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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9) 
 
Essay 11. Miracles for an individual or for many people  
 

פָּסוּק "מַה־זֶּהמִדְרָשׁ   לְמַאֲכָלְ   עַל  הַיּוֹם",  לְפָנַי  "הַקְרֵה־נָא   : דִּכְתִיב   , לְ הִמְצִיא  לְזִוּוּגְ  אִם  בְּנִי",  לִמְצאֹ  עַל    1מִהַרְתָּ 

דִּפְסָחִים י'  בְּפֶרֶק  יַעֲקֹב  הָעִיּוּן  הִקְשָׁה  וְכַמָּה.  כַּמָּה  הַזִיוּוּג   אַחַת  מִן  קַל  יוֹתֵר  שֶׁהַמַּאֲכָל  מַשְׁמָע  קָשִׁים   דְּכָּאן  אָמְרִינַן  וְהַתָּם 
תֵּירֵץ הוּא וְ אִם כֵּן שָׁוִים הֵם, , וְקָשִׁים לְזַוְּוגָם כִּקְרִיעַת יַם סוּף בְּסוֹטָה אָמְרִינַן וִכְהַגִּרְסָהמְזוֹנוֹתָיו שֶׁל אָדָם כִּקְרִיעַת יָם סוּף, 

   עיי"ש.וְ דַּרְכּוֹ  לְפִי
  

There is a Midrash (Gen. Rabbah 95:19) on the verse, “How did you succeed so 
quickly, my son?”2 Esau had told his father, Isaac, that he was going hunting. Jacob disguised 
himself as his older brother, Esau, and approached their father, who asked him that question. The 
Midrash says that Jacob responded: “ ‘If for your marriage match, [G-d] created it for you’—
as it is written, when Abraham sent his servant Eliezer to find a wife for you, and Eliezer 
prayed, ‘Grant me good fortune today’3—then for your food it should be the same.”  

I.e., Eliezer had said, “Here I stand by the spring as the daughters of the townspeople 
come out to draw water. Let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please, lower your jar that I may drink,’ 
and who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—let her be the one whom You have 
decreed for Your servant Isaac.” Thus, he called for a miracle, and G-d allowed it to happen that 
way.4  

Therefore, Jacob, disguised as Esau, say saying, “If G-d performed a miracle so that 
Eliezer was able to easily find a wife for you, then why shouldn’t He also perform a miracle 
allowing me to quickly bring food to you?” 

The Iyun Ya’akov5 on the 10th chapter of tractate Pesachim (118a) asks: Here in Gen. 
Rabbah, the meaning is that food is easier to obtain than a marriage match, but there in 
Pesachim, it is said, “[Obtaining] a person’s food is as difficult as the splitting of the Red 
Sea,” and according to another version they say in Sotah that making a marriage match is 
as difficult as the splitting of the Red Sea.6 If so, they are equal in difficulty. The solution is 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 The first edition read ְלְמַאֲכִיל, “to make him hungry.” 
2 Gen. 27:20. 
3 Gen. 24:12. 
4 Gen. 24:13–14. 
5 Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661–1733), Austrian rabbi. His sefer, Iyun Ya’akov (Wilmersdorf, 

1729) is a commentary on the En Ya'akov. 
6 Sotah 2a; Sanhedrin 22a. 
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according to [the Iyun Ya’akov’s] way, and see there, where he says that if the food is already 
created, and it is only necessary to hurry to bring it to Isaac so that he wouldn’t suffer discomfort 
[from hunger], then it is accomplished more quickly than making a marriage match. 

 
זַ"ל שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁכְּבָר נַעֲשֶׂה לוֹ  רְצוּ יה שֶׁתִּ  עַצְמוֹ עַל הַנֵּס "וְהָיָה הַנַּעֲרָ" וְכוּ', וּמַ וֹמעוֹד מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם מָה רָאָה אֱלִיעֶזֶר לִסְ 

שָׂרָה נִסִּים קָשֶׁה דְּהָא בְּמִקְדָּשׁ מָקוֹם דִשְׁכִיחָא בֵּיהּ נִסִּים הוּא, כְּדִתְנַן עֲ   .אַחֵרהַנֵּס שֶׁל קְפִיצַת הָאָרֶץ סָמַ עַצְמוֹ גַּם עַל נֵס  
ינַן  וַאֲפִלּוּ הָכִי בְּפֶרֶק ה' דִּפְסָחִים פְּלִיגִי אַבָּיֵי וְרָבָא, וְקַיְימָא לַן כְּרָבָא דְּנוֹעֲלִין תְּנַן, וְלָא סָמְכִ  .נַעֲשׂוּ לַאֲבוֹתֵינוּ בְּבֵית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ

 פֶּסַח. וְכֵן פָּסַק הָרַמְבַּ"ם בְּהִלְכוֹת קָרְבָּן  אַנִּיסָּא,
 
Also, everyone asks what Eliezer saw to decide to rely upon a miracle, as he said, 

“Let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please, lower your jar that I may drink,’ and who replies, 
‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—let her be the one whom You have decreed for Your 
servant Isaac.” Also, why did [the rabbis] of blessed memory conclude that since [Eliezer] 
had already experienced the miracle of the Land contracting before him so that he could 
reach his destination quickly,7 he relied also upon another miracle. A question on this is that 
in the Temple it was common for miracles to occur, as it is taught in a Mishnah, “Ten 
wonders were wrought for our ancestors in the Temple.”8 So why shouldn’t Eliezer have 
expected a miracle? 

Even so, in the fifth chapter of tractate Pesachim (64b), Abaye and Rava disagreed on 
a matter, and we hold in accordance with Rava, for while Abaye said that the doors of the 
Temple closed by themselves, and we relied upon the miracle, Rava said that we learned that 
[people would] close [the doors], and we do not rely on a miracle. The Rambam similarly 
ruled this way, in the Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Passover Sacrifice.9 So we see that it is 
unusual to expect a miracle. 

  
שֶׁסָּמַ עַצְמוֹ     עַל הַנֵּס, כִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן בְּנַחוּם אִישׁ גַּם זוֹ בְּפֶרֶק ג' דְּתַעֲנִיתוֹהוּא צוֹרֵ רָבִים מוּתָּר לִסְמוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁכְּשֶׁהַדָּבָר  

טָא עַפְרָא וַאֲפִלּוּ הָכִי קָם וְאָזַל לְבֵּי קֵיסָר  עַל הַנֵּס אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהִרְגִּישׁ בְּעַצְמוֹ שֶׁבְּנֵי הַמָּלוֹן גָּנְבוּ מִמֶּנּוּ הַמַּרְגָּלִיוֹת וּמַלְּאוּ לַסִפְ 
לְצ הַדָּבָר  שֶׁהָיָה  רַבִּים,וֹהוֹאִיל  מְבָרְכִינַן,שֶׁכָּתַב  כְּמוֹ    רֶ  דְרַבִּים  דְּאַנִּיסָּא  הַהִיא  עַל  דִבְרָכוֹת  ט'  בְּפֶרֶק  יַעֲקֹב  דִּבְנֵס    הָעִיּוּן 

  .דִּזְכוּתָא דְּרַבִּים עָדִיף, אֲבָל נֵס דְּיָחִיד דְּלָא נְפִישׁ זְכוּתֵיהּ זֶה הוּא נֵס גָּדוֹל וְעיי"ש כֹּל כָּ נֵס, דְּרַבִּים לֵיכָּא
 
It can be said that when the matter is the necessity of many people, it is permissible 

to rely upon a miracle. We found this with Nachum of Gam Zu, in the third chapter of 
tractate Ta’anit (21a), when the Jewish community asked him to deliver a gift to the Roman 

 
7 Sanhedrin 95a: “The Sages taught [in a Baraita]: For three [people], the land contracted [and each one 

miraculously reached his destination quickly]: Eliezer, servant of Abraham, and Jacob our forefather, and Abishai, 
son of Zeruiah. . . . [For] Eliezer, servant of Abraham, as it is written: ‘And I came that day to the well’ (Gen. 24:42). 
[I.e., in telling his story to Rebecca’s family, he intended] to say that on that day he left [Canaan, he arrived to them, 
stressing that a miracle had occurred for his work on behalf of Abraham].” 

8 Pirkei Avot 5:5. 
9 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Passover Sacrifice 1:1: “How is the Paschal sacrifice slaughtered? The 

first group enters the Temple Courtyard until it is full. They lock its gates and they begin slaughtering their Paschal 
sacrifices.” I.e., the gates are locked by people, not through a miracle. 
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emperor. He relied upon a miracle: Even though he discovered that the hotel staff had 
stolen the jewels and pearls from him and filled the chest with earth, he rose and went to the 
palace of the emperor to deliver the chest, since the matter was for the need of the 
community. When the emperor saw the chest filled with earth, he became angry, believing that 
the Jews were mocking him. Nachum suggested that the earth was a weapon that Abraham had 
used, and that if it were thrown at enemies, it would turn into swords and kill them. The emperor 
tried to use the dirt in this way against a province that he could not conquer, and found that it was 
indeed as Nachum had suggested. The emperor then had Nachum’s chest filled with jewels and 
pearls, and allowed him to leave in peace. 

