ABSTRACT

There is a great body of Christian literature that is focused on the miracles of Jesus
and many accounts of miracles appear in the Christian Bible. However, miracles are deeply
present in concurrent Jewish literature and yet relatively unexplored. “Wonder of Wonders,
Miracle of Miracles: The Shift in the Meaning of Miracles from the Hebrew Bible to Early
Rabbinic Literature” analyzes primary and secondary sources and expands current
understanding of miracles in early rabbinic literature and its relationship to the biblical
understanding of miracles.

This thesis explores the shift in the view of “miracle” from the Hebrew Bible to early
rabbinic literature in five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the subject matter, guiding
questions, scope, and methodology of the thesis. The first major content chapter, Chapter 2,
focuses on “Miracle in the Hebrew Bible,” concentrating the examination on the “Splitting of
the Sea” miracle in Exodus 14:10-31, the “Brass Serpent” miracle in Numbers 21:4-9, and
the fire from heaven miracle in the story of “Elijah and the Prophets of Baal” in | Kings
18:20-40. Chapter 3 examines those same three miracles in the context of rabbinic literature.
This chapter considers particular examples in order to investigate how these miracles are
understood by the early rabbis and how they function in their context in rabbinic literature.
Rosh HaShanah 3:8 is drawn from the Mishnah (codified circa 200 CE'), b. Sanhedrin 39b is
drawn from the Babylonian Talmud (codified between 500-700 CE?), and Deuteronomy
Rabbah 2:17 is drawn from Midrash Rabbah, specifically Deuteronomy Rabbah (codified
circa 9th century CE®). These texts span early rabbinic literature. The particular texts
examined trace the path from the God-centered view of “miracle” in the biblical text to the
more human focus of the rabbis. After this specific analysis, Chapter 4 turns to look at the
overall shift in the view of miracle from the Bible to the early rabbis. Chapter 4 surveys key
figures in each period from the late Biblical period (Elijah, Elisha) around the 5th century
BCE to the Pharisaic, pre-rabbinic period (Jesus, Hanina ben Dosa) to the Mishnaic and
Talmudic period, of Tannaim and Amoraim (Nahum Ish Gam Zo), and into the 800s CE just
after the Talmud was closed and codified (Deuteronomy Rabbah 10:3). Chapter 5 draws
conclusions about the theological implications of such a shift, as well as the ongoing
significance of this area of study. An appendix, which follows Chapter 5, proposes areas for
further study and exploration based on this thesis and encourages continued Jewish
scholarship in this subject area.

! Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Mishnah," by Stephen G. Wald.

% Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
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CHAPTER 1: MIRACLES: AN INTRODUCTION
“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle.
The other is as though everything is a miracle.” — Dr. Albert Einstein’

“Miracle” is a word that is used commonly in our contemporary times. “Miracle” is
used in the American lexicon, just as the word “awesome” has come to mean “great,”
without meaning “awe inspiring” and implying within the word both a sense of wonder and
fear, as it once did. With its usage, the meaning of the word “miracle” has become vague
and has lost meaning.

Each year as the holiday of 712357 Hanukah, the Jewish Festival of Lights, approaches,

rabbis around the world begin to describe those wintery days as the “Season of Miracles.”

But what does this mean? For most Jews, those miracles at Hanukah are miracles enshrined

in history. Jews recite 99;7 Hallel (Ps. 113-118) to commemorate those wondrous deeds from
times gone by. When lighting Hanukah candles, Jews recite the blessing 0°01 AwyY

11°ni2RY, to bless God for the “miracles that [God] made for our ancestors.”

For generations, since the morning prayers were set down in prayer books, starting
with seminal works like Seder Rav Amram Gaon (9" century CE)® and Makhzor Vitry (12"
century CE),® Jews have been reciting variations of the morning blessings from b. Ber. 60b.
These blessings describe morning experiences, such as waking up, opening one’s eyes,

sitting up, getting out of bed, and getting dressed. They were incorporated into the very first

part of morning worship called I7wa M1272 or “Morning Blessings.” As early as the first

" Albert Einstein, with editors Alice Calaprice and Freeman Dyson, The Ultimate Quotable Einstein (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 483.
8 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
5eference USA, 2007), s.v. "Prayer Books," by Ernst Daniel Goldschmidt and Eric Lewis Friedland.

Ibid.
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printing of Gates of Prayer: The New Union Prayer Book in 1975, Reform Jewish prayer

books have given this set of blessings from b. Ber. 60b, within the rubric of W7 M>72 or

Morning Blessings, their own name: 21 932 2°01 or “Daily Miracles.”

Undeniably, waking up, opening one’s eyes and recognizing that one is not blind,
sitting up straight and recognizing that one’s back is not crooked, getting out of bed and
standing on the floor recognizing that the earth beneath one’s foot is firm, and clothing
oneself recognizing that one does not have to go about naked are blessings in the life of any
person who experiences them. It is beautiful that the Jewish tradition has enshrined these
experiences as so meaningful in the relationship between God and human beings that people

should bless God for opening the eyes of the blind and clothing the naked. However, are
these 0°01 “miracles”?

The Babylonian Talmud (codified between 500-700 CE™®) in tractate Berachot, or
Blessings, 20a records the following conversation about miracles between a student and his

teacher:

b. Berachot 20a R.2 17 NI2T2 NAvR
R. Papa said to Abaye, “How is it that in early p313wR2 RIw XA KD XDD 27 399 0K

generations (lit. the time/year of the first gy IR RIW XM ,RO%1 Y WONINRT
generations) miracles happened for them, and 2R07 15 W RN

why in our time (lit. year) miracles do not
happen for us?

