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Parshat Bo 5780

Not a Shaggy Dog Story. Gratitude – A Most Important Middah. 

When Moshe Rabbeinu informed Paro about the last of the ten plagues of Makas Bechoros 
(the slaying of the first born), he stated the following: 

“There shall be a great outcry in the entire land of Mitzrayim, such as there has never been 
and such as there shall never be again. But against all the Children of Israel, a dog will not 
sharpen his tongue, against neither man nor animal, so that you shall know that G-d will 
distinguish between Mitzrayim and Israel” [Chapter 11:7]. 

It is well known that many individuals who are by nature terrified of dogs say this second
possuk when confronted by such an animal. Apparently the dog on hearing this possuk is
the one that becomes terrified and charges off very swiftly. The rationalist may say that this
happens (on the assumption it does) because psychologically the recitation of the possuk in
a firm and confident manner is that which scares the dog (there is a Yalkut Shimoni para 187
that recommends the possuk should be said after one has had a dream with a dog in it – see
also Brachos 56b). 

As a result of their not barking and due to this display of respect for the B’nai Yisrael, the
dogs were rewarded with a specific type of non-kosher meat - “you shall not eat flesh of an
animal that was torn in the field; to the dog shall you throw it” [22:30]. The dog should be
fed treifah meat (the meaning as indicated here being where the animal has been injured by
a predator before dying). The Mechilta, cited by Rashi, states that “although it is permitted
to dispose of such meat in other ways as well, a lesson of gratitude is being taught and that
G-d does not withhold compensation for a good deed from any creature”.

No Lashon Hara

The Riva cites three reasons why it was a miracle/chiddush that the dogs did not bark at the
time of the tenth plague.

1) quoting Tosfos [Baba Kamma 60b], whenever the Malach Ha-Mavis is in town, the 
dogs will howl. On this occasion, despite the presence of the Angel of Death 
(accompanying G-d), the dogs were silent.

2) dogs tend to bark during the night. 
3) quoting his Rebbe, when dogs see a person holding a stick, they react by barking; 

and here, the whole of B’nai Yisrael were holding sticks, yet the dogs made no 
noise.

So why was it important that the dogs did not bark?

In Pesachim 118a, Rav Sheishess said in the name of R’ Elazar ben Azariah: “Anyone who
speaks  derogatorily  of  another,  and  anyone  who  accepts  a  derogatory  utterance  as
true………deserves to be thrown to the dogs”. This seemingly very harsh comment is learnt
out  because  immediately  following  the  above-mentioned  statement  regarding  treifah
meat “to  the  dogs  you  shall  throw  it”  [22:30],  is  the  instruction  “Do  not  raise  a  false
report” [23:1].

Initially Moshe was perplexed as to why the B’nai Yisrael were subject to their long and
arduous slavery in Mitzrayim.   Rashi [on 2:14] states that during the episode when Moshe
saw the two Hebrew men fighting, and they accused him of murdering the Egyptian the
previous day, “midrashically it become known to Moshe why the B’nai Yisrael deserved to
suffer so. They quarrelled and carried out tales about one another”.   

The dogs not barking was an indication that the B’nai Yisrael had fully atoned for their sin
of lashon hara and were worthy of being redeemed.

Why a First Born Donkey has Kedusha
The first born son has a special kedusha and must be redeemed by giving five silver coins to
a Kohen.  Similarly, the first born of a non-tameh (usually a domesticated) animal must also
be given to the Kohen – but only in the case of kosher animals i.e. the first born of a dog or a
cat does not have firstborn sanctity.   However, there is one notable anomaly to this rule
which is learned from a possuk in this week’s sedra “and each first of a donkey, you shall
redeem with a lamb/kid; if you do not redeem it, you shall break its neck” [13:13].    Rashi
rules that this is a gezeiras ha’kasuv (divine decree from Har Sinai), a deviation from the
normal rule “because the donkeys assisted Israel in their departure from Egypt – for you did
not have a single Israelite who did not take with him many donkeys from Egypt laden with
gold and silver of Egypt ” [Bechoros 5b].   These metals are very heavy, and as a reward for
their sterling service at that time, G-d created this exception.

Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld asks why the dogs, who also assisted B’nai Yisrael, were only
given scraps of meat, yet the donkeys were honoured with holiness.    He answers with a
thought provoking idea. At the time of yetzias mitzrayim, the dogs merely kept quiet. Not
barking  was  beneficial  to  the  B’nai  Yisrael,  and  therefore  the  dogs  were  given
the treifah/torn meat. However, the donkeys worked extremely hard.    Helping someone
else with all  one’s vigour, strength and energy deserves kedusha; actively and positively
aiding your fellow man has a higher level of ruchnius than just saying nothing. 
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