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The time for the penultimate plague has arrived. Darkness descends upon all of
Egypt but with the few details that the Torah chooses to reveal to us, we remain in
the dark in attempting to understand that which occurred.

The plague itself and the ensuing dialogue that occurred between Par’o and Moshe
and Aharon are clouded by the many questions that arise. Perhaps we can see
some of those difficulties, shed some light on some of them and thereby have a
greater grasp of the Plague of Darkness, its meaning and its implications.

We begin by viewing a few verses that introduce this ninth plague that we find in
our Parshas Bo. We read (Sh’mos Perek 10/P’sukim 21-25):
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Hashem said to Moshe, ‘Stretch out your hand towards the heavens and it
will be darkness upon the Land of Egypt and the darkness will be felt.” Moshe
stretched out his hand towards the heavens and it was darkness of heavy
clouds in all of the Land of Egypt for three days. No person saw his brother
and no person arose from under him for three days; but for all of B’nei Yisroel
there was light in their dwellings. Par’o called to Moshe and he said, ‘Go and
serve Hashem; but your sheep and your cattle will stay; your children will
also go with you.” Moshe said, ‘You, too, will place in our hands offerings and
burnt-offerings and we will do for Hashem our G-d.

We have already pointed out, in reference to Makkas Borod, the plague of hail, that
the phrase
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which we translated as:
‘Stretch out your hand towards the heavens

really means



‘stretch out your hand above the heavens’.

We will soon examine the meaning of that phrase in the context of Makkas
Choshech, the plague of darkness.

And there is an additional question. What does the term:
YN wn'
mean precisely?

We translated it as ‘darkness will be felt’. And that is in accord with many
meforshim.

However, when | read Targum Onkelos | become bewildered. He writes:
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There will be darkness over the Land of Egypt after the darkness of night is
removed.

What possibly could Onkelos mean? The plague of darkness is to bring darkness,
not to remove it?

And the difficulties continue.

In two successive P’sukim the Torah writes that the Makkah lasted for three days.
Once we were told its duration, why should the length of the plague be repeated?

Furthermore, the conclusion of the Posuk that mentions the ‘three days’ for a
second time reads:
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For all of B’nei Yisroel there was light in their dwellings.

Now, we are not surprised that this plague did not smite Israel. We have been told
before regarding some of the makkos that Israel did not suffer from them.

However, the way that the Torah told us until now is different than that which is
conveyed in this verse.

Regarding the Plague of Arov we read (Sh’mos Perek 8/Posuk 18):
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| Hashem will distinguish on that day the Land of Goshen that My People
stand upon it so that there will not be Arov in order that you shall know that
| Hashem am in the midst of the land.

Regarding the Plague of Hail we read (ibid. Perek 9/Posuk 26):
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Only in the Land of Goshen that B’nei Yisroel were there, there was no hail.

Why did the Torah choose to express itself differently regarding Israel’s exemption
from Makkas Choshech? Why did it not mention Goshen and say, in its place,
aniavna?

And more; we read above:
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Par’o called to Moshe and he said, ‘Go and serve Hashem; but your sheep
and your cattle will stay; your children will also go with you.’

When did Par’o ‘call’ to Moshe? If he called to him during the days of darkness —
how was that possible? The Egyptians could not see and then no one could even
move.

If Par’o called to Moshe following the days of darkness, after the plague had
concluded, then his conversation with Moshe Rabbenu was unprecedented.

In each instance when Par’o called to Moshe it was to seek respite from the plague
that was smiting Egypt at that time in its fury. Par’o called to them to seek relief
from his present suffering and from that of his people. If Par’'o had to wait until the
plague subsided — otherwise how would he have been able to contact Moshe - what
was he seeking? The suffering had subsided.

And finally, for the time being, perhaps the most puzzling question of all. The final
Posuk in the section that was brought above reads:
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Moshe said, ‘You, too, will place in our hands offerings and burnt-offerings
and we will do for Hashem our G-d.

We will let Or HaChaim HaKodosh express our incredulity for us. He writes:
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You, too, will place in our hands — This is difficult. How could the Eved
Hashem —Moshe Rabbenu - make a strong request of offerings for G-d from
this disgraceful and impure person — Par’o who raised his mouth against the
Holy One of Israel, besides the fact that he was a non-Jew? ‘The offerings of
the wicked are abominations!”

