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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

Which Water Was Affected by the First Plague7

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 ninw7 “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 1

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 NINW):
Rabbi Yehudah says: "Only [the water] JiNa¥ IRIN NTIN! 20
in the Nile was afflicted." 177
Rabbi Nehemyah says: "[The water] anN NIl
above and below [the ground] was ,Nj77 NVN7NI N'7VYN7N
afflicted; the water of all of Egypt was ' 17’7 0NN 721
afflicted with blood." D72
Rabbi Yehudah said to him: "How do | "ax N1 nTn 20 17 N
interpret 'All the Egyptians dug 0¥N 72 N90YI 07N
around the Nile' (Ex. 7:24)? IN'D N210
He said to him: "Because the DMINAN Y 197 7 NN
Egyptians were saying that all the 'Y 0'AN ‘72 DNNIN
water that Moses and Aaron saw were &Vl 10Kl NYN 'R0
turned into blood, and they would dig ~ N'~in7 119in 111,07
to obtain water that their eyes had I'N¥ AN 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.

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
Ibn Ezra suggested (1089-1167) (12 Iwy'1 0" T,2"3:TNINY 7V NIV |2N):

One may ask: “If all of the water in Egypt T7V DN 7IND'T7 w1
was turned into blood by Aaron, where 'n'n 7> 12901 NN
did the magicians find the water to turn  IN¥Q NIN .OT7 DN¥N
into blood?” .01D9NI 0M onivINn
The answer is: Aaron turned only water 190 X7 70N NN
that is found above ground into blood. yINn'7v N onn
He did not transform any water that was NNN I'NY 0NN N7
below ground. Rabal
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The magicians dug and brought forth 115N 0'NIVINN

water from beneath the ground and 1D ININI DM INNINI
showed that they had turned it into blood. 077 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) (,'>:'1 niNnw 11w 11>2 QoI
DT7 NN DM 7D 1290 N™):

It seems to me that the Nile was not
turned into blood except at that
moment; and at that moment, when it
congealed and became blood, the fish
died, and afterward it became water
again. You can know this from the fact
that it does not say that they could not
drink from the Nile because it was blood,
but rather because the fish had died and
their carcasses had rotted, and the Nile
became foul.
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And it also says that the magicians did
likewise; what did they do? For
everything was blood, even in vessels, as
it says, “and in wood and in stone”
(Exodus 7:19). Rather, it must be that, for
a short time, it was blood throughout all
the land of Egypt, and afterward, it
turned back into water; and afterward,
the magicians again turned it into blood
in the same way, for a short time.
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Therefore, he did not tell them to turn it
back into water; rather, since he saw
that it immediately turned back into
water, he paid no attention to this
matter.
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{continued from
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 blood, but rather on account of
the water having been stinking/rotting from all of
the dead fish within it (Ex. 7:18 & 7:21).

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 NINW):

“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, would be 129nN1 12N 702 iN

transformed into blood in his mouth." 077 1'02
This is certainly quite a fascinating midrashic move in considering the
water in an Israelite’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.
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An even further midrashic move is made by a subsequent rabbi, who

further develops this notion ("0 N2 NINY):
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 it would be filled with
blood. The Israelite would drink water
from the barrel, and the Egyptian
would say, 'Give me a little water in
your hand' and he would give him some
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 Israelites became rich."
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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 an
Egyptians, which would somehow ensure the potability and stability of
the water remaining as such. His version of perceiving this plague as
occurring only for Egyptians except for when they purchase it from the
Israelites is an interesting “loophole” to enable their ability to have been
able to drink water during this plague.

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 (N9N'I "7, 72T NINY 7V N1V 1N):
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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 this sign? |
believe that the plagues of blood,
frogs, and gnats included both
Egyptians and Hebrews, for we shall
follow Scripture. These three
plagues caused little harm. However,
God differentiated between the
Egyptians and the Israelites with
regard to the swarms, which was a
very harmful plague. So, too, with
regard to the plagues of pestilence
and hail because of their flocks. This
was not the case with the boils and
locusts, for they left Egypt. Now as
the Egyptians dug, so did the 12 DNIXNN N9N WAL
Hebrews dig. 0'Mavn Non

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 (TN NIAN N1wn 0"2N0):

As for the ten miracles that were done  D'D17N MWU7N NNNI

for our ancestors in Egypt, they 1IMIANT IPV1 " TIN
consisted of their salvation from the Jn DN¥N7'D NS DN¥NMa

ten plagues. Each and every plague  N2n 721121 NIDN WWYTN
affected only the Egyptians and not 1IMXN782 YN'oN nonl
Israel. These were miracles without 0'01 NI, 7NN |IT
doubt, and the Torah explicitly states ' NIN7N Y11 ,\¥ N72

with regard to each of them that they NNIN NNIN NdN 7D

were upon the Egyptians alone, except 71,079 1IMYN7NA

for the lice, concerning which this was ' 12 D7 NN D1D'7N

not explicitly stated. Nevertheless, it NN 0I7vn N7 N7'71

is known that Israel was not harmed,  NniINI 78w 278V D7

but that it was present among them  N71 DTV QTN NIND
without affecting them. Thus did the NI12 N'TD1,0NN7IN

Sages explain. .0'mdN7N

As for the others, this is made explicit
in Scripture: concerning the blood it
says, "And the Egyptians could not
drink water from the Nile" (Ex. 7:24),
which is evidence that the harm 0N'7 N7NNT NTNTN
affected them alone. .07
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?
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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. 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’chaim¥
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