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Chapter VIII: Vayishlach (Gen. 32:4-36:43)

Essay 3. Obadiah’s rescue of one hundred prophets
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There is a Gemara in the fourth chapter of tractate Sanhedrin:

Rabbi Yitzchak said: For what [reason] did Obadiah merit prophecy?
Because he brought “one hundred prophets ... in a cave,” as it is written: “It
was so, when Jezebel cut off the prophets of the Lord, that Obadiah took one
hundred prophets, and hid them, fifty men in a cave, [and fed them with bread and
water].”!

[The Gemara asks:] What is different [i.e., why did he decide, to conceal]
fifty [prophets in one cave and] fifty [prophets in a second cave, and not conceal
them all together in one cave]? Rabbi Elazar said: He learned [this] from Jacob,
as is said: “[Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety, he divided the people with
him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into two camps, thinking, ‘If Esau comes
to the one camp and attacks it,] the remaining camp may escape.’ ”> Rabbi
Abbahu said: Because there is no cave [in the area] big enough to contain more
than fifty people.

- Sanhedrin 39b
The Maharsha® questions who forced [Rabbi Elazar]| to say that Obadiah learned this from
Jacob? Perhaps it was of his own opinion that he acted thus, as Jacob did, in order that a
remnant would escape. His solution is forced, and see there. The Maharsha writes that if
Obadiah had relied on his own opinion, just as Scripture explained what Jacob did and his motive,
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Scripture would have explained Obadiah’s reason: that if Jezebel came to attack fifty, that there
would be a remnant [of another fifty] that escaped. Because Scripture did not explain this, we
understand that Obadiah did not decide this on his own, but learned it from Jacob.

Investigation is also required that Rabbi Abbahu said that there was not a cave that
could hold more than fifty people. If so, what is Scripture coming to inform us by appearing to
emphasize that he put them into two different caves?
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It can be said what is said in the Jerusalem Talmud of tractate Peah (chapter 1, halacha
1), that in the generation of Ahab, there were no common informers among the Jews. That is,
Elijah proclaimed on Mount Carmel, “I remain the sole prophet of the L-rd,”* and
everybody knew that there were at least one hundred others, and yet nobody informed the king
that Obadiah had hidden one hundred prophets. As everyone knew this but wouldn’t tell the
king, there is no reason to say that Obadiah hid them in two caves so that if one group was
killed, the other would be saved. Whichever way you look at it, if they hadn’t informed the
king, then all would have saved, and if not, i.e., if someone had informed the king, then all
would have died. L.e., as the king didn’t know, they could have all been hidden in one cave
[assuming there was a large enough cave]. If the king had learned of it, then splitting them between
two caves wouldn’t have saved them. Thus, the question is why he hid them in two caves, and
this is the difficulty of the Gemara: “What is different [i.e., why did he decide, to conceal] fifty
[prophets in one cave and] fifty [prophets in a second cave, and not conceal them all together in
one cave]?”
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[Rabbi Elazar’s| solution is that he learned it from Jacob, as if to say that Obadiah
didn’t have to do that, rather it was only because Jacob did so that he did the same. It says in
the Midrash Gen. Rabbah 76:3 on the verse, “he divided the people with him, and the flocks and
herds and camels, into two camps,” that from here we learn the proper practice, that a person

41 Kings 18:22.



shouldn’t put all of his money in one corner, i.c., in one place. If [Obadiah] did not do so and
divide the one hundred prophets, the generations would not know that he was familiar with
and accustomed to the fact that his contemporaries would not persecute him. Rather, they
would say that even though he had a feeling that some worthless person would announce this
involvement of hiding the prophets to the king, with all this, he relied on the miracle that they
would all survive. To the contrary, they would learn from him the wrong lesson: to trust in the
miracle and to trust in the Holy One, Blessed be He, even where danger is to be expected.
That is, instead of acting to mitigate the damage, [Obadiah] would have doing the opposite of
the proper practice that Jacob taught us. But he did divide the prophets, and what he learned
from Jacob would be to take to heart that people would learn this proper practice, to mitigate
damage, in every place and every time, regardless of whether they perceived a danger.
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This understanding is fine according to this language of the Midrash “he divided the
people,” it was to teach you the proper practice, that a man should not put all his money in
one corner, and similarly, if one has to conceal friends from danger, to divide them into [at least]
two camps. From whom do you learn this? From Jacob, etc., as it is said, “he divided the
people with him,” and also the Scripture says, “and he hid them, fifty men in a cave.”

If Obadiah didn’t have the idea on his own to split the prophets, and just learned this
from Jacob, then the understanding we’ve developed of the Midrash above wouldn’t have been
fine, similarly the Scripture says that he split them into two, so if we don’t have a deeper
understanding of the Midrash and Scripture, then Obadiah isn’t teaching us anything.
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But surely it should be said that Obadiah did this only because he learned from Jacob
to instruct many people through this land, but he himself did not need to do so, as above,
because there were no informers. Whichever way you look at it, since in the future the matter
would become known because of the water and the food that he would need to bring to them,
either they would all have fled or they would have all been lost. It is indeed so that from
Obadiah, we learn that in a place where we do not think that there is any benefit for us to
divide our money or valuables or people between two places, nevertheless we should do so.



For from Jacob, we would have learned to do this only in a place where it was possible that
if one part of it would be lost, the other would escape.
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Rabbi Abbahu came to disagree, and to say that even though customary practice is
like this, even so at this time, Obadiah did not do so. That is because if they would be in two
caves, it would be very noticeable to bring water and food to two caves, more than if all were
in one cave. For who guaranteed that some worthless person wouldn’t publicize the matter?
So to put them in two caves would be more dangerous. Thus, why not place them in one cave?
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His solution is that this was not possible, that their caves only held fifty men in one and
fifty men in the other, and the Scripture says, “and he hid them, fifty men in [each] cave,” and
what difference does it make to us to know if he hid them there or in a difference place?
Rather, Rabbi Abbahu’s view is that certainly [Scripture] came to inform us that in a place
where expected danger is greater if one is to put the money or valuables or people in two
places, then it is better to put it in one place. But here it’s different, for the cave wouldn’t
hold more than fifty men, for if that’s not the case, [Obadiah] would have feared from the start
when he brought them to two caves, lest some worthless man come and publicize the matter
to the Kking.