There is much more to explore, but let us try to have a picture of what occurred
regarding the Plague of Darkness, based on the questions that were raised?.

Unquestionably qwin non, the plague of darkness was not a regular night that was
particularly cloudy or lasted a long time.

When Onkelos tells us that the plague of darkness came about when the night
ended and HaKodosh Boruch removed the natural darkness that comes at sunset
and ends at dawn, he informed us that this plague’s darkness was a new creation.

It is true that sometimes things are so dark that you literally cannot see your hand
before your face. That is how lbn Ezra explains the plague. He writes:

1 The verse reads:
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The offering of the wicked is an abomination of Hashem; the prayers of the
upright are His Will.

See also Mishlei Perek 21/Posuk 27:
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The offering of the wicked are an abomination; even when they bring it, it is
plotting.

2 In no way do we suppose that our presentation is the only possibility. However, in
light of the questions that we have raised we hope that what we present here will be
consonant with many of the explanations of Chazal and those of many of the
meforshim.
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Behold, in the ocean a very thick darkness comes in which a person cannot
distinguish between day and night and that situation can continue
sometimes for five days. And | was in such a situation many times.

And because such darkness is a natural phenomenon, lbn Ezra explains that the
inability for people to move was not due to the physicality of the darkness but to
the effect that the total lack of visibility causes. He writes:
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A person did not arise from that which was under him — i.e from his home.
This phrase is like what we find when Israel was told: Everyone should stay
where that is underneath him [and that means — stay in your place] because
where could they go without light?

However, the need for Hashem to raise Moshe above the heavens implies that
Moshe was overcoming nature just as he did in the Plague of Hail when fire and
water joined together to punish Egypt.

Nature, as Hashem created it from the very beginning of time was (B’reishis Perek
1/Posuk 5):
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There was night and there was day.
And the Posuk there tells us:
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Hashem called the light ‘day’ and to the darkness He called ‘night’.

That is from the very beginning of Creation Hashem instilled in nature the daily
patterns with which we are so familiar.

But for this ninth plague, Hashem wanted to demonstrate one final time, prior to
His freeing of Israel, His complete mastery over Creation. And, therefore, davka He
allowed Moshe to make a chiddush, to temporarily overturn nature and, when



night ended, to introduce a form that appeared to be like night, but one that had a
physicality to its dimension.

In this ninth plague, the darkness was not merely an absence of light. This darkness
was a substance in and of its own, no different than any other substance in
Creation.

And that substance gradually increased in strength over its first three days, the
number of days mentioned the first time, and became even more substantial
during the next three days, the number of days mentioned the second time in the
Posuk that follows.

The darkness was felt —quin wn'!

Regarding Par’o’s call for Moshe in relationship to the Plague of Darkness, Targum
Yonoson writes:
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At the end of three days, Par’o called to Moshe.

It seems that Targum Yonoson holds that there were three days of darkness only,
not six. And since there was no visibility at all during those days, and no movement
either, Par’o’s call to Moshe came only after the plague had reached its conclusion.

Such an approach leaves itself open to a major question. The previous times that
Par’o called to Moshe, the reason for that call was to seek respite from his suffering
and that of his people. Itis therefore understandable that his promises, made time
and time again, were merely a ruse. He was trying to trick Moshe Rabbenu. And
even though Moshe Rabbenu wasn’t tricked because Hashem had informed Moshe
in advance that such would be Par’o’s demeanor?, Par’o didn’t know that and
thought that he was outsmarting Moshe, and maybe Hashem as well.

3 At the Burning Bush Hashem told Moshe (Sh’mos Perek 3/Posuk 19)
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I know that the King of Egypt will not allow you to go, and not with a strong
hand.

In last week’s Parshas Voera we read (ibid. Perek 9/Posuk 30):
‘D", 8 N 19N [N DY D AYT! ' TAV NRN



Certainly such false promises only underscored Par’o’s wickedness and justified
Hashem hardening Par’o’s heart and adding more and more punishments to him.

On the other hand, if Par'o only sought Moshe’s mercy after the plague had
concluded, then it would appear that there was a sea-change in Par’o’s attitude.
What would Par’o gain at this time from Moshe? There would have been no
seeking of a relaxation or respite — the respite was already there. Perhaps, if such
were the case that Par’o turned to Moshe after the plague’s cessation, Par’o was
showing signs of true repentance and thus would not have deserved the harsh
Divine response that he received.