This is as the Iyun Ya’akov wrote on the ninth chapter of tractate Berachot (54a), 
which teaches that for a miracle that occurred for many people, we recite a blessing. He says 
that a miracle for many people is not such a miracle, i.e., is not so unexpected for the merit 
of many people is preferred. But a miracle that occurs for one person, who doesn’t have 
such a great merit compared to the merit of many people in need, this is indeed a great 
miracle. 

  
יִתְמָעֵ    בָּעֲזָרָהוְאַף   שֶׁמָּא  דְּיָחִיד  נֵס  נִקְרָא  כְּמוֹ שֶׁאֵ אֶחָד  הָיָה  שֶׁקְרָאימֵהֶם  מְעוּכִיןוּרַע  פֶּסַח  הָיָה  .  הוּ  דְּאֱלִיעֶזֶר  הַהִיא  אֲבָל 

דִּסְבִירָא לֵיהּ פִּקְדוֹנוֹת   יוֹסִי  בְּפֶרֶק ד' דְּראֹשׁ הַשָּׁנָה (דַּף ל"ב) דִּלְר'  דְּאָמְרִינַן  נֵס דְרַבִּים  "וַה'   הֲרֵי הֵן כְּזִכְרוֹנוֹת  —נִקְרָא 
וְשַׁפִּיר סָמַ עַל הַנֵּס מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהָיָה כְּמוֹ    ן דְּאָתוּ רַבִּים מִינַּהּ כְּרַבִּים דָּמְיָא,פָּקַד אֶת־שָׂרָה" אַף עַל גַּב דְּפִּקָּדוֹן דְּיָחִיד הוּא כֵּיוָ 

  . מִינֵּיהּנֵס דְרַבִּים דְּאָתוּ רַבִּים 
 
Even regarding the Temple courtyard, where “the people stood pressed together, yet 

bowed down and had enough room,”10 it was considered a miracle for an individual, lest one 
of them be crushed, as happened in one incident in the days of Hillel, when an old man was 
crushed by the throngs, and they called that Passover “the Passover of the crushed.”11  

But the incident of Eliezer was called a miracle for many people, for it says in the 
fourth chapter of tractate Rosh Hashana (page 32b), that on Rosh Hashana, one should recite a 
certain number of verses of kingship, remembrances, and shofarot. The Gemara states that “one 
does not recite [a verse dealing with] the remembrance of an individual, even [if it is] for good.” 
Rabbi Yossi is of the opinion that revisitings [pikdonot] are [equivalent] to [verses] of 
remembrances [zichronot], and therefore they may be counted as the required number of verses 
of remembrances. As an example, he presents the verse, “And the L-rd revisited [pakad] 
Sarah.”12 Even though this is a revisiting of an individual, and we have learned that a 
remembrance for an individual should not typically be recited on Rosh Hashana, since many 
descendants came from her, as Sarah is the mother of the Jewish people, she is considered like 
many. Therefore, this verse is effectively dealing with the remembrance of the entire Jewish 
people, and is allowed to be used as one of the remembrances on Rosh Hashana.  

 
10 Pirkei Avot 5:5. 
11 Pesachim 64b. 
12 Gen. 21:1. 
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It’s fine that [Eliezer] relied upon the miracle, because this was like a miracle, as 
many people came from [Isaac]. 

 
זִוּוּגְ הִמְצִיא לְ דֶּרֶ נֵס כְּדִכְתִיב "הַקְרֵה־נָא" וְכוּ' מִשּׁוּם דְּאָתוּ רַבִּים מִינָּ אַף עַל וּבְזֶה יוּבַן קוּשִׁיַּית מִדְרָשׁ הַנַּ"ל, אִם לְ 

לָצֵאת   עָתִיד  שֶׁהָיָה  רָשָׁעמִמְּ  גַּב  שֶׁהָיָה  עֵשָׂו  זֶה  .אַף  לְמַאֲכָל  כְּלוֹמַר  וְלאֹ    ,לְמַאֲכָלְ  לְיִשְׂרָאֵל  הַבְּרָכוֹת  תָּבאֹנָה  שֶׁמֵחַמָּתוֹ 

