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The Pesach Sacrifice
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There are many ways to explain the meaning of the Korban Pesach, the Pascal offering, and the various laws and regulations governing it. Here are two of the approaches found in the commentaries:
The Pesach sacrifice was meant to be a rejection of idolatry since the Egyptians worshiped the lamb and B’nei Yisroel slaughtered the lambs. Many of the details were intended to publicly reject the Egyptian deity in a way that the Egyptians would clearly see it.
Taking the lamb four days in advance gave the Egyptians plenty of time to see what the Jews were planning.

The Torah says all of Israel should bring the offering. No individual Jew could say to an Egyptian, “It wasn’t me. I didn’t bring the offering.”

It was slaughtered in the afternoon so that Egyptians coming home from work as evening approached wouldn’t miss the spectacle. The blood was smeared on the doorposts and the lintel so that any Egyptian who missed seeing the slaughtering would at least see the blood on the door. (Although Rashi says the blood was a sign for the inside, there is an opinion in the Midrash that it was a sign for the outside.)

The lamb had to be roasted. Roasting meat has a powerful smell so that the Egyptians would be sure to know what was happening.

“Don’t eat it half-cooked.” If an Egyptian enters the house, don’t pull the lamb off the fire to conceal what you are doing. It must be fully roasted.

“Don’t cook it.”  Cooking can be done in a closed pot. The Pesach must be roasted openly.

The lamb is roasted whole, not cut up into small pieces. This ensures that you can’t surreptitiously roast some pieces of meat, but rather the entire lamb for all to see.

I would add that forcing the Jews to publicly renounce idolatry in a way for all to see was not primarily meant to taunt the Egyptians. It was meant to drive home to the Jewish people themselves that rejection of idolatry must be wholehearted, unequivocal and public.
Another approach to the rituals of the Korban Pesach is that it is to illustrate the speed of the redemption. “Eat it in haste.” Thus, the lamb is to be roasted because that’s quicker than cooking. The entire lamb is to be roasted at one time. Roasting some now and making some other dish later when you roast the rest means you have time on your hands. But you don’t! You are not supposed to leave anything over. There’s no time for eating leftovers the next day because the Jewish people were going to be gone. If there is leftover, burn it. Since you’re going to be gone, if you leave it, the dogs will eat the leftovers, which is not appropriate for a sacrifice. Therefore dispose of it with dignity by burning it.
There is an interesting Mechilta that Rashi quotes in part about the mitzvah of the Korban Pesach:
Why was the lamb for the Pesach sacrifice taken four days in advance? Said Rabbi Masyah ben Cheresh, “The time had arrived for G-d to fulfill the promise He made to Avraham to redeem His children. But they had no Mitzvos to merit the redemption. G-d, therefore, gave them two Mitzvos: the Pesach sacrifice and circumcision. With those two they would be redeemed. For that reason, G-d told them to take the Pesach four days early, for reward is given only for an action.”
Said Rabbi Elazar HaKapor, “Israel already had four Mitzvos which are greater than the whole world: They did not engage in immorality. They did not speak evil of each other (lashon harah) because they loved each other. They did not change their (Hebrew) names. They did not change their language.”
So why did they have to take the Pesach sacrifice four days early? Because they were heavily involved in idol worship, and idol worship weighs as much as all the other transgressions of the Torah together. Therefore G-d said to them, “Draw and take for yourselves [lambs for the Pesach sacrifice]”; this means draw yourselves away from idolatry and take upon yourselves to cleave to Mitzvos.”
I have two comments on the second half of the Mechilta:
There is a strong movement in contemporary religious Jewry to be more careful in shmiras halashon, that is to avoid slander and gossip. Some people, however, think that while, of course, it is praiseworthy to “guard your tongue,” greater emphasis should be placed on the positive ahavas Yisroel, extending love to our fellow-Jews. On the other hand, these proponents of extending ahavas Yisroel are criticized for not being careful enough in observing the laws of shmiras halashon ; they may work at loving Jews but seem not to be averse to some juicy gossip.

We see from the Mechilta’s language that there really aren’t two separate areas. We abstain from lashon harah not simply because we want to avoid a Torah prohibition. We abstain from lashon harah because we love our fellow-Jews and therefore have absolutely no desire to malign them by cruel words. They are not two separate Mitzvos. If you love someone, you don’t speak ill of him. The true approach to fulfilling these Mitzvos is to emphasize both, for you can’t really do one properly without the other.

My second comment is that although Rabbi Elazar stresses the importance of rejecting idolatry he also emphasizes the next step of embracing the Mitzvos.
In a broader sense, it is important to remember that our Judaism cannot be simply abstaining from evil. If we merely abstain from evil, what fills our hearts and minds afterwards? We must fill our consciousness with goodness and holiness. We must “cleave to Mitzvos.”

Abstaining from idolatry, i.e., evil, is an extremely important step. But we must embrace the positive experience of service of G-d and of love of G-d once we reject evil. Judaism does not mean simply abstaining from this, that, or the other. It means experiencing the fullness of G-d in our hearts, minds and souls.