The fact that that this venue, when Moshe was called before Par’o at the Plague of
Darkness, served as the venue for announcing the final plague of ninipa non,
seems to imply that Par’o’s evil was at its pinnacle and there was no choice but to
deliver the final and most destructive punishment upon him and upon Egypt. If the
plague had already ceased and yet Moshe was called before Par’o to eliminate
further plagues, that would not seem like it was the pinnacle of evil.

Thus, we note the explanation of the Netziv. He writes:
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Par’o called — Rav lbn Ezra wrote that this was after the three days when the
Egyptians saw light*. That does not appear to be the p’shat. If that is the
p’shat, why would Par’o do so?

But, [the p’shat is] that Par’o called for Moshe during the darkness and he
sent Hebrews to do his bidding.

[He sent Hebrews to do his bidding] because since the Hebrews became
important in the eyes of Par’o, as is written above>, they became like

You, Par’o, and your servants I know that not yet have you feared before G-d.
4 Ibn Ezra explains that the duration of the Plague of Darkness was 3 days, not 6.

5 See the Netziv’'s commentary there.



members of his household. And all the more so did they served him during
the darkness and he used them as his messengers.

The availability of the Hebrews to do Par’o’s bidding was invaluable during the days
of darkness. Only the Hebrews were able to see; only they had light.

That is what we read earlier:
'DNAYINA VIR N XY A L.
For all of B’nei Yisroel there was light in their dwellings.

We noted above that even though the exceptionality of Israel during the plagues
was not unique during Makkas Choshech, the Torah’s description of it is indeed
exceptional.

Why did the Torah write here Dniawiny, ‘in their dwellings” and not |[w1a yaX2a as it
wrote in other instances?

The answer to this question may very well bring support to the Netziv’'s chiddush
that Par’o sent for Moshe using his Hebrew attendants.

DnIawin implies wherever they were®. Wherever the Hebrews were they had light.
And thus by this change in its language the Torah is telling us that if Hebrews were
ensconced in Par’o’s palace, even while all of the Egyptians were fumbling about or
frozen in their places, the Hebrews’ movements were free and uneventful.

6 The Torah writes n>'niawm, your dwellings, in a number of places. One example is
Parshas Emor (Vayikro Perek 23/Posuk 3) where we read:
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Six days your work shall be done and on the seventh day it is a Shabbos of
Shabbos, a holy convocation; you shall not do any work; it is Shabbos for
Hashem in all of your dwelling places.

By writing n>'niawin the Torah indicates that the observance of Shabbos is not
limited to any one geographical location. Its Halachos apply everywhere.

By using the say term regarding the light that Israel had during the Egyptian’s
darkness, we are told that wherever they were, the Israelites had light.



But it is not only the nature of qYwIn Ndn that we must explain. The meeting of
Moshe and Aharon in Par’o’s palace when Par’o called for them also raises many
issues that we must attempt to understand.

Let us see some of those issues.
We read (Perek 10/P’sukim 28-29):

NINA 19 NN DA 19 19 NIKY 90N 7K 77 Y *7yn 77 Y9 17 Kt
1232 NiRY TiY qOX N7 NNAT |2 NYN NI

Par’o said to Moshe, ‘Go from me, guard yourself against continuing to see
my face because on the day that you will see my face, you will die.’

Moshe said, “Thus you have spoken; | will not continue to see your face.’

Par’o was angered by Moshe’s refusal to agree to the conditions Par’o set for Israel
to go out of Egypt and he banished Moshe with a severe threat.

Moshe replied that Par’o’s words would be fulfilled. They would never come face
to face again.

However, the continuity of the events, as the Torah tells us, does not seem to bear
out those words, the words of Par’o and the words of Moshe.

In the intervening verses, Hashem tells Moshe to instruct the people to borrow
items from the Egyptians and then tells Moshe regarding the impending non
N2, the killing of the first-born Egyptians.

It would have seemed apparent that this prophecy had to have occurred after
Moshe departed the palace since we have seen before that Moshe’s
communication with Hashem did not take place within the impure environs of the
Egyptian cities.

However, immediately following this revelation, Moshe again addresses Par’o.
How could that have happened? Both Moshe and Par’o said that they would not
see each other again.

Furthermore, following NN non, we read (Perek :

1271 7Y 12 DA DRX DA MY RN IRY IR MR N7 DR YN X
'DDNATY ‘N NN ATY



Par’o called to Moshe that night and he said, ‘Arise, go out from the midst of
my people, also you and also B’nei Yisroel; go serve Hashem as you spoke’.

