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Which Water Was Affected by the First Plague?
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

As we read of a triple reference to drinking in this week’s Torah portion,
how was drinking adversely affected? In fact, the only time that the
specific word of nnw'7 “to drink” is found in the book of Exodus is here;
in fact, all three appearances of the word are here (Ex. 7:18, Ex. 7:21, &
Ex. 7:24)! Thus, it turns out that drinking is so important in terms of
plagues, it is the very first plague.

So, which water was affected by this drinking plague? When we read of
the first plague in Exodus 7:14-25, it seems that it might have affected
all of the bodies of water, as well as waterways throughout Egypt (Ex.
7:19), although it seems it may have only affected the Nile (7:17-18 and
7:20-21 (cf. 7:24)). So which is it?

Late Second Century Rabbinic Views
Although it may come as a surprise, there's a rabbinic debate about this
answer, as we read of two late-second century rabbis debating which
waterways were affected by this plague (N0 N2 nNINW):

Rabbi Yehudah says: "Only [the water] iNaY ININ DTN 27
in the Nile was afflicted." 177
Rabbi Nehemyah says: "[The water] nN NNl 7l
above and below [the ground] was ,Nj77 NVN7NI N'7VYN7N
afflicted; the water of all of Egypt was MM 477 DNYN 721
afflicted with blood." D72
Rabbi Yehudah said to him: "How do | "Iy N1 nHn! 20 i'7 N
interpret 'All the Egyptians dug 0NyN 72 11901 07N
around the Nile' (Ex. 7:24)? AN'N N210
He said to him: "Because the DHIYAN 1Y 197 17 10N
Egyptians were saying that all the 1'NY 0N 72 DNNIN
water that Moses and Aaron saw were  1'®Y2 110Nl NN 'NiN
turned into blood, and they would dig ~ N'~in'7 19in 111,07
to obtain water that their eyes had I'N¥ NAN NinY'7 0n
not seen." QNN DY

It is certainly interesting when we consider the verse Rabbi Yehudah
mentions, it is not even clear that the Egyptians were successful in
sourcing potable water when they dug around the Nile, yet, as Rabbi
Nehemyah points out, perhaps there was subterranean water that
would have been potable.

A

Which Water(s) Did the Magician-Priests Use?
As the magician-priests were able to turn water into blood (Ex. 7:22),
where did they find this water? Was it subterranean water, as perhaps
Rabbi Nehemyah suggested? This notion of water above the ground
being affected versus subterranean water continued, as
Rabbi Abraham ben Meir lbn Ezra suggested (1089-1167) (7v N1V 12N
12 1V N"T 27T NINY):

One may ask: If all of the water in Egypt  T''7v DN 7INYT7 W1
was turned into blood by Aaron, where  mm'73 1901 1NN
did the magicians find the water to INXN NIN .OT7 D8N
turn into blood? The answer is: Aaron 0'n 0'NILINN
turned only water that is found above NaWNNI.0R9NI
ground into blood. He did not 0NN 7717190 N7 NN
transform any water that was below N7 YIND 7V 'Y
ground. The magicians dug and JYOIND NN ' 0mn

brought forth water from beneath the 175N 0'MIvINN
ground and showed that they had 1D ININI DN INNINI
turned it into blood. D077 129N

While that is certainly one approach to considering whence the
magician-priests sourced the water, another possibility was offered by
Rabbi Yoseph ben Isaac Bekhor Shor of Orléans (12th century) (qor "
DT7 N2 YN 0NN 7D 12901 1"T,'D:'T NN 11w 11D2):

It seems to me that the Nile was only

turned to blood for an hour. And, at that
hour, it congealed, was made into blood,
and the fish died and then, it turned back T nwwa AW
into water. You should know that the 32 INNIL AT NN
Torah does not describe the situation as  x77vTn .0'N NwwVa
saying that they could not drink from NINW7 172" N7 1NN
the Nile on account of the blood, but NINY 119N NN N
rather owing to the fish dying and their nnnwmnonon» 07T
carcasses rotting and the Nile stank. And N0, AT
the text also states that "the magician- N WAL, 0N
priests did similarly" - what did they do? 2 lwyw NN DAl
Behold - it was all blood, even in the LIWY NN - 0MIvINn
vessels, as it says "and in the wood[en 179N ,07 790 N7
vessels] and in the stone [vessels]" (Ex. NINW IND ,01702
7:19). Rather, it was surely only turned 0'12N2I 0NV NIN
into blood for an hour that the water had  nyx.(0":'71 niNW)
been turned into blood throughout the  p7 i nuw 197 NI
entirety of the land of Egypt and then, qnni ,0N¥N yIN 702
afterwards, it turned back into water, so  qnni,0m7 990173
that the magician-priests were able to g0 pmivinn NN 2
back and turn the water into blood foran  p7713 In3 1o
hour. And therefore, the text does not N7 21971 .nVw 197
say that they turned the blood back to INDSN'Y 0NY7 NN
water, since they saw that it had turned  pxaw i 878 ,0N7
back into water, therefore, "he paid no N7,0M7 Tn oy
heed to this" (Ex. 7:22). NNT7 117 NY
{continued on next page}
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Rabbi Bekhor Shor offers a
clearly original approach to
the transformation of the
water into blood as being
merely temporary, allowing
these magician-priests to
turn the water into blood.
He also points out
something from a close
reading of the text, such
that the water wasn’t non- [&
potable owing to it being @i
blood, but rather on
account of the water having
been stinking/rotting from
all of the dead fish within it A i
(Ex.7:18 & 7:21). e - B B

Midrashim: Only Egyptian Water
Continuing on our quest of considering which water was adversely
affected for drinking purposes in this plague, there is a midrashic
approach that describes the plague affecting Egyptian water, but not
Israelite water (N"Y0 N2 NINY):

“And in the woods and in the stones”
(Ex. 7:19) - The water that they would
drink with a Jew in one vessel, in a

wooden vessel or in a stone vessel, '7D2IN YV 'O IN
would be transformed into blood in 1'91 129N 12N
his mouth." 0717

;DN DYV
Mivy DN 1Y
NN "731 "TiN! DY

This is certainly quite a fascinating midrashic move in considering the
water in an lIsraelite’s vessel changing into blood in an Egyptian’s
mouth. Perhaps this consideration is on account of the language of the
Egyptians not being able to drink the water.

