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Five or six weeks ago, I was walking home from The Jewish Center on Friday afternoon 

before Shabbos. I was about 2/3 of the way down 86
th

 St. toward Central Park went I 

noticed an elderly gentleman crossing the street heading toward my side. He was cheating 

a little, crossing 20 or 30 feet west of the intersection. Cars were stopped at the light so it 

was safe. But about half way through the street, he started to stagger. He made it to the 

curb and then he collapsed just a few feet from where I was standing.  

 

But there’s a different kind of collapse that I want to focus on this morning – and that of 

course – is the ultimate collapse of the great Egyptian empire. Decimated by the first nine 

plagues, Egypt and its Pharaoh are finally brought to their knees when the clock strikes 

twelve and Hashem unleashes מכת בכורות.  

 

By the time we reach this juncture of the story, we have a pretty good idea of how the 

plagues work. The מכה strikes the Egyptians, but the Jews are spared. About the fifth 

plague the Torah writes:  

אחד.וימת כל מקנה מצרים. וממקנה בני ישראל לא מת   

All of the livestock of the Egyptians perished; but of the livestock of the Children of 

Israel, not a single one died. 

 

Or similarly – the plague of Barad devastates the land of Egypt, 

 רק בארץ גשן אשר שם בני ישראל לא היה ברד.

Only in the land of Goshen, where the Children of Israel were, was their no hail. 

 

But when we reach the plague of the firstborn, suddenly the reliable pattern comes to an 

end. Up until this point, there had been no need for the Jews to self-identify. Simply 

being Jewish meant one would be spared. Yet in the case of מכת בכורות, God insists on 

quite an elaborate ritual: Jews have to perform the Pascal service and daub blood on their 

doorposts in order to be passed over – in order to be saved from the onslaught. My 

question is why? For nine plagues no action whatsoever was required. Why the sudden 

change? 

 

There’s a cryptic midrash – which, if we can decode it – I believe will help illuminate this 

issue. There are of course a number of differences between פסח מצירם and פסח דורות – 

between the way the first Pesach was observed versus the way it’s been practiced in 

every year since. One aspect that was unique to the first Pesach was the posture in which 

the Pesach meal was consumed. The Torah says: 

ון.וככה תאכלו אותו: מתניכם חגורים נעליכם ברגליכם ומקלכם בידכם. ואכלתם אותו בחפז  

Thus shall you eat it: your loins girded; your shoes on your feet and your staff in your 

hand; you shall eat it in haste.   
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Picking up on this unusual formulation, the midrash connects our narrative back to  אברהם

 Back in his early years, Avraham fought a war: the war of the four kings against the .אבינו

five kings. Avraham had gotten involved to save his nephew, Lot. When he emerged 

victorious, he refused to accept any spoils of war: אם מחוט ועד שרוך נעל – I won’t take so 

much as a thread or a shoe strap, he said.  

 

The midrash puts these shoe references together: As a reward for your noble behavior, 

Hashem says to Avraham, your descendants will merit the mitzvah of קרבן פסח about 

which it says: נעליכם ברגלכם – they’ll eat with shoes on their feet and so on. 

 

It’s so opaque. What’s the connection? What does Avraham’s military victory have to do 

with the קרבן פסח?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that fundamentally, the two narratives are the same. Both are 

stories about the miraculous and amazingly swift salvation of a captive held against his 

will. Avraham saves his brother’s son just as Hashem saves the people he considers his 

firstborn child.  

 

The midrash helps us understand just what Korban Pesach is all about. At its core, it’s a 

return to the ethics of Avraham Avinu. When Avraham hears that Lot has been captured, 

he gathers his troops, swings into action and brings about a decisive victory.  

 

Now, at the doorstep to redemption, the midrash is telling us that Avraham’s great 

grandchildren have an opportunity to emulate their ancestor. Passive victims for 

generations, their activist muscles have atrophied, but their genetic disposition remains 

intact. For the first time, they have the chance – in their own small way – to be followers 

of the great Avraham tradition.  

 

The tenth plague is not categorically different from the first nine. There’s no intrinsic 

need for the Jews to do something to set themselves apart from the Egyptians any more 

so than there’s been right along. The only difference is a temporal one. As the Exodus is 

now imminent, God insists that his chosen people begin to shed their identity as passive 

victims and become active partners in the Jewish project. With the redemption but hours 

away, the Jewish people are charged with demonstrating that their capacity for activism 

has not been utterly lost.  

 

Notice what the pasuk says: 

 והיה הדם לכם לאות 

The blood on the doorposts will be a sign for you. 

 Rashi says. It was placed on the interior of the entranceway. No לכם לאות ולא לאחרים לאות

one on the outside could see it. It served no practical function. The only goal was only to 

rekindle the dormant spark of activism within each Jewish soul.   

Most of us are familiar with the phenomenon described by social psychologists as the 

bystander effect. In times of crisis or distress, the more people present, the less likely 

people are to act. The individual says to himself: Other people are around. This isn’t my 
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responsibility. Someone else will pick it up. Each person passes the buck and no one 

actually responds.  

 

For the Jews in Egpyt, imagine the effect of knowing that God, so to speak, is one of the 

bystanders. If he’s going to intervene, why should I? It’s to counter this argument that the 

Torah insists we do act. It affirms our own enduring responsibility to care for and act on 

behalf of ourselves and on behalf of those around us. Judaism doesn’t countenance 

anything less. So the training process must begin even before the exodus occurs.  

 

It’s also why – for all the miracles that God produces to bring about our redemption, 

there is no magic transport from Egypt to the foot of Har Sinai. If salvation is 

supernatural, why not make it fully so? Who needs this participation on the part of the 

people?  

 

The answer is that our participation is key. It’s deeply symbolic of the very character of 

this soon-to-be Jewish people. Yes – there will be times when God or others will do the 

heavy lifting for us; but this knowledge can never come at the cost of our being pro-

active about our own well-being.  

 

Avraham Avinu was the first to teach this lesson. Lot had a family of his own. Where 

were they? Where were his friends? Was there no one else in the world capable of 

helping? Surely others could have helped, but Avraham never waited for them. He took 

responsibility and he acted. 

 

Generations later, the Torah insists again that we return to this great tradition. Anyone 

can be a bystander, but Hashem insists that we gear up to be actors.   

 

Five years ago, Eddie Lowenthal taught a number of us here at the shul how to perform 

CPR. As a result, when that man collapsed before my eyes, I too was prepared to act. 

Thankfully, the man regained consciousness after a few moments. And it was heartening 

that a number of passers-by stopped and joined me by the man’s side to see if they could 

help.  

 

Needless to say, it was the members of Hatzoloh who were the first to arrive on the 

scene. They are the greatest exemplars in our community of what it means to never be a 

bystander. How fortunate we are that they are always on call. 

 

It’s a privilege for The Jewish Center to be Hatzoloh’s partner. In the past, we’ve always 

made an open appeal. But this year, is something of an exception. I hope you’ll join me in 

supporting this outstanding cause by participating in Hatzoloh’s 25
th

 anniversary dinner. 

The work their members do is simply extraordinary. If we’re not going to go to sleep 

with a walkie-talkie on our nightstand; if we’re not going to leave our families in the 

middle of Friday night dinner to take a call; we should at least pick up our pens and write 

a check. When you do, you’ll become a partner with a group of volunteers that represent 

the very best values of our Torah, our tradition and our people.  