Is it because of study? In the years of Rav »1n 919 971770 297 "1w12 - 10 210N K
Yehudah™ all studies were in 7°2°T3(a single 70 RNPW 12707 KPR, 1RO
order of the Mishnah), but we study six orders

(meaning the whole Mishnah).

19 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Talmud, Babylonian," by Stephen G. Wald.

1 Probably, 9X{PT1> 92 7797° 27 R. Judah b. Ezekiel, a second generation Amora and head of the Academy of
Pumbedita, two generations before Abaye held the same position. — see Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik,
eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Amoraim," by
Alyssa M. Gray.
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And when Rav Yehudah arrived at [tractate]

PXPIY (the last tractate of the last order of
the Mishnah) [at the law] “If a woman pickles
vegetables in a pot...” And others say,
“Olives pickled with their leaves are ritually
clean...”* He said,” | see here all of the
debates of Rav'® and Samuel.”**** But we

study 7°XP1V in 13 sittings/academies™.

And in the case of Rav Yehudah, when he
would pull off one his shoes” [during a
drought] rain would come, but as for us, we
afflict our souls and cry out loud — yet no one
takes notice of us!”

He (Abaye) said to him, “The former
[generations] would give their lives for the
sanctity of [God's] name; we do not give our
lives for the sanctity of [God's] name.

Reice 3

TURT OPEPWA T 27 b I D)
WOV 2°N°T 139 AR TR PO DWW
DRMAYY 277 DT MR 2L 37°D00a
XMWY J°IND ORP TN LRDTORIIMTONP

XN2°nn 70°7N

- TPIRDA 0 AW T 00 AT 27 9K
MM PWOI 1IWEA RP IR LRI0D DK
- 72 TAWRT D091 - 1IN P

WOWHI MOn Rp NI KA TR MK
WO JPN0R RY TR ,OWA DYATRN
QW NYYTPR

Abaye was a 4™ generation Amora and head of the academy at Pumbedita.'® Rav Papa was a

5™ generation Amora, student of Abaye, and founder and head of the Academy at Naresh.®

The Rav Judah they discuss is probably 2X{P17° 92 7717° 27 R. Judah b. Ezekiel, a second

generation Amora and head of the Academy of Pumbedita, two generations before Abaye

held the same position. Rav Papa believes that miracles were still happening for people, as

12 «|f a woman pickles vegetables in a pot...”” And others say, “Olives pickled with their leaves are ritually
clean...”: This is a difference in manuscripts and traditions about how m. Ukz. 2:1 should read.

13 Rav (112°X 72 X2X °27 or Rabbi Abba b. Aivu): founder and head of the Academy of Sura — see Michael
Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan Reference

USA, 2007), s.v. "Amoraim," by Alyssa M. Gray.

1% Samuel ( IR DRMW Samuel of Nehardea or RaX 72 HXIMW Samuel b. Aba): head of the Academy of
Nehardea — see Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit:
Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Amoraim," by Alyssa M. Gray.

15 all of the debates of Rav and Samuel: The significance of this statement is that the main body of the text in
the Babylonian Talmud is made up of the legal and ritual opinions recorded in Rav's name and his debates with
Samuel. Itis like Rav Yehudah is saying that this one verse from the Mishnah is as challenging for him as the

whole of rabbinic debates

16 13 sittings/academies: In one reading this statement could be understood to mean that Rav Papa and his
contemporaries have 13 different versions of this text from the Mishnah, Tosefta, Baraitot, and other similar
sources. In a different reading, this statement could be understood to mean that there are 13 different academies
learning this idea and adding even more than Rav and Samuel.

" Rav Yehudah would pull off one his shoes: Presumably in preparation for fasting

18 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Amoraim," by Alyssa M. Gray.

¥ Ibid.
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recently as two or three generations before his time. The theology of this text is that it was
not the merit that the former generations gathered through their learning of Torah that made
miracles for them. Rather, Abaye asserts that it was because former generations would
willingly give their lives to sanctify God’s name in the world; they were willing to be
martyrs.

What does this text and theology say about miracles? Is this dialogue representative
of an early rabbinic understanding of the concept of miracles? If the Babylonian Talmud is
the record of discussions, stories, and learning around the ideas in the Mishnah, and the
Mishnah is understood to be Oral Torah which is a companion and commentary on the
Torah, what is the relationship of this early rabbinic understanding of miracles to the way the
Torah and the Hebrew Bible, writ large, understands miracles? These questions will be
explored in the chapters to come.

In the Chapters to Come

Chapter two seeks to characterize the terminology of biblical miracles. It works to
separate magic from miracles, to focus more clearly on what “miracle” means in the Hebrew
Bible. Then, the chapter explores three particular miracles that exemplify different
categories of biblical miracles. Each miracle is translated and analyzed within its genre and
setting to expose its local meaning within the Hebrew Bible.

Chapter three takes these three miracles into early rabbinic literature. One is
examined in a mishnaic text, one is viewed in its context in the Babylonian Talmud, and one
is analyzed in its later midrashic context. Each rabbinic interpretation of a miracle is
translated and commented upon in its own context, and in contrast with the biblical meaning

of the miracle. In the multivocal rabbinic tradition, there are many ways these biblical texts
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are used and viewed. Light treatment is given to other usages, but the focus of chapter three
is to lead to the main argument of this thesis, the shift in meaning from the Bible to the early
rabbis as seen in chapter 4.

Chapter four examines the overall shift from the view of “miracle” in the Bible to the
view of “miracle” in early rabbinic literature. The shift is viewed through periods of time:
late biblical, pre-rabbinic/Pharisaic, and early rabbinic through the latest point in early

rabbinic literature represented by Midrash Rabbah, specifically 727 0°727 or Deuteronomy

Rabbah (codified circa 9" century CE?®). The figures representative of each time period are:
Elijah and Elisha in the late biblical period; Elijah and Elisha in contrast with Jesus in the

pre-rabbinic period; (Rabbi) Hanina ben Dosa in contrast with Jesus in the pre-rabbinic

period; Rabbi Nahum Ish Gam Zo in the early rabbinic period; and a midrash from 2°727

1127, which summarizes the shift from the biblical to rabbinic period.

