Ten Plagues: Lessons for Life
- Parashat Va’eira
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12 When the sun was setting, Abram fell-into a ¢rance, and he was stricken

by a deep dark dread. '* [God] said to Abram, “Know for sure that your
descendants will be foreigners in a land that is not theirs for 400 years.” They
will be enslaved and oppressed.” ' But I will finally bring judgment against
the nation who enslaves them, and they will then leave with great wealth.
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BLOOD

On closer study one notes that these three groups of

plagues are closely linked to the three basic aspects
of the Egvptian galuth that were to be liquidated by the

i v [ali ka] v nd "1
[affliction] —these were the components of the fate
inflicted upon the Israelites by Egypt's sinful acts
against them: these same conditions were now to be
brought also upon the Egyptians to impress upon them
how wrong thev had been to abuse this hapless people

and to make them feel upon their own flesh the bitter-
ness of the affliction they had brought upon their

victims.
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! Moses and Aaron then went to Pharaoh and said, “This is what YHVH,
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the ten plagues by their
Hebrew initjals—
_zznuga Worwy Tlngq
1 — =1
DE-TZAKII  ADASH  BE-ALIAV

I

o7 |blood), 31y [~ beasts of the wild r 3
(hail] demonstrated to the Egyptians :l:r;fs:hi; It‘:e:l?:
selves were only o3 [aliens] in their own land and
hence hardly in a Position to outlaw [srael as o™ ¥R
[frog§]. 137 [the plague] and 732% [locusts) showed them
how illusory were the notions that had made them feel

superior to the people whom they had reduced to the
status of 2713 [slaves]. Finally, o33 {vermin], e [boils
or blisters] and 7gh [darkness] were the afflictions that
made the Egyptians feel what it meant to have to sub-
mit to a systerhatic regime of *uy [affliction]. ni1ia3 nap
[the killing of the first-born] finally concludes the series
-and brings about [Israel's] redemption.
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God of the Hebrews, declares: 'Let My people leave, so they can sacrilice® 10

Me in the deser:.

go? 1 do not recognize YHVH. Nor will | let Israel leave.”

! Pharaoh replied, “Who is YHVH that I should obey Him and let Israel

q
s

istence of God by saying, “"Who

is
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Ph - o
arach was punished for three specific sins. First he had denied the very ex-

God that I should heed His voice?” (Exodus

5:2). in i A
). Secondly, in implying that he would not obey God, he was: stating thal

eyen if God did exist, His
Finally, he said, “] do nat
Here he denied that the God

realm was in heav
know God, and 1

en, and He had no authority on

were 'olher powers that were equal to Him, (Aloréonel

: will not send forth Israel” (Ibid-)
of Israel was unigue. Even jf Israel had a God, there
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you have not paid autention. " God [now]j says, ‘Tl;rough this you will know
that I am GO‘_" I will strike the water of the Nile with the staff in my hand, and
{the water] will turn into blood, '* The fish in the Nile will die, and the river

-
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The first group of plagues, blood. frogs and lice, therefore, were * (Yad, Yesodey HaTorab)

demonstrate the existence of God. Since Pharaoh considered himself the mast¢’ 1.1 The ultimate foundation and pillar of wisdom is the realization that
' there is a first Being-who brovght everything else into existence. _

Everything else in heaven and earth only exists as a result of the reality
of His existence.

of the Nile. the first plague demonstrated that it was God wha had the ultimat
power over the Nile, even changing it to blood at His will. The second pl ‘
owed living creatures poing against their mos i ! ey
ing into burning ovens to fulfill God's word. Finally,
tions of the magicians’ powers. until even they had to
(EX?EUS 8:15).. Even they had to admit it was a divi

. with frogs jump-
the lice showed the [imita-
admit, “Itis God's finger”
ne miracle. -
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'* “On thac day, I will muraculously set a

)

part the Goshen area, where My

people remain, so that there will not b
then realize that [ am God, right
tinction® t :tween My peo
place tomorrow.’”’

f
Heon ooy Homdl - Q. Y, G

Lne second group of plagues, beasts, plague and boils, were meant to in-
dicate that God oversees the lower world as well as the upper spheres. It is He
who determines what will happen to every individual, whether it is good or bad.
When the wild beasts attacked, they only attacked Egyptian areas, carefully
avoiding the Goshen district, where the Israelites lived (Exodus 8:18). Simllarl};
when the cattle plague struck, not a single Israeiite animal died (Exodus 9-7)'
The plague of boils struck the magicians so strongty that they could not e\'.ren-
stand up in Moses’ presence (Exodus 9:11).