An even further midrashic move is made by a subsequent rabbi, who
further develops this notion ("0 N1 NINW):

Rabbi Aveen, the Levite, son of
Rabbi, said: "The Israelites got rich
through the plague of blood. How?
There would be an Israelite and an
Egyptian living in one house with a
barrel full of water; the Egyptian
would go to fill the jug from it and

170128 20NN
07nonRNn A1

S TNV
TN XN TN
nannlTNY N'1a
nyNt,0m NN7N
1iN'70 NINTAT7 70

it would be filled with blood. The AN'NIN P2IRNR
Israelite would drink water from 781,07 NNTR
the barrel, and the Egyptian would AN 0'N NNiY
say, 'Give me a little water in your myANl L NIIN
hand' and he would give him some AT 711 NIN

water, but it turned into blood.
And he would say, 'You and | both
drink from the same platter!' The
Israelite would drink water and the
Egyptian would drink blood, but
when he would purchase it from an
Israelite with money, he would be
drinking water. From here, the IN2R 0N NNy
Israelites became rich." TR wyn
Rabbi Aveen, the Levite, son of Rabbi develops this notion of Egyptian
water being undrinkable versus Israelite water as being drinkable not
only in the same house and same vessels, but then even selling it to
the Egyptian, which would somehow ensure the potability and stability
of the water remaining as such.

i7 iz o' ovn
i7NiN1, 0T 1wV
1N NARIIN NN
TN NN WYY
YA 0N NNV
Ni7i7 w1 0T
N ,0MmTa 7NN

Did the Plague Only Affect Egyptian Water?
While these midrashim perceive this plague as only affecting
Egyptians to the point that it mattered in whose vessels (or mouths)
the water was being consumed, another approach is to consider that if
the water was affected, it would affect all water, no matter who had it,
as suggested by Rabbi Ibn Ezra (IN9n' 0" T, 72T NINY 7V NIV ]AN):
D'nNN > 0NNIN 0
D'NITR XN T 1N
T2 1127N21 07>
N7 12 0N 7NN

Many say that the water was as red
as blood in the hands of an
Egyptian and became clear in the
hands of an Israelite. If this is so,
then why doesn’t the Torah record NTNIN2ND1 N7
this sign? | believe that the plagues > 'myT'971.n1IMN2
of blood, frogs, and gnats included D'WTI9XNI 0TN NoN
both Egyptians and Hebrews, for n'771> NN 000Nl
we shall follow Scripture. These 13.0'"M2vNI 0NYNN
three plagues caused little harm. IT112IMd0 NN
However, God differentiated ovn Y7wn NNl
between the Egyptians and the AMYN NN 7 7'
Israelites with regard to the DWN .NY7 NNy
swarms, which was a very harmful 0'M¥NN 2 wNoN
plague. So, too, with regard to the ~ ndn nd>d1'78w 2l
plagues of pestilence and hail 712V 72N 1T
because of their flocks. This was 19 N71.DN"7N
not the case with the boils and 1D N1INANTI.'NRA
locusts, for they left Egypt. Now as DN O'RNI' DN
the Egyptians dug, so did the DX NON WNDI
Hebrews dig. 0'M2Vin N9N 12

Rabbi ibn Ezra’s approach is rather fascinating, insofar as these
plagues not causing much harm, so perhaps the Israelites were also
adversely affected by these plagues, including this first plague.
Pushing back, heavily, however, was Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (1138-
1204) in his Judeo-Arabic commentary (7T'n NN niwn 0"an (I
apologize for not offering his original writing in Judeo-Arabic here)):

But the ten miracles that were performed for our
ancestors in Egypt are their salvation from the ten
plagues and that each of the ten plagues were
specifically on the Egyptians and not on Israel. And these
are miracles without a doubt. And the language of the
Torah in each and every plague is that the Holy One,
blessed be He, brought it [only] on the Egyptians. Except
for the plague of lice - as [there] it did not make this
clear, but it is known that He did not punish Israel.
Rather [the lice] were found with [the Israelites as well],
but they did not distress them. And so did the sages
elucidate. But with the other plagues, the matter was
clarified [in the text]. It stated about the blood (Exodus
7:21), "and the Egyptians could not drink water from the
river" - a proof that the damage reached them alone.

Maimonides’ pushback here is very solid, as he points out that the text
does specify that the Egyptians couldn’t drink the water. Otherwise,
why else would the text articulate that the Egyptians couldn't drink
the water if the Israelites also couldn’t drink the water?

Conclusion
As drinking is very important, the opening plague that God brought
upon the Egyptians directly affected their water-drinking ability.
Whether it was only for a moment or for all six days that the Nile - or
perhaps other waterways - were adversely affected, clearly, the fish
dying in the Nile caused the Nile to be non-potable, which is pretty
devastating, as the Nile is very important to Egypt. And while Rabbi ibn
Ezra considered the plague to have affected everyone, the
predominant view in our tradition is that it only affected the
Egyptians.
L’chaimyY
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