Chapter five draws conclusions from the material presented in this thesis. The
chapter also expresses the ongoing significance of Reform Jews, in particular, studying
miracles. Finally, the appendix, which appears after chapter five proposes further areas for

study, based on this thesis, and encourages continued Jewish scholarship in this subject area.

% Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Deuteronomy Rabbah," by Moshe David Herr.



CHAPTER 2: MIRACLE IN THE HEBREW BIBLE
Terminology

There is a joke about Modern Hebrew and the modern State of Israel. The joke
centers around the term nes 0] meaning “miracle” in Rabbinic and Modern Hebrew and

Nescafé, the common brand of instant coffee made by Nestlé, often referred to as “Nes.”
The joke goes that there is something wrong with any culture for whom instant coffee is

called a miracle.

01 in the Bible is not clearly a miracle. In Num. 21:8-9, 0] seems to be a pole to set
an object on so it will be elevated. Similarly, in Isa. 30:17, in the structure of the poetry of
the verse (1IR2 Y237-2¥ ,0321 ,177 WRI-5Y), 03 is paralleled with 79 “a beacon.” Like
with the pole, 01 is meant as part of an elevated symbol to the people. Later in Isaiah, in a

metaphor about a ship, 01 is used to indicate the sail of that ship (Isa. 33:23). It is used this
same way in Ezek. 27:7, in the midst of verses describing ships. However, there are two
verses that indicate D] is a sign. Most clearly, Num. 26:10, a verse describing the
punishment of Datan, Abiram, and Korah, and the fire that consumed 250 more, such that
017 177 “they became a sign.” This verse gives us a hint to the meaning of the phrase 117
01 in Ex. 17:15. That verse states: *®1 | 7)1 % X% 7210 7WN 122 “Moses built an
altar and named it “Adonai-nissi” or “sign of God.”
There are other words used to term miracles in such as: ni773, NIRZ9I/X79, NIR/NINK,
and noin/oonoin. nivT) or great deeds, a term which always appears in the plural, are those

deeds beyond human ability which are typically done by God (e.g., Deut. 10:21; Jer. 45:5;

Ps. 71:19; 106:21-22; 131:1; Job 5:9; 9:10; 37:5) and only once in the Bible by a person,

6
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namely Elisha (see: Il Kgs. 8:4-5). “An examination of the term gedolot thus indicates that it
refers to the totality of areas of God’s power and rule: creation, its rules, exceptions to these
rules, and the deliverance of Israel and individuals from the evil caused them. In this regard,

miracles are but on expression (and not necessarily a unique one) of God’s rule over the

universe and man.”?!

The term NiX793, which also always appears in the plural form, sometimes appears in
the same verse with ni973 (Job 5:9; 9:10; 37:5).  NiX?91 encompass miracles and more,

like Ni97), they describe the “totality of God’s deeds”? (e.g., Ex. 3:20; 34:10; Josh. 3:5; Jud.
6:13; Mich. 7:15; Ps. 9:2; 75:2; 78:4, 11, 32; 96:3; 106:7, 22; 107:8, 15, 21, 24, 31; 136:4).
The noun X7 shares the same root of NiX93. It is “found only in biblical poetry.... [and]

generally appears as the object of the verb root ayin, sin, heh — ‘to make or do,” and indicates

God’s deliverance”? (e.g., Ex. 15:11; Isa. 25:1; Ps. 78:12; 88:11, 13; 89:6).

The term NIR\NR, singular, or NINX\NNR, plural, has the general meaning of sign(s) in
the Bible. Both are used frequently. The particular occurrences of interest are those that refer
to signs from God, of, or for God.  nNIX\NX appears throughout the Bible (e.g., Gen. 4:15;
9:12, 13, 17; 17:11; Ex. 3:12; 4:8 (2 times); 8:19; 12:13; 31:13, 17; Num. 17:25; Deut. 13:2,
3; Josh. 4:6, 1 Sam. 2:34; 1l Kgs. 19:29; 20:8, 9; Is. 7:11, 14; 20:3; 37:30; 38:7, 22; 55:13;
66:19; Jer. 44:29; Ezek. 4:3; 14:8; 20:12, 20; Ps. 86:17). In its plural form, niNX\nnR, also
appears broadly (e.g., Ex. 4:9, 17, 28, 30; 7:3; 10:1, 2; Num. 14:11, 22; Deut. 4:34; 6:22;

7:19; 11:3 (with the word Wyn or “works”); 26:8; 29:2; Josh. 24:17; | Sam. 10:7, 9;

21 yair Zakovich, The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible (Tel Aviv: Mod Books, 1991), 13-14.
% Ipid. 14.
% Ibid. 15.
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Is. 8:18; Jer. 32:20, 21; Ps. 74:9; 78:43; 135:9; Neh. 9:10). NiX or NINX are frequently

used in the Bible to reference the wonders God did in Egypt. However, these terms are also
used to reference covenants of God, like after the flood with the rainbow (e.g., Gen. 9:12, 13,
17) or the covenant of circumcision (e.g., Gen. 17:11), even Shabbat seems to carry this kind

