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Shabbat Shalom 
  
After the terrifying disasters that were the seventh and eighth plagues, after the hail and the 
locusts, the ninth plague, the plague of darkness seems so calm and sedate. Hail was 
accompanied by lightning and thunder. All of the mature crops in the field were destroyed. 
Only the young plants, too small and supple, survived the hail storm. The plague of locusts 
destroyed even these young plants so that nothing was left that was growing in the ground. But 
darkness? People were confined to their homes, but certainly there was nothing as destructive 
as hail and locusts.  
 
If each plague was an attack on the pagan gods of Egypt, then the ninth plague was an attack 
on the sun god. We know that the greatest god of Egypt was the sun god and this plague clearly 
demonstrated that the top god in the Egyptian pantheon was no match for the God of Israel. 
After the plague of Darkness, the only Egyptian god left to defeat was Pharaoh himself, who 
declared that he was the son of the sun god.  
 
The Rabbis of the midrash did all they could to make this plague more severe. The fact that the 
Israelites were not affected by darkness gave them the liberty to claim that the People of Israel 
could walk into the houses of their Egyptian masters and discover all the treasure that the 
Egyptians were hiding there. When the Israelites were ready to leave Egypt, they asked the 
Egyptians for gold and silver. The Midrash says that the Egyptians told Israel that they did not 
have any gold or silver but the Israelites told them that they saw the treasure and knew where 
they had hidden it. This forced the Egyptians to turn over their silver and gold.  
 
The Italian Bible commentator, Sforno, in the sixteenth century described it differently. The 
darkness of the ninth plague was not a darkness that could be pushed back by the light of a 
candle. It was a very thick darkness; light could not penetrate it. I don’t know if anyone here has 
ever been in real total darkness, but it is a distressing place to be. When our eyes can’t detect 
any light, we begin to see light that is not there and it reveals nothing about our surroundings. 
All our other senses begin to get out of whack. We begin to feel things that are not there, we 
hear things that are not there. It is a very terrifying feeling.  
 
Finally another midrash says that the darkness was so thick that it was thicker than a gold coin; 
that is, it was so thick that you could not see anything through the darkness. The plague was 
completely opaque. The Egyptians could not get up from their place at home. They were 
completely unable to move. The Egyptians were helpless. 
 
My friend Rabbi Daniel Goldfarb, who teaches at the Conservative Yeshiva in Israel, noted the 
mention of a gold coin. It is so easy to be blinded by gold. Once we look at gold we often can’t 
see anything else. Our money prevents us from seeing anything or anyone beyond ourselves. 
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We so easily become obsessed with acquiring more gold that it blinds us to every other aspect 
of life.  
 
The Gerer Rebbe, who lived two centuries ago, also noted how gold can blind us. Like the 
Egyptians, we are unable to get up to see the needs of others in different places and make sure 
that others are taken care of. Wealth makes it hard for us to move out of our comfort zone and 
help others who are trying to lift themselves out of poverty and despair.  
 
The Rabbis of the Talmud noted that the only person who is happy, is the one who is content 
with what she already has. We can dream about winning a billion and a half in the Powerball 
lottery but do we really understand what kind of a curse winning that much money can be? We 
can barely comprehend how much money a billion dollars really is. If we were to buy all the 
“toys” we think we want in life, it would scarcely make a dent in that much money.  
 
Consider, if anyone here were to win the lottery, would the first thing we think of be to create a 
charitable fund to help others in need or would we be blind to others as we pamper ourselves 
and our every whim? This is what is meant by being blinded by money. It is very much like the 
plague of darkness; our gold makes it impossible to move from our place; we can only plot how 
to acquire more money and not how we can use it to help others.  
 
As the last year ended, I was bombarded by appeals for contributions from a wide array of 
charitable causes. As the old year counted down, we began to realize that if we didn’t give away 
more money, we could have a larger tax bill when April comes around. But is this the only 
reason to give Tzedaka so that we can get a larger tax break? When it comes to money, is the 
only real question, “What’s in it for me?” 
 
Judaism has Tzedaka and not charity. Charity means that we only give out of the goodness of 
our hearts. Tzedaka means “justice”. It means that regardless of what we feel in our hearts, 
justice requires those who have the means to share their wealth with others who are in need in 
order to make society more just and fair for all. In a Jewish community, all the wealth does not 
accumulate at the top. The richest people in town do not hoard all the money. A rich person in 
the Jewish community has to be sure to turn over a certain proportion of her wealth to those 
who are in need.  
 
 
The poet Henrik Ibsen once said that money was a relative matter. “Do you know what money 
is?” he asked. “Money may be the husk of many things, but not the kernel. It brings you food 
but not appetite; medicine, but not health; acquaintances but not friends; servants but not 
loyalty; days of joy but not peace or happiness.” 
 
Money is not good or bad, it is just a tool we can use. We can use it to accomplish great good in 
the world, or we can use it to wall ourselves off from the rest of the world. One Sage compared 
money to a window. Through a window we can look out and see all that is happening in the 
world and we can act to make our world better. But if we add a small film of silver to the glass, 
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it becomes a mirror and all we can see is ourselves. The glass is the same; the only difference is 
how we use the silver. 
 
The ancient Rabbis were quick to connect the plague of darkness to being blinded by wealth. 
People get so concerned with what they earn that they forget to lend a hand to others. Judaism 
has long taught that with wealth comes great responsibility. A person with only ten thousand 
dollars a year in income who wants to give a tenth of his income to charity would leave himself 
only nine thousand dollars to live on for the year. A person with ten million dollars in income 
can give a tenth of his income, he can give a million dollars, and it will not make even a small 
dent in his lifestyle. The real indication of wealth is not how much money a person has; it is how 
much of her income she gives away.  
 
We all need to bring some light to shine on the way we look at our money. Let us see what we 
have in the light of what we can do with it in the service to others. By using what we have to 
bring light to the world we will learn not to be blind to the world; we will see how it is possible 
to make life and society better. Money can be a plague of darkness or it can be a blessing of 
light. It is important for us to get up out of our place of blindness and reach out to those we can 
help. Only then can we bring light to the darkness and joy to those in pain.  
May God bless us, with the right amount of wealth to provide for our families and may we also 
have enough to bring light and joy to those in need As we say….. Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


