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On January 25, 2020, seven weeks before we first closed the physical building of YIOP, I began my 

drashah that morning by talking about a strange phenomenon going on in China. Instead of their 

usual New Year’s festivities, I’d read in the news how the entire country was effectively shut down due 

to a quickly-spreading virus. I even remember, in preparation for that drashah, trying to find a news 

report with video or audio so that I could learn how to properly pronounce the word “coronavirus”, 

(I’ve heard it a few times since). To the shul, I noted the similarities between what was happening 

there and how Rav Soloveitchik expanded on Rav Hirsch’s commentary about “Dever”, the plague 

pestilence: “The previous plagues made life uncomfortable. They did not, however, inflict irreparable 

harm upon the economy… Horses represent the power of defense… Donkeys are vehicles of normal 

traffic… the camel, since it crosses the desert, represents foreign trade. Sheep and cattle provide labor, 

food, and clothing… Egypt’s national property would be heavily damaged by this plague” (from 

Exalted Evening, p. 83). 

 

Last year, we read Parshat Vaera with the optimism that such shut downs wouldn’t make their way to 

America, and we now read it with first-hand experience. We’ve seen much of the same, expected 

consequences across the world (albeit to a lesser degree, thanks to technology). Businesses have 

closed, hours and wages of employees have been limited, and entire industries have had to rethink 

how they operate. My drashah that Shabbos was not a warning of things to come (although a medical 

professional thanked me afterwards for putting it on peoples’ radars), but it was to emphasize the 

power of how small -even invisible- changes can give things a whole new meaning, but in a positive 

sense, too. 

 

And now, as we continue to follow the news about numbers, trends, and vaccines, we’re once again 

optimistic. We’re optimistic that the worst is behind us. We hope that numbers start/continue to go 

down, and that our efforts at mitigation will result in a return to normalcy soon, G-d willing. And as 

we revisit parshat Vaera, and the plague of pestilence, we once again ask- what can we learn from it 

this time? Instead of appreciating what the plague itself entailed, as we did last year, let us turn our 

focus to its aftermath. 

 

While the plague of pestilence was immediately followed by the plague of boils (9:8), there’s a glaring 

inconsistency between the two, the clarification of which provides a profound lesson. We read that the 

pestilence (which the Steinsaltz Chumash claims could have been anthrax) was brought upon the 

cattle, the horses, the donkeys, the camels, and the sheep (9:3), and that they all died (9:7) as a result. 

But in the plague of boils we read again that it was brought “upon man and animal” (9:9-10). Where 

did these animals come from? Were there other, domesticated animals besides the ones listed above 

that survived? In Rashi’s second answer to this question he explains that there were some Egyptians 

who “feared the word of G-d” (like 9:20), and it was their animals which were spared during 



pestilence. An obvious question, however, remains- if these people properly feared Hashem, why were 

they punished with boils, only three pesukim later? 

 

Rav Dovid Pardo (18th century, Italy), in his Maskil LeDovid, a supercommentary on Rashi, explains 

who these people were. It’s true, they did act appropriately, at least at first. When they heard of the 

incoming pandemic that would affect their livestock, they took the necessary precautions and 

sheltered them indoors. “However, when [their] comfort was restored”, Rav Pardo explains, “they 

became stubborn… as Chazal explain, [even the] sincere Egyptians only feared G-d temporarily, when 

the pressure of G-d was upon them”. The aftermath of pestilence brought them a modicum of security, 

and they falsely assumed that there was nothing else to fear.  

 

Unfortunately, many around the world have similarly let their guard down. When the numbers 

dropped, people grew complacent and tired of the restrictions. Of course, mitigation has to be 

tempered with a sense of reality and sensibility. The solution is not to lock ourselves at home until 

everyone gets every known vaccine for every known virus that exists. But it does mean that we have to 

continue taking care, continue learning about what we can -and what we shouldn’t- do, and remain 

diligent, lest things get worse again (as they unfortunately have in many places during this winter).  

 

The lesson of not letting one’s guard down even after the immediate danger has subsided is something 

we have to prepare for in the long run, as well. By which I do not mean that I foresee another 

pandemic arising in the future, chas veshalom, lo aleinu. Instead, I mean that we should take lessons 

with us, and not only in the form of new opportunities or innovations that we’ve learned to use. We’ve 

already discussed the positives in a number of forums, and that conversation is ongoing. But what 

about the things we’ve learned that we shouldn’t continue? Habits that we’ve developed in order to 

cope with the situation, but which can be detrimental when we hopefully return back to normalcy? 

 

Rav Shmuel Mohilever (19th century, Russia, an early proponent of Religious Zionism) was once 

asked by his student why there was a need to have two leaders of the Jewish people- Moshe and 

Aharon (and, similarly, Moshiach ben Yosef and Moshiach ben Dovid). Could the Jewish people not 

have been taken out of Egypt with just one of them? More technical answers exist (and we discussed it 

somewhat during Peshischa on the Parshah Thursday night), but Rav Mohilever responded: “We need 

two saviors: one to remove the Jewish people out of exile, and one to remove the exile out of the 

Jewish people”.  

 

What detrimental tendencies have we developed during the pandemic which may stay with us 

afterwards? Perhaps we’ve communicated too aggressively on social media. Maybe we’ve alienated 

former friends through disagreements over medical or political opinions. Have we grown too 

comfortable with not attending shul? Do we too easily settle on conversing through technology instead 

of face-to-face interaction? As mentioned above, we can’t necessarily change some of these habits just 

yet, as we’re still very much in the throes of fighting the virus. But as we go through what we hope are 

the last stages of this pestilence, we should take note of how we’ve changed through the process. If we 

can understand ourselves now, while the pandemic is ongoing, we can hopefully avoid repercussions 

later, in its aftermath. May we all merit to read Parshat Vaera in 5782 together, in shul, with a 

renewed appreciation for the nature of Hashem's hand in the world (9:15). 

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Katz 