of weight as a sign (e.g., Ex. 31:13, 17; Ezek. 20:12, 20). Prophets are given signs and also
deliver signs to kings and the whole community, alike. Even false prophets use an niX
when they tempt Israelites to turn and worship other gods (Deut. 13:2, 3).
These terms NIR\NX or NINX\NNR also appear coupled with N9in or 2NN\ NoHA.
This phrase, “sign(s) and wonder(s)” appears in many places, frequently referencing the
miracles God performed in Egypt (e.g., Ex. 7:3; Deut. 4:34; 6:22; 7:19; 13:2, 3; 26:8; 29:2;
Is. 8:18; 20:3; Jer. 32:20, 21; Ps. 78:43; 135:9; Neh. 9:10). However, the terms N2 or
o°noin\n nsn meaning wonder(s) or a sign (I Kgs. 13:3, 5; Ezek. 12:6, 11; 24:24, 27,
Zech. 3:8; Il Chr. 32:24) also appear without NIR\NX or NINX\NNX (e.g., Ex. 4:21; 7:9;
11:9, 10; 1 Kgs. 13:3, 5; Ezek. 12:6, 11; 24:24, 27; Zech. 3:8; | Chr. 16:12 appears with
nix?o3; 11 Chr. 32:24, 31; Ps. 105:5 appears with NiX793).
For all of the power this variety of terms carries, each on its own and in combination,
none of them have the direct resonance of the word 03 in Rabbinic Hebrew. Yet, there is no

question that the Bible is filled with miraculous events. These terms point to events in the
Bible that are miraculous, that describe God’s acts in our world.
Miracles vs. Magic

There are other events in the Bible that might seem to be miracles, but instead should

be label as magic or, even, sympathetic magic. For instance, in Genesis 30, after the birth of
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Joseph, Jacob is ready to move his family out of his father-in-law’s house and would like to
leave with a fair wage after all of his years of work. Lavan, Jacob’s father-in-law, agrees to
his plan: to remove every spotted or speckled goat or sheep and every brown sheep for
himself, leaving the unmarked animals for Lavan (Gen. 30:32-34). Nahum Sarna points out
that Lavan would likely be open to this deal, because “in the Near East, sheep are generally
white and goats are dark brown or black. A minority of sheep may have dark patches and
goats white markings.”?*

With the flocks still in Jacob’s care, he sets to work. Knowing that the animals mate
and conceive at the watering trough, Jacob takes sticks and peels streaks in them and places
them at the watering trough (vv. 37-38). In the next verse, we see Jacob’s idea working.
Animals who conceived looking at the streaked sticks bore streaked, spotted and speckled
young (vv. 39). Moreover, he places the sticks in the sight of the stronger animals (vv. 41),
but not before the weaker ones (vv. 42). Thus, his streaked flock is stronger and healthier
than the one he leaves for his father-in-law.

God is not mentioned in this passage. Jacob seems to have this folk wisdom for
breeding flocks. He knows where and when they will conceive and how to influence the
outcome. Parents looking at striped sticks produce striped younglings. Simply put, it is
sympathetic magic®®. God is only mentioned in the following chapter, after an accusation of
theft from Lavan’s sons. Jacob explains to Rachel and Leah how God protected him (Gen.

31:7) and even give him a dream to see that this plan had worked (vv. 11-12). The angel of

God asks Jacob, in his dream, to return to the land of his birth (vv. 13). God never

 Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with New JPS Translation/Commentary by Nahum
Sarna (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 212.

% Merriam-Webster defines sympathetic magic as “magic based on the assumption that a person or thing can be
supernaturally affected through its name or an object representing it.” — “Sympathetic Magic,” Merriam-
Webster, accessed 9 Feb. 2012, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sympathetic%20magic
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commands Jacob’s actions. Jacob never prays to God for this knowledge. None of the
Bible’s miracle terms are used it. It is entirely other than God’s work.

Here, we can define the difference between this act of magic and miracles inherent in
religion. Jacob Neusner complicates the differentiation: “If magic refers to the use of means,
such as charms, spells, incantations, or other occult acts, to exert supernatural power over
natural forces, then one is forced to make theological judgments about what is a charm and
what is a "genuine" prayer.”?® Looking for an answer, he examines Erwin Goodenough’s
distinction:

...it is held that magic, in contrast to religion, first, looks to physical ends, such as

cure of the sick, avoidance of illness, escape from accident or financial failure, or

success in love. Secondly, to do this it uses material means, such as fetishistic objects
or rituals, or verbal charms written or spoken. Thirdly, these work by compulsion
rather than by petition.”’

Anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, in his 1948 book, Magic, Science and
Religion took on the ideas of Tylor, Frazer, Marett and Durkheim in distinguishing and
linking these three concepts. When Catherine Bell writes about “Magic, Religion, and
Science,” in her book Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, she distills the core of
Malinowski’s argument:

Religious rituals, for example, are concerned with common traditions of communion

with spirits, ancestors, or gods and tend to address emotional or psychological needs.

By contrast, magic, for Malinowski, is essentially manipulative and thus contrasts

with religion, which aspires to a more authentic relationship with divine beings. In

% Jacob Neusner, The Wonder-Working Lawyers of Talmudic Babylonia: The Theory and Practice of Judaism
in its Formative Age (Landham, MD: University Press of America, 1987), 59-60.
%" Erwin Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period (New York: Pantheon Books, 1953), 155.
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his view, magic commands, while religion seeks. In magic, techniques are a means to
an end; in religion, worship is an end in itself.?®

These voices distinguishing magic from religion suggest to us that miracles are not
manipulated, but granted based on relationship with God or performed through the pure will
of God.