In general, the second three plagues clearly showed that God not only has
power in heaven, but that His power on earth exists and is very specific. At will
He can direcr the forces of nature against one person, and not against another.
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leave and serve Me, '* This time,

ple and your people. This miraculous sign will take

€ any harmful creatures there. You will
here on earth. ! [ will therefore make a dis- 3
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1:7 _ God is one. He is not two rior:more than two, but One.
His unity, however, is like none other in the world.

Shecot, forek 9

I am prepared 10 send all My catastrophes

against your very heart. [They will strike] your officials and your people, so

that you will know that there is none like Me in all the world.
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The third and final set of plagues came to demonstrate that God is unique
among all the powers in the universe. The two most powerful Egyptian deities
were the sun god and the constellation of Aries, the ram. When the plague of
hail struck, all the warmth of the sun was powerless to prevent it. When the
locusts came, the Torah explicitly states that "they covered the surface of the
earth, so that the land was darkened” (Exodus 10:15) blocking out the rays of
the sun. With the plague of darkness, the power of the sun was shown to be
nothing in comparison to God’s awesome strength. :

The death of the first-born came to show the weakness of Aries compared to

God. Aries was considered the first-born of all the signs of the zodiac, and
therefore offered special protection for the first-born. Also, the plague killing

the first-born took place in the month of Nissan, which is dominated by the sign
of Aries.
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The tenth prnciple is that God knows all that men do, and never

turns His eyes away from them. It denies the opinion of those who say
(Ezekiel 9:9), “God has abandoned His world. [God does not see.]"”
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of the world teaches something about its source in the
spiritual world; each detail here is an exact parallel of that
which exists there. This is perfectly logical: if we were
commanded to study and understand the spiritual realm
and yet had no avenue of access to that understanding, what
would be the sense of such a command? The pathway to
deeper insight is clear: we are in fact enjoined to see more
deeply, to look into those depths that cannot be seen by
human eves, and the access is bv means of a close and
sensitive study of that which is revealed.

28 Just as a person observes the physical body of his
friend in order to relate to the person or the inner being of
that friend. so too we study the structure and movements of
the physical world in order to perceive its root. The truth is
that there is no other way; a person never sees the inner
being or neshama of another person — we simply have no
sense-organ which can directly perceive a soul. All we can
do is observe the person’s bodily expression sensitively and
we automatically gain insight into who they are. Subtle
movements of the body, a subtle flicker of expression on the
face, an almost imperceptible smile or motion of acceptance,
" the slightest gesture of tension or relaxation in bodily
posture —all of these speak worlds.

3\ This is a remarkable and inspiring view of the world:
eyery object and phenomenon it contains is a Divine fesson,
a_mashal relating to the Creator. He so to speak clothes

Himself in a body which is the Universe and asks us to study
that body carefully. And from each flicker of movement in
that cosmic body we learn about that which pertains to Him.

He in His essence is unfathomable to us; while we inhabit

physical forms we cannot perceive the transcendent directly

just as we cannot perceive the soul of a human directly. But
just as we can perceive the-human soul by means of its

vehicle, the body, so too can we begin to perceive the Divine

root of the world by means of that vehicle, that body which

_we call the world.
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23 Al communication between people occurs thus.
Speech itself is none other than the physical moving of
tongl{e and lips generating sound waves which cause a
Physical response in the ear of the listener.-The wonder is
tha‘t subtle and refined ;"i'deas can be translated- from their
native medium in the mind and reduced to these physical

forms. But there is no other way — the only access we have to -
ity

ﬂ'IE '15..._ pDEersona anotne i ; -'S

o : 0O man b
t%ough the vehicle of the concrete, the physical. ]
..JO _In_relating to people, that switch from outer body to
Inner _person is achieved effortlessly: when relating
Intensely to another person one is usually unaware of the
?nterface provided by the body, one simply perceives_the
. . i : if di This natural ability to use the
medium of the' body to see its core is itself a Divine gift
which teaches us that such perception can be achieved. ;

challenge is to use the entire world in this way; all aspects of the

physical world should be engaged and studied for what they

reveal about thejr ¢ “reator,
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In Shiurei Da'as, vol. 1, p. 194, Rav Yoseph Leib Bloch, z”I, the Telsher Rosh Yeshivah,

wrote: “A great man must live with all his faculties and must be alert and sensitive
to everything. He is not fo negate his feelings. The greater he is, the more awake and
alive will his feelings be: His sense of beauty will be strongly developed; he will be
filled with wonder and excitement at the sight of the glories of nature... The sight of
a particularly beautiful creature will raise him to ecstasy and he will know how 0.
use these feelings for the sublime purpose of recognizing his Creator and reflecting
on His power and greatness...” :
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