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The cruelty of the Plagues – Was God Justified?
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(With notes/suggestions/commentary from Rabbi Brad Levenberg, Rabbi Eric Linder, and Rabbi Jonathan Blake)

As we look forward this evening to the first seder, the first night of Passover, we are instructed to tell the story of our enslavement in Egypt by the evil Pharaoh.  God heard our cries and send Moses to redeem us.  Pharaoh would not let us go, so God sends the 10 plagues which finally changed Pharaoh’s mind and we were set free.

As a child, we are taught that Pharaoh was stubborn and evil and time after time, he refused to back down, even as the plagues became steadily horrific and punishing.  But as an adult, when I re-read this particular section, I was stunned, not by the severity of the plagues themselves, but by the fact that it is God who "hardens Pharaoh's heart" so that he will not let the Hebrews go.  
Why does God harden Pharaoh’s heart?  I thought Pharaoh was the evil one, but if he was just a pawn in God’s game, it changes the whole story.   Is God justifiable in bringing these plagues one after another, especially the 10th plague, the killing of the first born, the murder of innocent children?  
This part makes us uncomfortable.  We of course want celebrate that our people were freed from slavery, and we recognize that Pharaoh and the taskmasters were cruel,  but its hard to reconcile the idea of the horror of the ten plagues with the joy of the freedom gained.
Interestingly, our tradition is largely silent on this question, probably in part because the theological dimensions of the question are so difficult to digest.  But here and there we find justifications for the plagues.
One Midrash (Mechilta) explains: “Even the (Egyptian) first born rejoiced over each and every one of Pharaoh’s cruel decrees against the Israelites”.  

When Moses went to Pharaoh to demand of him that he let the people go, the whole event was witnessed by Pharaoh’s first born son who then teases and mocks his father for allowing the Hebrew shepherd to humiliate him.  
Enraged by the insult and mad with pride, Pharaoh resolved to have revenge for the plagues, and told Moses that he shall deal with the Hebrews in such a manner that a great cry will be heard in Egypt, such that has never been heard before. This is an allusion to the crimes of his father, who ordered the drowning of the male children of the Hebrews.  Thus, Pharaoh brought this harsh punishment upon his own people.  And, as Scripture says, ‘He who rejoices over another’s misfortune will not go unpunished’ (Proverbs 17:5).”  
Nahum Sarna, in his commentary on Exodus, explains that “The Kings character was his destiny.  He is deprived of the possibility of relenting and so he is irresistibly impelled to self-wrought doom”.  Pharaoh was incapable of reason and compassion and so he brought the punishment of the plagues upon himself.  Here we see that Pharaoh was not set-up by God to fail, he was an uncompromising leader who would not back down. This behavior was typical of the culture of the time, there was no way that the most powerful leader in the world, the King of the great civilization of Egypt, a man above all Gods himself, would allow another man or another God to dictate to him what he should do.  As ruler he had every right to enslave a weaker nation and have them build structures in his honor, he would not be expected to back down because someone asks him to.  God knows that he will say no to Moses, and so when God hardens his heart, it is a self fulfilling prophecy.

Maimonides, (RaMBaM) goes even further saying that Pharaoh forfeited the opportunity to repent.  How does one lose the ability to repent?  RaMBaM explains that humans choose their own path through life, but after the first choice, opportunities are not so evenly balanced.  The more one persists along the wrong path, the harder it will be to revert to the good path, even though essentially there is still the freedom of choice.  God does not take away free will, and this is the mutuality of relationship between humans and God.  God did not force Pharaoh to choose evil, but as Pharaoh persisted in enslaving the Israelites and dealing cruelly with them, it became more irresistible.  

In the ancient mindset, trying to understand or justify God’s actions was not an issue.  God is active in human history and the ultimate judge of all.  If God wanted to send the plagues, if God chose to save us from the wicked Pharaoh, who are we to question God’s plan?  We were instructed to put blood on our doorposts, and the next morning we were free, how dare we question the methods of the almighty.  

Modern scholars have thus attempted more nuanced approaches to the cruelty of the plagues.  
Mordecai Becher, a modern Orthodox Rabbi, suggests that the word we know as "firstborn" may have meant the higher social class rather than literally the eldest sons.  Some scholars explain that the firstborn were generally the leaders of each family, as well as the priests of the Egyptian religion.  Since they were the moral and cultural role models and leaders of Egypt, they were most responsible for the evils that were perpetrated against the Jews.
Rabbi Neil Gillman, a wonderful philosopher who teaches at the Conservative Rabbinic seminary in NYC writes that in some occasions God must act in ways that are injurious.  In this instance, the plagues are evidence of God’s love for and determination to redeem Israel through a display of divine power.  In the wake of the Holocaust, some Jews understand quite well why God would act to destroy Israel’s enemies.

Indeed, Reform Seminary Professor David Aaron hypothesized that the plagues were not for the Egyptians’ benefit, but the Israelites.  
We grow up thinking that the plagues were for Pharaoh.  We can understand it differently, by seeing that the Israelites are the “audience” for the plagues.  God needed to demonstrate God’s power, strength, and sovereignty – Adonai needed to show the Israelites that Adonai is more powerful than any of the other Gods around at the time, including Pharaoh who was regarded as a God.  One plague isn’t enough.  God does one plague, Israelites leave, and the story ends.  So, God has to harden Pharaoh’s heart in order to demonstrate a full display of power (via the ten plagues).  

Some scholars, from the documentary hypothesis school of thought, say that the plagues never actually happened; this whole story was a textual way for the biblical writer to utilize themes that would have been extremely scary and realistic in the ancient mind to tell a story about how powerful and magnificent God is.  We have before us a tale to both bolster the Israelite reverence of God and to strike fear in the heart of the Israelite's enemies.

But if our theological approach permits us to say that it is the human community who constructs the narrative of God’s activity in history, then this reading of the story reflects our ancestors’ wish to view God as aggressively manifesting divine power in redeeming Israel.  Our judgment here applies not to God but to our ancestors, who, in this reading at least, felt little reluctance about sparing Pharaoh and all those children.

On the other hand, there is a Talmudic legend that provides some comfort.  When the Egyptians were drowning in the Red Sea, the ministering angels wished to utter a song before Adonai.  But God rebuked them, saying, “The works of My hands are drowning in the sea, and you would sing in My presence?” (Sanhedrin 39b).  To this day, we recall God’s sadness through the ritual of dripping wine from our cups, drop by drop, during the recitation of the 10 plagues.  The drops of wine are said to represent God’s tears.  Thus we do take a moment to mourn for the Egyptians.

Our release from slavery was a two-sided victory, in that we got what we wanted – freedom- but at a great cost, both emotional and theological, and allows for a God that acts in a Machiavellian sense of  “the end justifies the means.”  As we sit down for the seder tonight, we might add this to the 4 questions, how do we reconcile the idea of the horror of the ten plagues with the joy of the freedom gained?  The seder table is a place for challenging questions and thought-provoking answers, that is what our ancestors truly wanted.  We need not be afraid of them even as we celebrate and honour our heritage and tradition.  
Chag Sameach
