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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9)

Essay 11. Miracles for an individual or for many people

______
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There is a Midrash (Gen. Rabbah 95:19) on the verse, “How did you succeed so
quickly, my son?”? 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’>—then for your food it should be the same.”

L.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 [ may drink,’
and who replies, ‘Drink, and I will also water your camels’—Ilet 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.*

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’akov’ on the 10" 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.® 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

! The first edition read 79°28%%, “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, [yun Ya’'akov (Wilmersdorf,
1729) is a commentary on the En Ya'akov.

¢ Sotah 2a; Sanhedrin 22a.




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.
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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’—Ilet 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,’ 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.”® 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.” So we see that it is
unusual to expect a miracle.
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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).
[L.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.

® 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.” L.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.
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Even regarding the Temple courtyard, where “the people stood pressed together, yet
bowed down and had enough room,”!? 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.”'!

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.”'> 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.
1 Pesachim 64b.
12 Gen. 21:1.



It’s fine that [Eliezer] relied upon the miracle, because this was like a miracle, as
many people came from [Isaac].
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In this way, the question of the above Midrash will be understood. “If for your
marriage match, [G-d] created it for you.” L.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.” l.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.
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The commentators wrote that Isaac had recognized all the wickedness of Esau. See
the Alshich'® 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.'*
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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.
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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,”!

juxtaposed to which is, “Who gives food to
all flesh,”' 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.”!” 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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It’s also fine what the commentators explained on this (see Zohar, parashat Teruma,
I1:170a), that in the splitting of the Red Sea, the trait of judgment was prosecuting Israel and
Egypt alike. L.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.