Biblical scholar and Professor Yair Zakovich, of Hebrew University, argues that
distinguishing the miracles of the Bible from other kind of events “depends on how the event
is depicted in the Bible....on the degree of magnificence of the event and on the reactions of
the heroes or of the narrator.”*® He provides a literary definition for the Bible’s miracles: “a
miracle is divine intervention (overt or concealed) in the rules of creation, either by a break
in the order or by means of a ‘fortuitous occurrence’ provided that it leaves a strong
impression in the literary text.”*

The “Splitting of the Sea” in Exodus 14:10-31, the “Brass Serpent” in Numbers 21:4-
9, and the fire from heaven in the story of “Elijah and the Prophets of Baal” in | Kgs. 18:20-
40 are just such miraculous events; they leave strong impressions in the biblical text. They
are stories marked with divine intervention against the rules of nature. The people react in
these texts as though they have witnessed a miracle.

Each of these narratives represents a different aspect of biblical miracles, a different

significant part of the biblical conception of miracle. The Splitting of the Sea includes both

paradox (crossing the sea on dry ground)®! and demarcation (between peoples: it happens for

%8 Catherine Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 1997), 48.
2 Yair Zakovich, The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible (Tel Aviv: Mod Books, 1991), 42.
30 H
Ibid.
*! Ibid. 50-52.
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the Israelites but not for the Egyptians; between space: sea and dry land).®* The Brass
Serpent is the narrative of miracle coming after prayer.*® The story of Elijah and the
Prophets of Ba’al includes both the concepts of demarcation (fire comes down for him and
not for the prophets of Ba’al) and the miracle within the miracle.>* Each of these narratives

centers on God and the divine miracle, however, there is a concept of the human miracle to

which we will turn in chapter four.
Splitting the Sea: Text and Outline

Exodus 14:10-31

10 And [when] Pharaoh drew near, the children of
Israel lifted up their eyes, and, behold, the
Egyptians were riding after them; and they were
very afraid; and the children of Israel cried out to
i,

11 And they said to Moses: “Were there not graves
in Egypt that you have taken us to die in the
wilderness? What have you done to us, to bring us
out of Egypt?

12 Is not this the thing that we said to you in
Egypt, saying, ‘Leave us alone, that we may serve
the Egyptians’? For it is better for us to serve the
Egyptians, than for us to die in the wilderness!”

13 And Moses said to the people, “Fear not, stand

and see the salvation of 77371, which God will make
for you today; for though you have seen the
Egyptians today, you shall not see them again
ever.

14 737 will fight for you, and you shall be silent.”

15 And ‘nlnj said to Moses, “Why do you cry out
to me? Speak to the children of Israel that they
journey [onward].

16 And lift up your rod, and stretch out your hand
over the sea, and divide it; and the children of
Israel shall go into the middle of the sea on dry
ground.

%2 1bid. 55-58.
* 1bid. 49.
% 1bid 53-55.
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17 And I, behold, I will harden the heart of the
Egyptians, and they shall go after them; and I will
be honored/gain glory through Pharaoh, and
through his whole army, through his chariot, and
through his horsemen.

18 And the Egyptians shall know that | am 737,
through My gaining honor/glory through Pharaoh,
through his chariot, and through his horsemen.”

19 And the angel of God, who went before the
camp of Israel, journeyed and went behind them;
and the pillar of cloud journeyed from before
them, and stood behind them;

20 and it came between the camp of Egypt and the
camp of Israel; and there was the cloud and the
darkness, and it shined at night; and one did not
approach the other all night.

21 And Moses stretched out his hand over the sea;

and 11171 caused the sea to go by a strong east wind
all night, and made the sea dry land, and the waters
were split.

22 And the children of Israel went into the middle
of the sea on the dry ground; and the waters [were]
a wall to them on their right, and on their left.

23 And the Egyptians pursued, and went in after
them, all Pharaoh's horses, his chariot, and his
horsemen, into the middle of the sea.

24 And it came to pass, in the morning watch, that
i looked to the camp of the Egyptians through
the pillar of fire and of cloud, and God roared
in/confused/troubled the camp of the Egyptians.

25 And God turned aside his chariots’ wheels, and
made them drive heavily; and the Egyptians said,
“Let us flee from the face of Israel because ¥ is
fighting for them against the Egyptians.”

26 And 1377 said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand

over the sea, the waters will return on Egypt, on
his chariot, and on his horsemen.”

27 And Moses stretched out his hand over the sea,
and the sea returned shortly before sunrise to its

place; and the Egyptians fled from it; and )7
shook off the Egyptians in the middle of the sea.
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28 And the waters returned, and covered the
chariot and the horsemen, to all the army of
Pharaoh that went in after them into the sea; not
one remained from them.

29 And the children of Israel walked on dry land in
the middle of the sea; and the waters [were] a wall
to them on their right, and on their left.

30 And 17977 saved Israel on that day from the hand
of the Egyptians; and Israel saw the Egyptians
dead on the sea-shore.

31 And Israel saw the great hand [with] which 77i
worked on the Egyptians, and the people feared
7% and they believed in 717, and in God’s

Reice 14
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servant Moses.
These verses can be outlined in many ways, but for the purposes of this exegesis, it is
outlined as follows:

I. Crossing the Sea (14:10-31)
1. Preparing to Cross (vv. 10-20)
a. The people’s reaction (vv. 10-12)
b. Moses’ response (vv. 13-14)
c. God’s response to Moses (vv. 15-18)
d. Actions of the angel of God (vv. 19-20)
2. Splitting of the sea (vv. 21-30)
a. Sea splits (vv. 21)
b. Israelites cross safely (vv. 22, 29)
c. Egyptian pursuit and demise (vv. 23-28, 30b)
d. God saved Israel (vv. 30a)
3. People’s response: fear and faith (vv. 31)

Splitting the Sea: Paradox
The genre of the paradoxical miracle, like the crossing of the sea on dry ground, runs
throughout the Hebrew Bible. In Gen. 17, when God tells Abraham that he will have a son

by Sarah (vv. 16), he reacts to the absurdity and paradox of this miracle in verse 17, laughing
and saying to himself 720 70 2°ywWR~n27 "3 -0RY 79 MIW-nRn 1277 “Will a child be
born to a 100 years-old, and will Sarah, a 90 year-old, give birth?” Again, in chapter 18,

after the visiting men tell Abraham that Sarah will give birth to a son, the narrator tells us
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that not only are Abraham and Sarah old, but - 2°W/32 TR 7Y NI 277 Sarah is post-
menopausal (vv. 11). It is no wonder that Sarah reacts in the same way as Abraham in the
previous chapter, laughing and reflecting on their age (vv. 12). And yet, through God’s
miracle, the elderly couple has a son, named for their laughter, named for the very
paradoxical nature of his miracle birth.

