרִים ְוֶאת-ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְּבִמְצַרִים ְּבָנְגּפֹו ֶאת-ָּבֵּתי ְבֵני-ֲאֶׁשר ָּפַסח ַעל

 .מֶֹׁשה ְו$ֲהרֹן ֵּכן ָעׂשּו- ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִצָּוה ְיהָוה ֶאת

  
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 

 