If Par’o broke his word and saw Moshe again, we are not bothered. This was not
the first time that Par’o broke his word and, if he continued to live, it would
probably not be the last time either.

On the other hand, Moshe affirmed Par’o’s words. How could Moshe have seen
Par’o when he, Moshe, said that he would not look at him again?

Netziv offers an interesting interpretation of Moshe’s response to Par’'o when he
said:

TIV QOK XY
| will not continue anymore.

It would seem, Netziv says, that the word 7V, anymore, is superfluous. If Moshe
said ‘1 will not continue’ then TIy, ‘anymore’ is already implied.

However, Netziv reminds us that sometimes the word TIV is not synonymous with
‘continue’, i.e. repeating the same action again.

Sometimes TIV means repeating the same event exactly as it was until now.
Therefore he writes:
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I will not continue anymore — Moshe added the word TIy that has as an
implication that ‘I will not continue to see you ‘many times’ as it has been
until now. That is how Chazal explained the Mishnah at the end of

7'The entire verse reads:
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And all of the spoils of the city you shall gather into its main street and you
shall burn the city with fire and all of its spoils, completely; it is for Hashem
your G-d; the city shall be an eternal hill; is shall not be built anymore.



Masseches Sanhedrin (111 b®) regarding the nnTan ', the city that has to
be destroyed because the majority of its inhabitants were idolaters.

There the Torah writes:
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It should not be built ‘anymore’ and Chazal said, that the word 7 comes to
teach that it cannot be built again ‘as it was’.

Therefore, Moshe said TIV to say that in the way that he had seen Par’o until now,
he will not see him again. [Until now, Moshe came to Par’o] and now Par’o will
come to Moshe.?

However, Rashi does not accept the explanation of Netziv and therefore he teaches
us that the Divine prophecy that Moshe received did not take place at a time and
place other than Par’o’s demand that Moshe not see Par’o ever again. Rashi writes:
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When Moshe was standing before Par’o this prophecy [of B’nei Yisroel
borrowing the items from the Egyptians and the killing of the first-born] was
said. [It had to be so because] when Moshe went out from before Par’o, he
never saw him again.

8 We read there:
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Rabbi Akiva says, ‘It shall not be built again’ — [It shall not be built to be the
way that it was] but it can be made into gardens and orchards.

9 Ramban writes:
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The explanation of Par’o calling for Moshe and Aharon [following ninina nonl is
that Par’o came to the door of their house and called out in the darkness, ‘arise
and go out from the midst of my people’.

Alternatively, he sent Egyptian messengers [but did not go himself].

Both explanations of Ramban state that, in fact, Par’o’s voice was heard but he and
Moshe never saw each other.



That is, when Moshe said that he would not see Par’o again, he was not reacting to
Par'o. He informed Par’o, angrily, that he would not see him again.

It might seem that Moshe’s words were reacting to Par’o’s threat by the very way
that Moshe speaks to Par’o regarding the aftermath of ninid2 non that was to take
place in the upcoming days. The Torah writes (Perek 11/Posuk 8):
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[Moshe said,] ‘All of your servants — they will come down to me and bow
before me saying, ‘Go out, you and all of the people who are at your feet and
then | will go out;” Moshe went out from before Par’o fuming.

But there is another reason for Moshe Rabbenu, the most of humble of mankind,
to be angry. The door of Teshuva is never closed. Par’o could have had a change of
heart the next time that Moshe Rabbenu would approach him. It may have
appeared that Par’'o was closing the door in Moshe’s face. In reality, Par’o closed
the door upon himself, denying himself the opportunity to have one more chance
to change his ways.

And perhaps that is the p’shat of Moshe’s seemingly strange words — that Par’o
would also provide animals for to offer to HaKodosh Boruch Hu when Israel would
leave Egypt to worship the Creator.

We saw the strong words of the Or HaChaim HaKodosh. Ramban, centuries before,
raised the subject. He writes:
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10 The entire Posuk reads:
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Also your sheep, also your cattle take — like you spoke — and go; you should
bless me as well.
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Also you will place in our hands offerings and burnt-offerings — Moshe did
not say this with the intent that it would be done [i.e. that he would offer
Korbonos from the flocks of Par’o] and he did not do so at all [to offer
Korbonos from Par’o’s flocks].

