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On Monday morning, I mentioned to Aaron, our executive director, that I would be sponsoring 

Kiddush this week provided I won the Powerball jackpot. Thankfully, a number of unconditional 

sponsors came forward – because I didn’t win.  

 

Of course it would always be nice to have another billion dollars. But the real reason I played is 

because winning the lottery makes for a great sermon opening.  

 

I was struck, though, by a story I read about on Thursday about a different kind of winner. 

Shlomo Rechnitz, a philanthropist in Los Angeles and the largest nursing home provider in 

California, bought 18,000 Powerball tickets for all of the employees and residents of his 

facilities. Along with each ticket came a note that read: “We will provide the ticket. You provide 

the dream.” 

 

One can only wonder what the Egyptians were dreaming about by the time we reach the end of 

the Makkos. But it’s the ninth מכה in particular that I want to call your attention to this morning – 

the plague of חושך.  

 

There’s a problem with חושך.  

 

Thinking about the plagues more globally, there seems to be a progression. 

 

The first few one would categorize as something like a nuisance. Blood, frogs, lice… They’re 

not fun – but neither do they pose a mortal hazard. 

 

The next three represent an increase in the gravity of the plagues. ערוב, דבר, שחין – those belong 

to the realm of danger. Wild animals, pestilence and boils are no small-time annoyances. Now 

there’s a threat to life and limb.  

 

By the time we arrive at ברד and ארבה we’ve graduated to full scale emergency: hailstorms and 

locusts that wreak inestimable damage on the national economy. If there are no crops, there’s no 

food. We’ve entered the vocabulary of famine, starvation, economic collapse and regional 

catastrophe.  

 

But then comes שךח . 

And the question is: It doesn’t follow. Where’s the drama? Where’s the calamity?  

 

Even if we stipulate that the plague in Egypt was categorically worse than any blackout we’ve 

experienced, how does it rise to the level of ברד and ארבה? 

 



2 

 

In light of this observation, I’d like to suggest a new orientation. What the Torah reveals is not a 

series of progressively more unbearable plagues. It’s rather something else entirely: It’s the 

undoing of creation. 

 

We think of creation as a process that happened in six discreet units – which is true; but it’s 

equally true that that those six units also break down into three dyads. 

• On day one God creates the heavens; on day four He populates them with the sun, the 

moon and the stars; 

• On day two God creates the water; on day five he populates that water with the fish and 

the creatures of the sea; 

• On day three God creates dry land and on day six he populates it with animals and man.  

 

The story of creation is the story of the water, the land, and the sky. 

 

Now think about the plagues. 

 

Let’s leave מכת בכורות out of the equation for now. The first nine plagues break down very neatly 

into sets of three. In every series, the first two convey the essential message; the third – for which 

there’s no warning and no chance to escape – is always punitive. It’s the penalty for failing to 

have heeded the message of the first two.  

 

With this in mind, it becomes very easy to identify the pattern.  

 

The first two plagues – דם and צפרדע – attack the water and its creatures.  

The two plagues of the next set – ערוב and דבר – attack the land and its animals.  

And finally, ברד and ארבה – the hailstorm and the cloud of locusts – overturn the natural order of 

the skies.  

 

Everything that had been so carefully and so beautifully created in the first book of the Torah is 

decimated and deconstructed here in the second.  

 

On this reading, if ever there were a plague we could have intuited or predicted, it would be 

darkness.  

 

If creation has been undone, then we are back at the beginning – back at the moment in time 

when the Torah told us  

על פני תהום. וחשךוהארץ היתה תוהו ובוהו   

In the absence of a created world, there is nothing but darkness.  

 

On the simplest level, it’s a message about those who fail to acknowledge the sovereignty of 

Hashem. Such people are fated to live a life of חושך – to occupy a space devoid of sanctity – 

devoid of creative energy. The Egyptians – in their failure to see the light of Hashem’s created 

world – are plunged back into the darkness.  

 

But I think there’s another message here, too.  
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If the world into which Hashem introduces the Israelites as a nation is uncreated, then it’s our job 

to do the work of creation.  

 

And as the narrative of the Jewish people unfolds, we’re presented time and again with the 

mandate to do just that:  

• We build a Mishkan and a home for Hashem; 

• Through the Mitzvot, we build a community and a nation; 

• We assemble an army; a judiciary and a priesthood. 

• And ultimately we come to the Promised Land. Yes, it’s destined to be ours – but we’ll 

create the narrative of what it looks like.  

 

What’s amazing to notice, though, is that well before we’re directed toward any of these goals, 

our first mission is to create a story.  

 

Before the Exodus – before even the tenth plague – and now we understand why – Moshe goes 

out of his way to stress the duty of every parent to educate his or her child about the story that 

was ready to unfold:  

 

-ָּבֵּתי ְבנֵי- ֶּפַסח הּוא ַליהָוה, ֲאֶׁשר ָּפַסח ַעל-ַוֲאַמְרֶּתם זֶַבח כז.  ָמה ָהֲעבָֹדה ַהּזֹאת, ָלֶכם  יֹאְמרּו ֲאֵליֶכם ְּבנֵיֶכם:-ִּכיְוָהיָה,  כו

 ;ָּבֵּתינּו ִהִּציל- ִמְצַריִם, ְוֶאת-יְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבִמְצַריִם, ְּבנָגְּפֹו ֶאת

 

When your children ask you, ‘What is this service to you?’ you’ll answer and you’ll tell them the 

story of the Jewish people – the story of how Hashem delivered our ancestors from a house of 

bondage.   

 

And then Moshe repeats the Mitzvah two more times.  

 

Before your imaginations get the better of you and you begin to dream of life in liberation, 

Moshe says, remember to cling tightly to the story of your past. Make sure you know it; make 

sure you grasp it; make sure you tell it.  

 

Before you go about the task of creating a polity; go about the task of creating a story.  

 

As Alasdair MacIntyre put it in his book After Virtue, “I can only answer the question ‘What am 

I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’” 

Deprive children of stories, says MacIntyre, and you leave them “anxious stutterers in their 

actions as in their words.” 

 

Rachel and I are at a stage in life when we read and tell a lot of stories.  

 

But it’s not just children who need stories. We all do. They help us navigate anxieties. They give 

us a sense of confidence and purpose. They remind us that we’re not alone in the life challenges 

that confound us. Someone else has faced something not so dissimilar and yet has managed to 

persevere.   
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Today we’re enveloped in שירה on our Shabbat of Song. And of course every melody is a kind of 

story, too: Themes and variations that permit our minds and our hearts to meander and wander 

ever so gently astray.  

 

We will provide the ticket. You provide the dream. 

 

At The Jewish Center, I would put it a little different. We’ll provide the platform; you provide 

the story.  

 

So much of what we do here has intrinsic value: The davening, the learning, the chesed, the 

Israel advocacy. But it also has instrumental value. Every time we set foot in this building 

represents another opportunity to connect with the people around us. Every time we’re here is 

another opportunity to share our stories.  

 

When we become story-tellers we share pieces of ourselves; we let our guard down; we become 

personal and knowable; we implicitly build trust; and a sense of friendship and comradery are 

sure to follow. 

 

And there’s an equal if not greater value to the flip side. Not everyone is an author or teacher. 

Not everyone has a built-in audience. When we become listeners – when we become the 

audience – we give someone else a voice; we validate them and build up their sense of purpose; 

we become partners in the fellowship of sharing.   

 

In the end, you don’t need a winning lottery to have cause to celebrate; just a good story.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