נַת יִצְחַק שֶׁהָיְתָה לְבֶרֶ אֵת  ואָמְנָם לְפִי כַּוָּ  .זֶה הוּא לְפִי הָאֱמֶתוְכָל עַל אַחַת כַּמָּה וְכַמָּה.  ,שֶׁהוּא צוֹרֵ גָּדוֹל לָרַבִּים ,לִרְשָׁעִים

, אִםיעֵשָׂו יִהְיֶה פֵּ  לְמַאֲכָלְ   לְזִוּוּגְ וְכוּ' מִשּׁוּם דְּאָתוּ רַבִּים מִינָּ אַף עַל גַּב שֶׁעָתִיד לָצֵאת מִמְּ נָמֵי רְשָׁעִים הַרְבֵּה,   רוּשׁוֹ כָּ

 .ת כַמָּה וְכַמָּהם שֶׁהָרְשָׁעִים יְחַזְּרוּ בִּתְשׁוּבָה עַל אַחַ וֹנָתְ הִיא לִזְכוּתַנִי וְלִגְרווְכוּ' כְּלוֹמַר לְמַאֲכָל זֶה שֶׁכַּוָּ 

 

In this way, the question of the above Midrash will be understood. “If for your 

marriage match, [G-d] created it for you.” I.e., by way of a miracle—as it is written, when 

Abraham sent his servant Eliezer to find a wife for Isaac, and Eliezer prayed, “Grant me good 

fortune today . . . Let the maiden to whom I say, ‘Please, lower your jar that I may drink,’ and 

who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—let her be the one whom You have 

decreed for Your servant Isaac.” That is because many people will descend from you, even 

though Esau too, a wicked man, will also come from you.  

“For your food.” This is as if to say, it should be the same for this particular food, for 

through [Esau’s] anger at losing his birthright, the blessings came to Israel and not to the 

wicked, for this was a great need for many people.   

“It should be the same.” I.e., it wasn’t just an individual who needed a marriage match, 

and who needed the food, but the future of many people depended upon both of these things. 

Thus, a miracle was enabled in each case. 

All this is according to the truth. Indeed, according to Isaac’s intent to bless Esau, 

his explanation would be thus, “If for your marriage match” etc., because many will 

descend from you, even though also many wicked people will descend from you. 

“For your food” etc., as if to say, for this food, that your intention is for my merit 

and to bring about that the wicked will return in repentance, all the more so. 

 

וְהַטַּעַם שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה לְבָרְכוֹ כָּתַב הַשַׁ"    .בָּאַלְשֵׁין  יוְהָיִינוּ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים שֶׁיִּצְחָק הָיָה מַכִּיר כֹּל רִשְׁעָתוֹ שֶׁל עֵשָׂו וְעַיֵּ 

תִּגְבּ וְזָרְעוּ  שֶׁכְּשֶׁיִּרְאֶה הוּא  שֶׁהָיָה סוֹבֵר  שָׁמַיִם עֲ וֹלְפִי  חַסְדֵי  הַבְּרָכוֹתרֶת  מֵחֲמַת  לִבָּם וֹ בְּלִי ט  לֵיהֶם  יִתְּנוּ אֵל  עָמַל  וּבְלִי  רַח 

 . שֶׁצִּוָּה עָלָיו לְהָכִין לוֹ הַמַּאֲכָל זוֹ מָה וּמֵעַתָּה הִתְחִיל לְצַוֹּתוֹ בַּמִּצְוָהי לְשׁוּב בִּתְשׁוּבָה שְׁלֵ 

 

The commentators wrote that Isaac had recognized all the wickedness of Esau. See 

the Alshich13 on Gen. 26:35. As for the reason that [Isaac] had nevertheless wanted to bless 

[Esau], the Shach wrote on Gen. 27:1 that it was because he was of the opinion that when he 

 
13 Rabbi Moshe Alshich (1508–1593), prominent rabbi, preacher, and biblical commentator. Born in 1508 in the 

Ottoman Empire, he later moved to Safed where he became a student of Rabbi Joseph Caro. 
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and his descendants saw the increase of the grace of Heaven upon them because of the 

blessings, without trouble and without toil, they would let their hearts return in complete 

repentance. Thus, he now began to charge him with this commandment with which he 

commanded him, to prepare food for him.14 

  

וָה צוֹרֵ רַבִּים וְהָכָא הָוֵי  וְאִם תּאֹמַר אִם כֵּן אֵי אָמְרוּ זַ"ל קָשִׁים מְזוֹנוֹתָיו שֶׁל אָדָם כִּקְרִיעַת יָם סוּף, וְהָא לָא דָּמוּ, דְּהָתָם הֲ 

  נוֹתֵן שֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַמְּזוֹנוֹת יוֹתֵר קָשִׁים מִקְּרִיעַת יָם סוּף. רֶ יָחִיד. וְהַדִּיןוֹצ

 

If you’ll say: If so, how do [the rabbis] of blessed memory say, “[Obtaining] a 

person’s food is as difficult as the splitting of the Red Sea,” for they are not similar. For 

there, at the splitting of the Sea, there was the need of many people, while here, regarding 

obtaining food, there is only the need of an individual. The judgment is that obtaining a 

person’s food is harder than the splitting of the Red Sea. 

