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Today we are celebrating the anniversary of the crossing of the Red Sea. That 

really represents the key turning point in the Exodus story, doesn’t it? 

 

Or does it?  

 

After all, Passover begins a week earlier, with the slaying of the first-born, and 

Pharaoh telling the Israelites to “go forth!” 

 

That really was the key moment, right? Before that happened, it didn’t seem as 

though liberation was ever going to happen. Plague after plague after plague, and 

the Israelites were still there, still stuck in Egypt. Then, suddenly, it seemed 

inevitable. It seemed, once they packed their matzos,  as though they were 

practically home free.  

 

But, as we know, they weren’t. 

 

Only seven days later, there they were, on the shores of the Sea of Reeds (known 

in popular culture as the “Red Sea”) and it looked desperate.   

 

Surrounded on four sides, where can they turn? What can they do?   

 

They consider prayer, they consider turning back, they consider surrender.  A 

midrash captures it:  “Go forward!” 

 

And so they do, and, as we know, Pharaoh’s army drowns in the Sea.  Then, 

finally, the people of Israel were free, right?   



 

2 

 

Well, as we know, things weren’t so easy. Within, oh, a day or so, they were 

thirsty.  There was no water.  They were  hungry. There was no food. Then, the 

Amalekites suddenly show up.  Things don’t look so cheerful. 

 

And yet, God provides water; God provides food; the Israelites fight the 

Amalekites, and they win. And they press on after that. But of course, as we know, 

instead of getting to the Promised Land in a few days, as they might have expected, 

it takes them quite a bit longer, right? Forty years, to be precise.  

 

So here’s the question:  Does it matter which day you choose to commemorate?  

Would Passover be any different if we celebrated only the crossing of the Red Sea?  

Why choose that earlier moment, the moment of the slaying of the first-born, to 

begin the holiday of commemoration?   

 

In a sense, I’m not sure it matters, but there is something to be gained by 

celebrating not one but two separate steps on the journey of liberation.    

 

Let me give you an example:   

 

Here in the United States, what does July 4th commemorate? The Declaration of 

Independence, of course.  
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But is that any more special than, say, Patriot’s Day (April 19th, 1775; 

commemorating the battles of Lexington and Concord)? Or Bunker Hill Day 

(June 17, 1775)? Or Evacuation Day (March 17, 1776)? If we had been alive back 

then, I am not sure that any of us would have predicted that July 4th would have 

been the annual day when we celebrate our Independence.   

 

Let me back that up.  

 

I’m sure that many of us have been in New York City. And those of us who have, 

know that there are wonderful landmarks all through the city. One of the iconic 

ones is found at the foot of Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. It’s a beautiful arch that is 

the centerpiece of Washington Square Park.   

 

 

 
 

Washington Square Park, Painting by Christopher Arndt 

 

Now, why is that arch there? 



 

4 

 

Well, it goes back to 1889, when the country was preparing to celebrate a 

milestone. On April 4th, President Benjamin Harrison issued a proclamation, 

calling on all Americans to join in celebration toward the end of the month. What 

was the milestone? It wasn’t the 100th anniversary of the Declaration of 

Independence, or of any other of those events I’ve already described in the history 

of the conflict between the British colonies and England. It was the one-hundredth 

anniversary of the inauguration of George Washington, which had taken place 

on April 30th of 1789.   

 

It’s hard to capture the excitement at the time. In New York and in Chicago, there 

were tremendous celebrations planned. Coincidentally, Passover was celebrated in 

the middle of the month, and the Jewish community was eager to join in the 

festivities. If you bought ten pounds of matzo you got a free lithograph of George 

Washington to put up in your home. Many Jews apparently sat down at their seders 

that year with a picture of Washington on their walls. 

 

One of the centers of the celebration was Washington Square in New York.  

 

A large triumphal arch was erected over Fifth Avenue at Washington Square by a 

local businessman (William Rhinelander Stewart) who raised $2,765 from his 

friends for the project.  The arch, constructed of wood and plaster, was so well 

received that plans were made for a permanent version. 

 

Architect Stanford White designed the new arch which was completed in 1892. 

The Washington Arch, modeled after the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, stands 77 feet 

tall and is constructed of white Tuckahoe (Westchester) marble.  (The face is 

covered with images of war, peace and victory along with stars, capital “W”s and 

inscriptions.  Two additional statues of Washington known as Washington at War 

and Washington at Peace, were added in 1918.  They are the work of Hermon A. 

MacNeil and A. Stirling Calder (father of Alexander Calder), respectively. ) 

 

As a headline in the Chicago Tribune stated the next day, “When our babes are 

old, they will remember and talk about yesterday’s celebration.” 
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Well, that may be, but I can tell you that a hundred years after that arch was built, 

in 1989 (when, incidentally, that arch appears very close to the beginning of the 

movie, “When Harry Met Sally”), how many people could have told you why it 

was there, or its significance?  

 

(See: When Harry Met Sally - "Well, have a nice life." .) 

 

I don’t know whether one can ever predict what will turn out to be or perceived to 

be  the turning point in any liberation struggle -- just as one can never predict 

what will be the outcome of any liberation struggle. 

 

Just the other day, I read that various spokespeople in the Pentagon have declared 

that the next month is going to be crucial in the war taking place in Ukraine. I have 

no doubt that it will be, but I also have no doubt that the past month or so has also 

been crucial.  I don’t think any of us know what the future holds.  

 

And yet, by commemorating moments that strike us as significant, we hold onto 

them. We do that in the Jewish calendar, by observing the first day of Pesach, the 

seventh day of Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkot. We do that in the modern period by 

commemorating Yom HaShoah and Yom HaZikkaron and Yom HaAtzmaut.   

 

These commemorations ground us. In some generations, certain days will be more 

significant than others. That’s natural.  But by preserving them on our calendar, we 

assure that they’ll be there for the future generations to reflect upon and, should 

they choose, to celebrate.  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HLXMjdEJeAc

