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5780: 

 

The Torah is full of dramatic moments, but perhaps none as overwhelming as the plagues that 

God inflicts upon Egypt to free the Israelites from bondage. Over the years many explanations 

of the various plagues have been suggested which describe them in naturalistic terms: the red 

Nile was contaminated by algae, not turned to blood; after the Nile was polluted, of course 

the frogs would leave the river, and so on. When we read the account of the plagues in Egypt, 

we have to fight against the inclination to view them merely as naturally occurring events. 

The whole point of the plagues is to demonstrate God’s power over the natural world, 

including the supposed power of Pharaoh. While the pollution of the Nile, the frogs and so 

forth are rooted in nature, the Torah repeatedly emphasizes that God is responsible for 

causing them to happen when they do and links them one to another by describing them in 

terms of interlocking patterns. 

         We are meant to understand that these are not random occurrences or a particularly 

bad year in Egypt which then happened to lead to the release of the slave population. The 

plagues are, rather, carefully planned and executed punishments that are ratcheted up step 

by step, slowly increasing the pressure on Pharaoh while displaying God’s ultimate power to 

both Egyptians and Israelites. 

         The exodus from Egypt is the central event and metaphor of Jewish nationhood, and 

the plagues are how God initiates that redemption. Each day in the morning prayers we recall 

the final act of that process when we recite the Song of the Sea (Az yashir Moshe…) By singing 

the words of our ancestors upon finally escaping Egypt we remember that each day we too 

see ourselves as redeemed by God from the difficulties of our own lives. ‘Coming out of 

Egypt’ is not only a historical memory; it is the daily struggle to feel that God can lead us from 

enslavement to liberty in all spheres of our lives. 