Moshe said this to emphasize and strengthen his words.

He said [to Par’o] that the Hand of Hashem would weigh heavily upon Par’o
and upon his people to such an extent that Par'o would give animals for
offering and all that he had to save his own life.

And in fact, when Par’o said to Moshe [after nini>2a Nndon] ‘you should bless
me as well’ he would have given all of his flocks to atone for him.

But Moshe never thought to bring the offering of the wicked which is an
abomination because Hashem wanted to beat him down, not to atone for
him. Hashem wanted to punish Par’o and to shake up him and his army in
the sea.

Nonetheless, had Par’'o come to his senses, perhaps he could have saved himself
and his people!? and Moshe’s fury was directed towards this unnecessary loss of

11 The entire verse reads:
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The offering of the wicked is an abomination; they will bring it as a plot.
12 Support for this thesis can be received from the types of offerings that Moshe
mentioned to Par’o — n'nari niy.

The Korbon Oloh is the burnt-offering. That is clear. What are zevachim?

Zevachim refers to other offerings, most like Korbonos Sh’lomim which are free-will,
donated offerings.

In Masseches Menachos (73 b) we learn that non-Jews can bring Korbonos to the Beis
HaMikdosh and specifics regarding what they can bring.

There is a dispute there if they can bring any type of free-will offering, which would
include Shlomim or only bring a Korban Oloh.



life that Par’o’s stubbornness was now going to cause with the advent of the killing
of the first-born.

But together with the Divine Revelation regarding N2 ndn, Hashem
commanded Moshe regarding Israel’s borrowing of the items from the Egyptians
also at that time, in the context of the plague of darkness.

Why was that command given at that time specifically?

In order to answer that question, let us revisit the P’sukim of the plague of darkness
and offer an interpretation that may summarize what we have attempted to learn.

We read:
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Moshe stretched out his hand towards the heavens and it was darkness of
heavy clouds in all of the Land of Egypt for three days. No person saw his
brother and no person arose from being underneath for three days; for all of
B’nei Yisroel there was light in their dwellings.

During the plague of darkness, despite its terrifying effect, despite that the rules of
nature were overturned, despite the fact that the night had ended and this new
type of darkness was created, a substantive darkness, and invaded the world of the
Egyptians — they, the Egyptians did not move. They remained frozen in their place.
The Egyptians blocked out the revelatory light that the plagues brought as they
revealed the Hand of G-d and His mastery. They would not change.

The Halachah is that they can only bring a Korban Oloh and therefore Moshe’s
statement regarding Zevachim is problematic. Even if he had no intention of ever
taking and using Par’o’s offerings, why would he mention something that was
impossible according to the Halachah?

It may be that such was Moshe’s wish: that ultimately Par’o would come to his senses,
see the Hand of G-d that has mastery over all of Creation and be moved to such an
extent that he would change his status to be able to offer Shlomim, not only the Oloh.



Despite all of that, the Egyptians remained in the dark!

Israel, though, had light. Israel was enlightened. Why was the command to borrow
the items given in the context of the plague of darkness?

The Midrash Sh’mos Rabba (Parshata 14/3) writes:
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During the three days of darkness, Hashem gave the Israelites favor in the
eyes of the Egyptians and they lent them [the various items].

The Israelites would enter the Egyptian houses [during the Days of Darknes]
and would see silver and golden vessels and clothing.

[After the days of darkness] if the Egyptians would say, ‘we have nothing to
lend to you’, the Israelites would say, ‘you do have something and it is in this
and that place’.

At that moment the Egyptians said, ‘If the Israelites had wanted to cheat us
they would have taken the items during the days of darkness and we would
not have known. They saw the items before and they would not touch them
without our permission!’

And so the Egyptians did not hold onto the articles but they lent them.

As we stand at the threshold of the Exodus, as we stand at the initiation of the
Children of Israel becoming the People of Israel, we know that Hashem brought
darkness upon the Egyptians and gave light to Israel.

But now we have learned an additional lesson. The Egyptians brought darkness
upon themselves and our ancestors created light for themselves with their
exemplary demeanor.



As we await the Geula Shleima and see so much darkness that surrounds us, we
can be inspired by our ancestors, oppressed and demeaned slaves who made

certain that the light would not be extinguished.

May we find that light and illuminate our lives, individually and nationally for
our own Exodus from Exile to Redemption.

Shabbat Shalom
Rabbi Pollock