Exodus presents the miracle of a bush that burns, but is not consumed (Ex. 3:2-3)—a
paradox against nature that gets Moses’ attention. This paradox is unexpected. In other
places, the narrator remarks on the unlikelihood of the event to highlight the paradox. In the
Book of Joshua, before the splitting of the Jordan, the narrator notes how full the Jordan was
at that time: %P "> 92 1PAITA-2275Y X9 1771771 (Josh. 3:15). Similarly, in 1 Sam. 12,
Samuel reminds the people that it is the wheat harvest, after Passover, the time when rain
does not fall in the land of Israel and liturgically when Jews cease to pray for rain (vv. 17).
Paradoxically, Samuel calls on God to go against nature, as a sign to the people that asking

for a human king was against God’s will. God causes rain and TJ>~N§ TX» QY7722 RPN
2RIMW-NYY the people react with fear (vv. 18), seeing God’s miracle and ask Samuel to

pray for them with renewed faith in God (vv. 19).

Elisha remarks on a different water paradox in Il Kgs. 3. There, in verse 17, God
states that water will appear and fill the valley, without the expected wind and rain. It comes
to pass, just as God said, a valley full of water without rain (vv. 20). Later in Il Kgs. 20,
King Hezekiah is very sick and the prophet Isaiah gives him the choice of signs to show that

God will heal him (vv. 9). He selects the paradoxical sign, a shadow that will move

backward (vv. 10). The prophet cries out to God and 777 WX Niynd 2Ea-ny 2Yn
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nivyn Wy NAInR R NiYYN2 God brings the shadow backwards, the paradox occurs
(vv. 11).

Perhaps, one of the most well-known paradoxical miracles is from the Book of
Daniel. The Babylonian king Nevukhadnesar is interrogating the faithful and non-idol
worshiping Shadrakh, Meshakh, and Aved-Nego. Even under threats, the three stay faithful
to their God (Dan. 3:12-18). When tossed into the fiery furnace, heated seven times, the king
sees them inside, walking around, unconsumed (vv. 25). They emerge completely intact
from the hairs on their heads to their clothes (vv. 27). Nevukhadnesar responds with faith,
blessing their God and insisting that they need not worship anyone but their own God (vv.
28).

The paradoxical miracle is an important category of biblical miracle, exemplified by
the Splitting of the Sea in Exodus 14.

Splitting the Sea: Demarcation

Like the paradoxical miracle, the genre of demarcation runs throughout the Hebrew
Bible. Demarcation is a pronounced element of the plagues in Egypt. The third plague, 033
or lice, which would seem to fly everywhere, do not enter the land of Goshen where the
Israelites dwell (Ex. 8:18). Similarly, in the fifth plague, 727 or pestilence, none of the
Israelite livestock are afflicted, because God makes a division between the two groups (Ex.
9:4,6). When hail rains down upon the Egyptian in the seventh plague, in Goshen, among the
Israelites, 772 7 X9 “there was no hail” (Ex. 9:26). During the three day period of
darkness in Egypt (Ex. 10:22), the ninth plague, the Israelites had light (vv. 23). The tenth

plague is set up to be the biggest demarcation of all: ©>%7 1°2 7177 79292 WK 1WA WAL

X 1721 “Therefore, you will know that 737 separated between Egypt and Israel.” This
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separation requires a ritual from the Israelites (Ex. 12:21-23). With the spreading of the
blood of the nOD (Passover sacrifice), the Israelites signal their difference and in a
sympathetic magical fashion,* God passes over their houses: 1Y X7 nn23-2y 717 R
17 0°R379R K27 NMWRI. In a similar tale of destruction and salvation, in the story of the
furnace in Daniel, the men who built the fires for Shadrakh, Meshakh, and Aved-Nego to
burn in, are themselves burnt to death while the three faithful men go free unharmed (Dan.
3:22).

In the case of manna in Exodus 16, demarcation occurs in time, between Shabbat and
the rest of the week. During the week, Moses tells the people not to keep any manna
overnight (Ex. 16:19). Those people who go against Moses and keep leftovers find it
inedible in the morning (vv. 20). However, in preparation for Shabbat, the people are asked
to gather a double portion on Friday and hold it overnight (vv. 23). On Shabbat morning,
when they awaken, the manna is good to eat (vv. 24) and there is none in the field to collect
(vv. 25, 27).

Splitting the Sea: Paradox and Demarcation

The sea splitting in Exodus 14 is not the only body of water that splits for the
Israelites in the Hebrew Bible. The paradox of crossing a body of water on dry ground can
be seen later in the Bible in the Book of Joshua when the Israelites are able to cross the

Jordan on dry ground (Josh. 3). God, in fact, connects the two events by declaring that God

will use the splitting of the Jordan to magnify Joshua in the sight of the people >3 ]ﬂﬁjrjﬁtgﬁg

TRV TN AYnTaY nYo YR “that they will know that as | was with Moses, | am with

* The Israelites signal to God to spare their homes bloodshed by placing blood on the lintel and doorposts of
their homes.
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you.” However, this miracle also creates a demarcation between the water and dry land, as

with the miracle in the exodus from Egypt. The priests enter the water with the ark and stand

17777 7902 72712 “on dry ground in the middle of the Jordan” and so too, ©™2Y 281752

72702 “all Israel passed over on dry ground” (Josh. 3:17). In this narrative, the Ark

represents God traveling with the people. The miracle performed for the sake of the Ark is
done through God’s miraculous power.