 

לִגְזָרִ  יַם־סוּף  "לְגֹזֵר  מִדִּכְתִיב  לַן  נָפְקָא  דִּפְסָחִים  י'  בְּפֶרֶק  דְּהָתָם  לוֹמַר  וְהַאי   ים"יֵשׁ  לְכָל־בָּשָׂר"  לֶחֶם  "נֹתֵן  לֵיהּ:  וּסְמִי 

קָּר צוֹרֵ ישֶׁעִ   צְרָ לָרַבִּים,וּ, הָיִינוּ שֶׁנִּקְרַע הַיָּם לי"ב גְּזָרִים לְכָל שֵׁבֶט וְשֵׁבֶט לְבַדּוֹ, וְלאֹ הָיֹה הַנֵּס מ"לְגֹזֵר יַם־סוּף לִגְזָרִים"

לַעֲב הָיָה  וְכוּ'וֹהָרַבִּים  בַּתְּהֹמוֹת"  וַיּוֹלִיכֵם  וַיֶּחֱרָב  בְּיַם־סוּף  "וַיִּגְעַר  הַכָּתוּב  שֶׁאָמַר  כְּמוֹ  בְּיַבָּשָׁה,  הַיָּם  אַחֵר  .  ר  נֵס  הָיָה  וְזֶה 

וֹת שֶׁהֵם צוֹרֵ וְהֶכְרֵחַ לְיָחִיד דּוּמְיָא  מְצִי לְמֵילַף שֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַמְּזוֹנ   שַׁפִּירשֶׁעָשָׂה הקב"ה לְהַגְדִּיל הַנֵּס שֶׁל קְרִיעַת יָם סוּף, וְאִם כֵן 

 .רֶ לָרַבִּיםוֹדִּקְרִיעַת הַיָּם לְי"ב גְּזָרִים שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה בּוֹ כֹּל כָּ צ

 

It can be said that there in the 10th chapter of tractate Pesachim, the difference is as 

it is written, “Who split apart the Red Sea,”15 juxtaposed to which is, “Who gives food to 

all flesh,”16 that the sea was divided into 12 pieces, one for each of the tribes respectively. 

I.e., G-d created 12 dry channels through the sea. This was not a miracle that was needed for 

many people, as the principal need that the many people had was for them to cross the sea 

on dry land, and this could have been accomplished by a single dry channel. As the verse 

states, “He sent His blast against the Red Sea; it became dry; He led them through the deep 

as through a wilderness.”17 This creation of 12 separate channels, one for each tribe, was a 

different miracle that the Holy One, Blessed be He, fulfilled to enhance the miracle of 

splitting the Red Sea. If so, it is fine to teach ourselves that the food, which was for the need 

of an individual, is similar to the splitting of the Sea into 12 pieces, even though there 

wasn’t such a great need for many people.  

 
   

 
14 Rabbi Mordechai Ha’Cohen of Safed (1523–98), Siftei Cohen on Torah (Venice 1605). 
15 Ps. 136:13. 
16 Ps. 136:25. 
17 Ps. 106:9. 
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  כוּ'. רְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים בְּזֶה שֶׁבִּקְרִיעַת יָם סוּף הָיְתָה מִדָּת הַדִּין מְקַטְרֶגֶת וְכוּ', וְכֵן לְכָל יָחִיד וְיָחִיד וְ יוְאָתֵי שַׁפִּיר נָמֵי מַה שֶׁפֵּ 

 

It’s also fine what the commentators explained on this (see Zohar, parashat Teruma, 

II:170a), that in the splitting of the Red Sea, the trait of judgment was prosecuting Israel and 

Egypt alike. I.e., G-d had to judge between Israel and Egypt, and at the time all were guilty of 

sins, each and every individual. Because of the merit of Abraham, G-d chose to save Israel and 

destroy the pursuing Egyptians. 

 

* * * 


