Va'era: How and Why is this Plague different from all other Plagues?

Number 7: 10=7+3

[takes place at midnight.

Rabbi Eliot Malomet January 25, 2025 25 Tevet 5785
FOUR DIFFERENT WAYS TO GROUP THE TEN PLAGUES
R. Yehuda-Haggada: 3-3-3-1 Five Pairs of 2: 2-2-2-2-2 2 Groups of 5: 5-5
This is the traditional grouping that ||The plagues are ordered in The plagues are ordered in a
we are most familiar with. |pairs: "concentric" way:
(1) Blood [(4) Swarms |(7) Hail (1) Blood __|(2) Frogs Blood
(2) Frogs |(5) Pestilence |(8) Locusts |[Plagues affecting the Nile. F‘_'Ogs T
(3) Lice  [(6) Boils (9) Darkness ||(3) Lice  [(4) Swarms ;lce
(10) Death of the Firstborn Insect plagues. Pwirlmns
Plagues 1, 4 and 7 have Moses (5) Pestilence](6) Boils stﬂ; ence
|presenting himself (n2x3) before Iliness plagues. Hail
Pharaoh in the morn.ing. Plagues 2,5, ||(7) Hail [(8) Locusts Locusts
;l’lllld 8 hl‘:"e D:llot;es tghq“(lig (lm‘) to " Plagues affecting crops. Darkness
araoh, and the third plague In €ach |l g n,rkpess (10) Death of  ||Firstborn ————
set, nos. 3, 6 and 9, arrives with no . . .

: . the Firstborn _[|Each concentric pair has a
'warning. In this structure, each plague - 5 .
h thing i ith th Plagues that instrumentalize ||jcommon element. Example:

;135 som:haltnagrm.;o::m(::nm . t'e n darkness: the three-day F19mD 2% 732 (Exod. 7:14) at the
Pn t%luesth " te lTh ei (s) th el£0s1 to ¢ [blackout (obviously), and the ||plague of Blood and 41X %3
in the other sets. T he 10th plague IS St . th of the Firstborn which |[iz% ny *n7357 (Exod. 10:1) at
apart as it is the climax of the plagues.

the Death of the Firstborn.

This follows a
consistent pattern in
'which biblical lists of
10 give prominence to
|the 7th and 10th
elements. To wit, the
7th day, the 7th in a
[list of nations, the 7th
child, and the 7th
generation etc.' The
parasha division
reflects this: the first
7 plagues are in
|grouped in Va'era,
while the last 3 are in
Bo. Hail is the 7th
plague. It stands out
in a lot of ways.

Because the Seder shapes so much TEXT STATS OF THE PLAGUE STORIES

of our encounter with the Exodus Plague  [Verses (Words [Plague name|God's
StOI'y, most Of us think Of the 10 occurs Name
Plagues as groups of three, [1 TBlood  [14  [198 [a7 5x 8x
accordmg to the acronyms of [y Frogs 15 194 v7e% 11x Ox
Rabbi Yehuda in the Haggadah: 3 |Lice 4 7 215 5% %
2'"'nx3 w1y 1" 87-De-TZa-KH, A- :

: ' : 4 |Swarms |13 205 29y 7x 11x
Da-SH, and Be'-A-Ha-V. 5 |Pestil 7 97 1 7
However, there are at least three es.tl ence 137 X X
other ways the plagues can be [0 B01.ls S 78 Ty 4x 3x
organized as illustrated in the chart | 7__[Hail 23 346 772 14x 14x
above.? 8 |[Locusts |20 366 7208 7x 13x
Hail: More than the 7th Plague. |9 |Darkness |7 106  |7wh 3x 6x
As the 7th plague there are many |10 |Firstborn (10 174 1922 4x 6x

things that distinguish it. The Hail

story has the most verses® of all the plagues and also mentions
God the most with a God-symbolic number: 14 (2 x 7) times.
The word 793 also appears 14 times, more than any other
plague.* Here are seven other ways in which this seventh

plague is different.

