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Parshat Va’era 5777
We are used to thinking that the 10 plagues which G-d brought on the Egyptians were all spectacular miracles. Indeed, the 5th Perek of Pirkei Avos states ‘עשרה נסים נעשו לאבותינו במצרים’ 10 miracles were done for our forefathers in Egypt and many Mefarshim take this approach.
However, the Abarbanel and others look to offer natural explanations for these seemingly wondrous events. The Abarbanel proposes that the plagues were the following chain of events which naturally led one to the other:
· The river was turned to blood (he doesn’t offer a ‘natural’ explanation for this), killing the fish

· Due to the death of the fish, the river became vile and uninhabitable so the frogs emerged onto dry land and entered Egyptian houses

· As frogs died, the land became foul, attracting lice
· The lice compounded the unpleasantness and all sorts of insects, worms and wild animals  gathered

· The deteriorating conditions on land led to vegetation dying and as people killed the animals, their carcasses were added to those of the frogs. The lack of food and rotting carcasses led to pestilence among cattle.

· Humans started to be affected by the worsening conditions and developed boils 

· The conditions on land started affecting the atmosphere; steam and smoke rose from the land causing fiery hail
· After the hail, a cleansing easterly wind passed over Egypt (10:13; we often see things freshen up after a storm) and this brought in the locusts
· Hashem sent a westerly wind to remove the locusts (10:19). The westerly wind brought great humidity and intensely thick clouds, causing darkness
· These heavy clouds polluted the air to the extent that it became deadly, killing the firstborns
At face value, explaining that the 10 plagues came about through a ‘natural’ process of cause and effect would seem to minimise the awe and perhaps even theological significance of Yetzias Mitzrayim. Indeed modern scientists and historians have offered up other ‘natural’ explanations of the 10 plagues, and these explanations have been used to ‘explain away’ their religious significance.   (For example, there was an article in the Telegraph in 2010 entitled ‘Biblical Plagues Really Did Happen’. It quotes climatologists as identifying a change in the Egyptian climate about 3300 years ago triggering hot, dry conditions and suggests that this triggered a chain of events, very similar to that proposed by the Abarbanel, which led to the first six plagues. It also cites 
scientists who believe that a volcanic eruption also occurred around that time with the suggestion that this caused hail, humidity which brought locusts and volcanic ash clouds causing darkness).
However, I believe that such a reaction misses the point.    Firstly, how would Abarbanel respond to suggestion that if these were natural events, perhaps G-d wasn’t involved at all? The answer lies in the context. The fact that the 10 plagues took place in the context of Jewish slavery, of Moshe giving advance warning of the plagues, the plagues only affecting Egyptians and not Jews and of the 10 plagues acting ‘Middah keNeged Middah’, measure for measure against the behaviour of the Egyptians (they killed babies in the water so it turned to blood etc), made it clear that these natural events were not random but were intended and brought about by God.
But then why bring about the plagues through natural means?      The aim of Yetzias Mitzrayim and the 10 plagues was not just to give retribution to the Egyptians. It was designed to teach us lessons about Hashem and His involvement in the world. In particular, The Abarbanel and others note three phrases through the course of the plagues which highlight the key messages being given:
בזאת תדע כי אני ה' – “with this you will know that I am Hashem,” teaching us of G-d’s existence
למען תדע כי אני ה' בקרב הארץ – “in order that you know that I am Hashem in the midst of the land,” namely that G-d knows and guides what happens in the world
בעבור תדע כי אין כמוני בכל הארץ – “in order that you know that there is none like Me in the land,” showing that G-d is all powerful.
In light of the second of these messages, we can suggest that the plagues were brought about through natural means to teach us a powerful lesson relating to how Hashem runs the world. It is unsurprising that G-d can intervene in the world by over-riding natural cause and effect; what is perhaps less obvious is that He intervenes in the world through natural cause-and-effect. In the words of Ani Ma’amin, the plagues were teaching us that Hashem is מנהיג לכל הברואים, He does not just stand by and let things happen and occasionally press the over-ride button and perform miracles; rather He is actively involved in guiding us as individuals, nature and the world as a whole in day-to-day, natural situations.
And as Hashem’s miraculous interventions are rare and for the vast majority of Jewish history, all we openly see is the world of cause and effect, this lesson of Hashem running the world, and intervening though nature, is actually the lesson which was more important to teach us. Of course, G-d, being All-Powerful, can perform miracles but we also need to be aware of His constant guiding hand through our lives and history as a whole.









