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Chapter XVI: Beshalach (Ex. 13:17-17:16)

Essay 23. The altar at Rephidim

The Israelites quarreled at Massah and Meribah, and “they tried the L-rd, saying, ‘Is the
L-rd present among us or not?’ ” (Ex. 17:7). Scripture then immediately follows this unworthy
behavior by recounting Israel’s victory over Amalek at Rephidim, which included the miracle that,
“Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel prevailed; but whenever he let down his hand, Amalek
prevailed.” (Ex. 17:11) In appreciation for the miraculous victory, Moses built an altar. (Ex. 17:15).
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We also find there in Yalkut Shimoni:

Regarding the verse, “And Moses built an altar and named it ‘The L-rd
is my miracle’ ” (Ex. 17:15), R. Eliezer of Modi’in says, Moses said [regarding]
this miracle that He did, He did it for His own sake, He did it for His name.
For [the children of Israel] were not worthy at that time for that miracle, and
thus you find that whenever a miracle is performed for Israel, that miracle, as
it were, is before Him—*“The L-rd is my miracle.” “In all of their afflictions,
He was afflicted” (Isaiah 63:9). In all of their joys, the joy was to Him, as it says,
“I rejoice in Your salvation” (I Sam. 2:1).

- Yalkut Shimoni, remez 267

It is difficult that at the beginning, [R. Eliezer| derives from “the L-rd is my miracle”
that [the children of] Israel were not worthy of the miracle and that the Holy One, Blessed be
He, therefore performed [the miracle] for His own sake, but afterward [R. Eliezer] derives
from the very same words, “the L-rd is my miracle,” that when a miracle is performed for
Israel, that miracle, as it were, is before Him. That is, as the Israelites had quarreled amongst

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

1



themselves and questioned whether G-d was with them, one could say that they weren’t worthy of
the miraculous victory over Amalek. But if that’s the case, why then say, “when a miracle is
performed for Israel,” indicating that the miracle actually was performed for Israel rather than for
G-d’s own sake? If so, that a miracle is performed for Israel, then there is no longer any evidence
that Israel was unworthy. Also, what is the meaning of the language “and thus you will find
that whenever a miracle is performed for Israel, that miracle, as it were, is before Him,” how is
this related to this matter?
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It seems that the Midrash considered for this verse why there is a Masoretic cantillation
mark called a pasek by the Sephardim (and called a munach legarmeh by the Ashkenazim)
between the words “L-rd” and “my miracle.” [R. Eliezer]| interpreted this to imply that G-d
performed [the miracle] of defeating Amalek for His own name, and that Israel was not
worthy of the miracle. But it is difficult why [Moses] called [the altar] “the L-rd is my
miracle,” he could have said, “the L-rd is a miracle,” as we find with Gideon, who built an
article and called it, “the L-rd is peace” (Judges 6:24), and not “the L-rd is my peace.”!
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Rather, it’s certain that even though [the children of Israel] were not worthy, the
miracle was also referred to as theirs. This is the meaning of “my miracle”: since the miracle
was performed before them. I.¢., they not only saw Joshua and his men defeat the more powerful
Amalek, but they saw that the battle waxed and waned depending on whether Moses held up his
hand or lowered it. Because of this, the Midrash says, “thus you find that whenever a miracle is
performed for Israel, that miracle, as it were, is before Him,” just as we find that the miracle
that G-d performed for His own sake is called a miracle also for Israel, as it is written, “the
L-rd is my miracle.” That is, G-d performed the miracle for His own sake, but it also benefitted
Israel, and so it can be referred to either way, as a miracle for Israel, or as a miracle that G-d
performed for His own sake. Even when they will be worthy, the miracle will be called “the
L-rd is my miracle,” as it were, for not only would the destruction of Amalek benefit Israel, but
it would also be for G-d’s own sake, and thus it can also be said that the miracle is before Him.
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! The translator notes that there is no pasek/munach legarmeh present in Judges 6:24 between the words “L-rd”
and “peace.”



