
 

 

Torah Thoughts Bo 

 

 

5780: 

 

One of the things that makes talmud Torah, the study of sacred literature, so rewarding is its 

almost limitless capacity for uncovering new meaning and insights in classical Jewish texts, especially 

when reading the Torah itself. Any particular passage in the Torah can be read historically, 

mythologically, legally, or in many other ways. A case in point occurs this week as we read the 

account of the last three plagues that afflict Egypt before the exodus, one of which was darkness. 

There have been many explanations, and kinds of explanations about this plague, some naturalistic, 

suggesting that it was a kind of terrible windstorm that blinded people or a solar eclipse, and some 

metaphoric, understanding the darkness as a lesson about the moral blindness of Pharaoh and his 

people. We can even interpret the Egyptians’ immobility during the plague psychologically, as 

depression. 

Without denying the value of those readings, I prefer to emphasize the words of the text  

itself – that the darkness lasted three days, was so thick that it could be touched and that it did not 

affect the homes of the Israelites – and the miraculous nature of the event. The Torah presents all of 

the plagues, including darkness, as acts of God, not of nature. God may use the natural world as an 

expression of divine power, but the plagues are presented in too careful and ordered a manner to be 

understood as only natural occurrences, which is to say regardless of how they were actually 

experienced, the way that we experience them as readers should be as miraculous displays of God’s 

power. If we view them as merely as easily explainable phenomena, we take the role of Pharaoh in 

denying their attribution to God. 

The Egyptians worshipped the sun, among other things, as divine. When the sun is blotted 

out, not briefly as in the case of an eclipse, but for three full days, it stopped all normal activity in 

Egypt. The Egyptians are described as being immobilized, as being affected by a force so heavy and 

oppressive that they could not move. Except for the killing of the first born, the final plague, which 

immediately follows the plague of darkness, this certainly seems to be the most frightening and 

overwhelming one. The falsity of Egyptian religion is exposed, and all of society’s normal functions 

cease. Just by sticking to a more literal meaning, we get so much more of what the Torah is trying to 

get across: The redemption from Egypt is completely in the hands of the all-powerful God, and it is 

that God’s will that the Israelites leave bondage, now. 

We continue to remember these events on a daily basis in prayer, we mention the exodus 

during Kiddush on Shabbat and when reciting the blessings after a meal, and of course live eight 

days during Pesakh in commemoration of the exodus. What we read about the Exodus these weeks is 

the basis of our national history, what originally made us into a people. We are the echoes of the 

events that we now study, and the beneficiaries of the awesome power of God that caused those 

events. 

 

Shabbat shalom 
 