1. Confronting Pharaoh in the Morning: Bringing Chaos
to Pharaoh's World of Order. God instructs Moses to
present himself before Pharaoh in the morning: 9p22 23wW3
7Ymp %35% 23 nm-Start-early in the morning, station yourself

before Pharaoh (Exod. 9:13). This
catches our attention because it
happens on two other occasions in
the plague stories - before the
plagues of Blood a7 and Swarms
29y (7:16 and 8:16 respectively).
In both of those instances, when
God tells Moses to go to Pharaoh
in the morning, God stipulates to
Moses to go to Pharaoh as he
(Pharaoh) goes out of the
water. But here prior to the plague
of Hail, God does not include the
going out of the water stipulation.
The rabbis explain that on the two

other occasions, Moses ambushed Pharaoh while he was
just completing his morning bathing/toilet routine!> But
here, he confronted Pharaoh before his morning routine!
That's some nerve! Egyptologists are convinced however, that
Pharaoh's morning bathing/toilet routine did not involve going
into the Nile. Rather it involved a series of other preparatory
cleansing rituals that were done in a temple area, prior to his
daily presentation of the goddess Ma'at, the goddess
responsible for the orderly running of the cosmos, the Nile,

" Gary Rendsburg has highlighted this in a 1992 study of his discussing the importance of the 7th place in lists of 10. For
example, the Amorites are seventh in the list of nations living in Canaan in Gen. 15:19-21. Hanokh is the seventh generation
from Adam and is distinguished as having walked with God (Gen. 5:21-22). After Leah gives birth to six sons and a daughter,
Joseph is the seventh full son born to Jacob (this excludes the four sons of the concubines Bilha and Zilpa). Boaz is the seventh
generation after Peretz and there are many more examples.
2These ideas are based on Scott B. Noegel's article, Why Pharaoh Went to the Nile in the Morning, at TheTorah.com.

3The account of the plague of Locusts actually has more words than Hail, but that is because there is a dialogue that takes
place between Pharaoh and his magicians during that plague that interrupts the narrative.
4 The plague of the Firstborn is described in 11:1-10. In that chapter 1id2 occurs 4 times. When the plague is carried out in
12:29-30 10> occurs another 4 times.
5Shmot Rabbah 12:1, Tanhuma Buber Va'era 16:4.



and the sun. If that is the religious background to this
confrontation then the Torah is artfully presenting us with a
clash of worldviews. Pharaoh who is summoning Ma'at, the
goddess of order, in the morning, and is confronted with
Moses who is summoning the one and only God-i1, who will
be bringing a complete and utter chaos never experienced
before to Egypt, on the morning of the following day.
2. Hail=All the Plagues. >ndy» ®3 Ny nbi "X NNTT YD %9
TRY2Y T2V 3% IN- Indeed, this time I will send all my
plagues upon your heart, and against your servants, and
against your people, (Exod. 9:14a). Hail is the equivalent to
snban ©2-all my plagues. Hail will wreak such havoc that it
will surpass everything that has been experienced up until
now.
3. Hail Will Bring Maximum Knowledge of God. In that
same warning, Moses says: Y787 793 %142 18 99 Y0 M12p3- so
that you may know that there is none like me throughout all
the land; (Exod. 9:14b). This theme occurs throughout the
plague narrative. But the scope of knowledge of God widens
with this plague.
4. Hail is Historic. Moses warns Pharaoh that this will be a
plague like no other: 7937 217 % 2R3 3R 727 XY WK
a0y TY)-the like of which has never been in Egypt from the
days of its founding until now! (Exod. 9:18) Once the plague
occurs the Torah repeats the idea with a slight modification:
135 07 IR 2IYN PN 922 1D M7 N Win-the like of which
had never been throughout all the land of Egypt since it had
become a nation. (Exod. 9:24). The only other epoch-defining
plague is the death of the firstborn.
5. God-Fearing People Heeded the Warning. Moses
indicates that all livestock and people who remain out of doors
during plague will die. Those who heard this warning now had
a choice: ignore it and die or heed it and save yourself and your
family. Some Egyptians listened to the warning and took
precautions. Remarkably, they were God-fearing even if they
were Egyptian servants to Pharaoh. 7998 973w% /77927 DR X7
2°027 98 1T3pR DR 172V NN o%3-Whoever feared for the word
of the Lord among Pharaoh’s servants had his servants and
his livestock flee into the houses, (Exod. 9:24). This is the
only plague in which we see that
some Egyptians are rewarded for
fearing God. This is the exact
center of the story and the crack in
the foundation of the regime.
6. Fire and Ice: The Impossible
Mixture. The text recounts an
extraordinary feature of this plague:
739 T30 Tin3 nopbon W) 773 O
78%-The hail was very heavy—fire 8
flashing in the midst of the hail - BEF"
(Exod. 9:24). This is not any
ordinary hail, a sudden burst of
frozen ice pellets, but biblical hail,

