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Radical Reinterpretations of the Pesah Ritual

Torah in Motion--Parashat Bo

Rabbi Eric Grossman
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Exodus 12

(3)...0On the 10th of the month everyone
should take a lamb... (6) keep it until the
14th of the month, slaughter it... (8) and

eat it that night roasted, (11) in haste, it is
the LORD's Pesah!

(14) This day shall be to you one of
remembrance: you shall celebrate it as a
hag to the LORD for all generations, a law

forever...

(15) Seven days you shall eat unleavened
bread...(16) You shall celebrate a sacred
occasion on the first day, and a sacred
occasion on the seventh day.

(21) Moses then summoned all the elders
of Israel and said to them, “Go, pick out
lambs for your families, and slaughter the
Pesah 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... (23)
For the LORD, when going through to
smite the Egyptians, will see the blood on
the lintel and the two doorposts, and the
LORD will protect the door and not let
the Destroyer enter and smite your home.
(24) You shall observe this thing as a law
for you and for your children forever.

(25) And when you enter the land that the
LORD will give you, as promised, you
shall observe this ritual. (26) And when
your children ask you, “What do you mean
by this ritual?” (27) you shall say, ‘It is the
Pesah sacrifice to the LORD, who
protected the houses of the Israelites in
Egypt when smiting the Egyptians, but

saved our houses.’
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Ibn Ezra on Exodus 12:24:1

Many think that the placing of the blood
on the lintel and on the two side-posts is
the obligation for all generations! Because
the verse, "And you shall observe this thing
as a law for you and for your children
Jforever” is connected to the taking of the
hyssop and dipping it into the lamb’s
blood.

Furthermore, the text afterwards states,
"...for he protected the houses of the Israelites
in Egypt" (which is the answer to the
question, “What do you mean by this
ritual" which will be asked by children in

future generations).

This interpretation would be correct from
a logical point of view were it not for the
true tradition which states otherwise.

Mishnah Pesachim 9:5
(5) How was the Pesah of Egypt different
from th Pesah of later generations?

The Pesah of Egypt:

-Was taken from the tenth of the month

-Required the sprinkling of its blood with a

bundle of hyssop on the lintel and the two

doorposts
-Was eaten with haste

-Was one night (whereas the Pesah of later
generations is observed for seven days)
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Numbers 9:1-3

(1) The LORD spoke to Moses in the
wilderness of Sinai, on the first new moon
of the second year following the exodus
from the land of Egypt, saying: (2) Let the
Israelite people offer the Pesah sacrifice at
its set time: (3) you shall offer it on the
fourteenth day of this month, at twilight,
at its set time; you shall offer it in
accordance with all its rules and laws.

Tosafot on Kiddushin 37b
During the entire 40 years that the
Israelites were in the desert, they offered

only this one Pesah sacrifice.

And if you wonder why did they not offer
the Pesah sacrifice [during the rest of the
40 years], it is because ... any time the
Torah says "...when you come to the
land" the law only applies after the land is
settled, and that is the case with Pesah.

And now, if you are wondering why they
offered the Pesah this time (and also the
Pesah that was done in the days of Joshua
before the land was settled), we say that
they did so according to Divine speech.

Joshua 5

(10)...the Israelites performed the Pesah
[offering] on the fourteenth day of the
month, in the evening. (11) They ate of
the produce of the land on the day after
the Pesah [offering], unleavened bread and
parched grain, on that actual day.

(12) On that day after, when they ate of the
produce of the land, the manna ceased...
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8.

I Kings 12:32

(32) ...And [King] Jeroboam established [in
Israel] a hag on the fifteenth day of the
eighth month in imitation of the festival in

Judah [in the seventh month]...

II Chronicles 30

(1) Hezekiah sent word to all Israel and
Judah...to come to the House of the
LORD in Jerusalem to observe the Pesah...
(2) The king ... and the community in
Jerusalem had agreed to observe the Pesah
in the second month.

(5) They issued the decree ... to observe the
Pesah for the LORD ...though they did not
generally act according to what was
written.

(15) They slaughtered the Pesah sacrifice on
the fourteenth of the second month...(16)...
according to the Torah of Moses, man of

God. The priests dashed the blood which

they received from the Levites.
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10.

11.

Numbers 9:6-12

(6) But there were some people who were
impure by reason of a corpse and could not
offer the Pesah sacrifice on the proper day.
The approached Moses and Aaron (7) and
said... "Must we be debarred from
presenting the LORD's offering at its set

time with the rest of the Israelites?”

(8) Moses said to them, “Stand by, and let
me hear what instructions the LORD gives

about you.”

(9) And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying:
(10) Speak to the Israelite people, saying:
When anyone—whether you or your
posterity—who is defiled by a corpse or is
on a long journey would offer a Pesah
sacrifice (11) to the LORD they shall offer
it in the second month, on the fourteenth
day of the month...(12) They shall offer it
in strict accord with the law of the Pesah

sacrifice.

II Chronicles 35

(1)Josiah kept the Pesah for the LORD in
Jerusalem; the Pesah sacrifice was
slaughtered on the fourteenth day of the
first month. (3) He said to the Levites...

(6) "...slaughter the Pesah sacrifice and
prepare it ... according to the word of God
given by Moses.”

(11) They slaughtered the Pesah sacrifice

and the priests received from [the Levites
the blood and] dashed it... (12) ... as

written in the book of Moses...

(13) They cooked the Pesah sacrifice in fire,

according to the law...
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12.

13.

14.

Exodus 12:9
9) Do neot eat it... cooked (i.e. with water),

but roasted over the fire...

Deuteronomy 16:7

(7) You shall cook and eat it at the place
that the LORD your God will choose...

Exodus 12

(1) The LORD said to Moses and Aaron
... (3) Speak to the Israelite community
and say that on the tenth of this month
each of them shall take a male lamb...(5)
...without blemish... (6) ...[and on] the
fourteenth day of the month...slaughter it
(8) [and] eat it ... with unleavened bread
and with bitter herbs.
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15.

Pesach Haggadah, Magid, Rabban
Gamliel's Three Things

Rabban Gamliel would say: Anyone who
does not address three things on Pesah has
not fulfilled his obligation, and these are
they: PESAH, MATZA, AND BITTER
HERBS.

The PESAH that our ancestors would eat
while the Temple stood, what does it recall?
It recalls the Holy One’s protecting the
houses of our ancestors in Egypt, as it is
says: “You shall say: ‘It is a Pesah offering
for the LORD, for He protected the
houses of the children of Israel in Egypt
while He struck the Egyptians...

This MATZA that we eat: what does it
recall? It recalls the dough of our ancestors,
which did not have time to rise... as it is
says: “They baked the dough that they had
brought out of Egypt into unleavened
loaves, for it had not risen, for they were
cast out of Egypt and could not delay...

These BITTER HERBS that we eat: what
do they recall? They recall the bitterness
that the Egyptians imposed on the lives of
our ancestors in Egypt, as it is says: “They
embittered their lives with hard labor...”

In every generation, each person must see
himself as if he himself had personally
come out of Egypt as it says, "And you
shall tell your child on that day: It is
because of what the LORD did for me

when 7 left Egypt...
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