The demarcation is magnified in the Exodus narrative. Not only is there a
demarcation between dry land and sea, but there is a demarcation between peoples. The sea
is splits for the Israelites, but not for the Egyptians.

Historical Setting of Splitting the Sea: Documentary Hypothesis

With these two genres interwoven, can the sources of this narrative help to separate
out what is happening in this complex account? In his book, The Bible with Sources
Revealed, Richard Elliot Friedman identifies threads of the J, E, and P sources in Ex. 14:10-
31. He shows how the J and P sources can be separated into two complete narratives of the
events at the sea. He argues that the J verses in this section are 10b, 13-14, 19b, 20b, 21b,
24, 27b, 30-31 and the P verses are 10a, 10c, 15-18, 21a, 21c, 22-23, 26-27a, 28-29.%° He
writes:

“The J and P accounts picture two different scenarios of the event at the sea. In J,

while the Egyptians pursue the Israelites, God pushes back the sea with a wind. Then

God throws the Egyptian camp into the tumult, and when the Egyptians try to flee

then run right into the dried seabed as God released the seawaters, which return to

swallow the fleeing Egyptians. In P, meanwhile, the sea splits, with a path of dry

% Richard Elliot Friedman, The Bible with Sources Revealed (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003), 29.
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ground between walls of water, and the Israelites cross through this path. The
Egyptians try to cross through this path as well, but the water closes up over them. ...
The P story repeats details of locations and of the Egyptian forces.”*’

In terms of the genre of miracles, the J source seems to emphasize the paradoxical
nature of what happened at the sea. Even when the Egyptians relent and attempt to escape,
God sees to their destruction. By contrast, the P source seems to emphasize the demarcation:
both geographically, between dry land and sea, and between the peoples, with the Israelites
crossing safely and the Egyptians suffering from it. Examining the sources reveals the
weaving together of two narratives rooted in two different genres.

Meaning of the Miracle in Exodus 14:10-31

The focus of the Biblical account seems to rest on God’s wondrous act. This miracle
contains echoes of previous paradoxical wonders, of the demarcating plagues in Egypt, and
later Biblical miracles. Each example points to God’s marvelous acts that are beyond human
ability. Such miracles defy our understanding of how the world works, because, in the
biblical description, God goes above and beyond the expected order of the world.
Ultimately, “by performing miracles which tear asunder the constant order of the creation,
God proves His control over all creation and all creatures.”>®

The Brass Serpent: Text and Outline

Numbers 21:4-9 ¥-7 IND PI5 ,N27%a 950
4 And they journeyed from Mount Hor the way of 33295 m39-20 777 a7 Jon ¥on T
the Sea of Reeds, to go around the land of Edom, -ij-f: ayva-wng WKPD'I 037X ij-nx
and the soul of the people became impatient/short owroomm o aE e
tempered because of the way.

37 H
Ibid. 142
% vair Zakovich, The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible (Tel Aviv: Mod Books, 1991), 24.
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5 And the people spoke against God and against
Moses, “Why have you brought us up from Egypt
to die in the wilderness? For there is no bread, and
there is no water; and our souls are sick of this
light bread!”

6 And 7737 sent burning serpents among the
people, and they bit the people; and many people
from Israel died.

7 And the people came to Moses, and said, “We
have sinned, because we have spoken against ‘.‘ﬁj’

and against you; pray to ni’n;, that God turn aside
the serpents from us.” And Moses prayed for the
people.

8 And 13 said to Moses, “Make for yourself a
burning serpent, and set it on a pole; and it shall
come to pass, that every one that is bitten and sees
it, shall live.'

9 And Moses made a brass serpent, and set it on
the pole; and it came to pass, that if a serpent had
bitten a man, and he looked to the brass serpent, he
lived.
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These verses can be outlined in many ways, but for the purposes of this exegesis, it is

outlined as follows:

I. Brass Serpent (Num. 21:4-9)
1. Israelites become short tempered (vv. 4)
2. Israelites complain (vv. 5)

3. God responds with flaming serpents; people die (vv. 6)
4. People appeal to Moses; Moses prays (wv. 7)

5. God responds with miracle solution (vv. 8)

6. Moses follows God’s instruction; people are healed miraculously (vv. 9)

The Brass Serpent: Miracle after Prayer

In narratives in the miracles after prayer genre, there seem to be two subcategories,

either: 1) God sends a punishment, prayer then secures a solution from God or 2) the

situation was not caused by God as a punishment,

bring about a solution.

but prayer will curry God’s favor and
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In the first subcategory, we find the account of Sarah in Avimelekh’s house (Gen.
20). Abraham has told the Philistines that Sarah is his sister. However, as a punishment for
taking another man’s wife, God has made Avimelekh’s entire household barren (Gen. 20:18).
After Sarah is returned and Avimelekh showers Abraham and Sarah with livestock, slaves,
and silver, Abraham prays and 3721 PR2R) IDWRNRY T22°28N8 2778 X971 “and God
heals Avimelekh and his wife and their female servants and they give birth” (vv. 17).

In an unusual turn of events, Pharaoh is suffering from a punishment from God and
Moses prays for him. It is during the plague of the locusts, the eighth plague upon Egypt,
that Pharaoh asks Moses to petition God for him (Ex. 10:17). When Moses does (vv. 18),
God sends a wind that takes all of the locusts out of Egypt (vv. 19).

