
This resource is from  Ceremony & Celebration: Family Edition for Pesach
based on the teachings and writings of Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks זצ"ל

Find more at www.rabbisacks.org

ר מַכּוֹת עֶשֶׂ

T H E  T E N  P L A G U E S

IN A NUTSHELL

One of the most exciting and 
colourful parts of the story of the 
Exodus is the Ten Plagues. There 
is a custom to spill a drop of wine 
as we say the name of each plague. 
There are many reasons given 
for this, but the most beautiful 
is that of Abudraham, (a 14th 
century Rabbi from Spain who is 
best known for his commentary 
on the siddur), who interprets it 
in accordance with the verse, “Do 
not rejoice when your enemy falls” 
(Proverbs 24:17). We give thanks 
for the miraculous plagues which 
brought our ancestors out of Egypt 
and granted them freedom, but 
at the same time, we also shed 
a symbolic tear for those who 
suffered. 

DEEP DIVE

The plagues occupy the borderline, 
so common to the Torah, between 
the natural and the supernatural. 
Commentators have been divided 
between those who emphasise 
their miraculous character and 
others who have sought to provide 
a scientific account of the disasters 
in terms of a series of chain 
reactions to an initial ecological 
disaster, possibly the appearance 
of algae in the Nile, which turned 
the water red and caused the fish 
to die. Which view speaks more 
compellingly to us will depend on 
whether we understand the word 
“miracle” as a suspension of the 
laws of nature, or an event that 
occurs within nature but that, by 
happening when and to whom it 
does, reveals a providential pattern 
in history. 

Commentary to The Ten Plagues, 
The Jonathan Sacks Haggada

Do you think the plagues were 
from natural causes or supernat-
ural intervention? Do you think 
they are any less impressive if God 
performed them through nature?

FURTHER THOUGHTS

The plague of lice is a sardonic 
comment on the monumental 
scale of Egyptian architecture. The 
Egyptians believed the gods were 
to be found in things that are big. 
God shows them His Presence in 
something so small as to be almost 
invisible. The irony recurs in the 
division of the Red Sea, where 
Pharaoh’s greatest military asset, 
the chariots, prove to be his undo-
ing, as their wheels sink into the 
mud. The key to the plagues – as 
in God’s covenant with Noach – is 
the principle of reciprocity: ‘As you 
do, so shall you be done to.’ Those 
who harm others will themselves 
be harmed. Nations that begin by 
depriving others of their liberty in 
the end destroy themselves. His-
torically, this was so. Egypt never 
again recovered the greatness it 
had enjoyed in the earlier part of 
Ramses II’s rule. 

Commentary on The Ten Plagues, 
The Jonathan Sacks Haggada

What is the message behind the 
plague of lice? How can we apply 
this lesson to our own lives?

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT 
AND ASK AT YOUR SEDER

1.	 Why do you think God chose 
these particular plagues?

2.	 Which do you think was the 
worst of the Ten Plagues?

3.	 Who were the plagues really 
for?

EXPERIENCING THE SEDER

How many of the plagues can you 
simulate at your Seder night?

Here are a few ideas (some may 
require preparation in the days 
before Seder night):

1.	 Blood: Spill a little ‘blood’ 
onto everyone’s plate, and /or 
(temporarily) confiscate all the 
bottles/ jugs of water from the 
table.

2.	 Frogs: Get the children to 
jump around the table making 
“ribbit” frog noises.

3.	 Lice: Ask the children to check 
everyone’s hair for lice. (If you 
plan this ahead of time, you 
could even plant some fake lice 
to find).

4.	 Wild animals: Collect all the 
stuffed animals in the house 
and place them around the 
table.

5.	 Pestilence: Throw all of the 
stuffed animals on the floor 
and then bury them under the 
table.

6.	 Boils: Using forks, give all your 
guests boils (be gentle!). 

7.	 Hail: Have a snowball/hail 
fight with cotton balls, pillows, 
pre-prepared hail made from 
paper, or other soft materials.

8.	 Locusts: Have the children 
lead everyone in making a 
humming, buzzing noise, and 
then grow louder, like a swarm 
of locusts about to descend.

9.	 Darkness: Blindfold your 
guests (using scarves) and then 
try to play a game or continue 
with a section of the Haggadah.

10.	 The striking down of the 
firstborn: Gather all the first-
born children together and take 
them away.