2% 793 PR T3 wing o 7ing 03| We can point to the

RS

277308 2w Wy 23ip iz niwyy) Ni7| fact that fire and

Rashi: It was a miracle within a water were essential
miracle! Fire and hail mingled, elements in Egyptian

although hail is water! But in order to | religion,  elements
perform the will of their Creator they | that sustain life, and
made peace one with the other. that the Torah is

inverting them here
as elements that will lead to immediate death and destruction.
A fire-enclosgd ice-ball is hard to imagine anywhere, let alone
Egypt, where this kind of violent precipitation is very rare. We
will encounter another fire-enclosed item in the Exodus story
very soon: the fire-enclosed cloud that accompanied and
protected Israel from the very moment they left Egypt (Exod.
13:21). Here is a wild speculation: hail is a fragment of
"frozen cloud". The presence of fire in the hail is
tantalizingly similar to the presence of fire in the pillar of
cloud that protected Israel. On the journey, the fire-enclosed
cloud led them on earth for forty years. During the plague of
hail, the frozen fragments of the fire-enclosed cloud rained
down on Egypt from heaven for close to forty hours.
7. Pharaoh's|Unusual Moment of Contrition. The hail was
so severe that it caused immense damage, ruining crops and
trees, and killing animals and people. Upon seeing the
devastation, Rharaoh repents and begs Moses to relent: 12w
“IN1 POTRT 17 AYRT SNRYN DTN VN 1IN AR RPN AP0
2YwNT »W- Pharaoh sent and had Moses and Aaron called
and said to tlrem: This-time I have sinned! God is the one-
in-the-right, |l and my people are the ones-in-the-wrong!
(Exod. 9:27) This is a turning point in the story. But Pharaoh
is a great recidivist: Pharaoh is Pharaoh. Xun® ne»-And
Pharaoh saw|that the rain and the hail and the thunder had
stopped, so He continued to sin: he made his heart heavy-
with-stubbornness, his and his servants’ (Exod. 9:34). §
Being seventh is enough to make you special in the Bible. But
the Torah hatnesses the specialness of the seventh plague to
convey a deeper, religious message. This is the plague where
fear of God ¢nters the story. Some Egyptians act on it, and
some don't. Those who do are spared. Those who don't meet
with devastation. This is also the plague where
.88 the possibility of human change, or what we call
L2 teshuvah enters the story. The message is clear:
P given the opportunity to admit guilt and chart a
new course, Pharaoh chooses to revert back to
cruelty. The story could have ended there.
Pharoah could have freed the Israelites and
spared the Egyptians further suffering and
punishment. But at this critical juncture,
¥ plague 7, Pharaoh failed and that led to cata-
"|strophe. The seventh plague is special because
it illustrates God's imprint on humanity: moral
freedom and the capacity for moral change
I\ |based on reverence for God. That is God's

fire enclosed in ice! Rashi, offers a Ah L‘ Py} WM.;" }‘ P ‘u signature, encoded by the number 7, and that

lovely homily:

Ruth Schreiber: The Plague of Hail

Wendy Rosen in honor of the Bar Mitzvah
anniversaries of Mitchel and Gerald Rosen, z'l.

is why this plague is different from all the
others. Shabbat Shalom!
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pray for the ones who remain. May God protect them and their families. May

God comfort the bereaved, heal the wounded and shield Israel from terror.