I Kgs. 13 tells of a man of God, from Judah, who delivers a prophecy that is
particularly damaging for King Jeroboam. In verse 4, Jeroboam reaches across the altar to
grab hold of the man of God, presumably to harm him. When he reaches out, something
miraculous happens: his hand dries up and he cannot grab the man, nor harm him, nor even

retract his own hand (I Kgs. 13:4). The n®¥ or sign of the man of God having become

reality in verse 5, the king requests the prophet pray for him to be healed (vv. 6). With his
prayer, the king’s hand is restored to its normal state (vv. 6).

In the second subcategory, we find three stories of water miracles. Soon after the
Israelites cross the sea on dry ground and celebrate the experience with the Song of the Sea
and Miriam and the women dancing and singing, the Israelites begin to move. After three
days of no water (Ex. 15:22), the people begin to complain about/against Moses (vv. 24).

Moses cries out to God and God gives the solution of a tree that will sweeten the bitter waters

of 11 (lit. Bitter).
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Again in Exodus 17, the people are without water. Again, the people complain
about/against Moses, but this time, they add an accusation that they were brought from Egypt
to die of thirst (vv. 3). Again, Moses cries out to God (vv. 4) and gives a solution (vv. 5-6) to

provide water from the rock at 112°773 7972 Massah and Merivah (72°77, lit. argument).

After slaying 1,000 men with the jawbone of a donkey (Jud.15:15), Samson is
mightily thirsty; but like his Israelite ancestors before him, there is nothing to drink (vv. 18).

He calls out to God asking if now that he has defeated so many, he would die of thirst (vv.

18). God responds by splitting the wn3mn, a particular geological formation like a crater, and

water comes gushing out for him (vv. 19). Following drinking from that water, 717 2w,

his spirit returns to him and he is revived.

After examining miracles that fit in each subcategory, it seems clear that the Brass
Serpent narrative fits squarely in the first subcategory. The people are being punished.
Moses’ prayer is able to prompt God for a solution to the people’s suffering.

Rebellion in the Book of Numbers

Literary setting seems to be a particularly potent means for determining meaning in
the narratives of the Book of Numbers. The Bronze Serpent miracle occurs after a rebellion.
People complaining to and against or about Moses is frequent in the Book of Numbers.

These six verses are hardly the first instance. In Numbers 11:1-3, we see a similar sequence:
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I. Brass Serpent (Num. 21:4-9) I. Taverah Complaint (Num. 11:1-3)

1. lIsraelites become short tempered (vv. 4)

2. lsraelites complain (vv. 5) 1. Israelites complain (vv. 1a)

3. God responds; people die of snake 2. God responds with fire; no deaths
bites (vv. 6) mentioned (vv. 1b)

4. People appeal to Moses; Moses prays 3. People appeal to Moses; Moses prays
(w.7) (vv. 2a-b)

5. God responds with miracle solution 4. Fire dies down (vv. 2c)
(vv. 8)

6. Moses follows God’s instruction;
people are healed miraculously (vv. 9)

5. Place is named after the incident (vv. 3)

The Taverah incident is distinct from the Brass Serpent in a few ways. First, unlike
the Brass Serpent story, there are no deaths or physical injuries mentioned in the Taverah
incident. In the Brass Serpent narrative, God explicitly sends a cure to the people. It is the
heart of the miracle. In the Taverah Complaint narrative, God is not explicitly depicted as
the One who caused the fire to die down. Moses prays to God and the fire dies down.

Perhaps, most distinctively, the Taverah Complaint immediately makes an impression on the

physical surroundings, as the geographic location of the incident is named 779y¥2™2 7Y20

T

77 WR 032 “Taverah (lit. burning), because God’s fire burned among them [in that place]”

(Num. 11:3).

From this point on in the chapter, the verbal rebellion continues. The people begin to
long for Egypt from not only in their minds but from their very stomachs, craving the food
they ate in Egypt. Immediately after overcoming one rebellion against God, they turn and
rebel again. However, by contrast, this time God does not respond with flaming punishment.
Moses is beside himself, unable to please the people, and even asks God to kill him (11:15).
God presents him with a solution: God will transfer some of the “spirit” that is on Moses and
distribute it over 70 elders of Moses’ choosing, so that they will help Moses bear the burden

of the people who are constantly rebelling. In addition, God promises to give the people the
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meat for which they have mutinied. Again, through prayer to and conversation with God,
Moses is able to bring relief to the people.
Rebellion in Numbers 12

In chapter 12, Miriam and Aaron speak against Moses. The first conflict in this text,
portrayed in verses 1 and 2, seems to be between Miriam and Aaron on one side and Moses
on the other. However, this conflict is one-sided. “Miriam spoke, and Aaron” and Moses
says nothing; it is not even clear that he is with them, since they speak about him in the third
person. This literary style seems common among the stories. The people who complain,
whether the whole community or named figures, speak and it is unclear if Moses is present,
until they ask him for healing or repair. In Num. 12:3, unlike any of the other scenes, there is
a narrative statement that does not come from any of the characters, about Moses’ humility.
Here, it functions an introduction to the second part of the conflict, which appears in verses 4
through 9.

God calls to all three (vv. 4), but then only addresses Miriam and Aaron (vv. 5). God
defends Moses and explains the special relationship that the two of them share. The
reprimand, in verses 6, 7, and 8, is widely identified by biblical scholars as poetry. “The first
half describes God’s communication with other prophets..., the second half, His unique

139

transmission to Moses. In no other narrative, does God address the complainers/rebels;

God simply punishes them. In no other narrative does God seem to be physically with them,
descending (vv. 5) and ascending (vv. 10) 11y T1y2. * God leaves them, still angry and

when God is gone, the second part of the reprimand is apparent. Following the verbal

% Jacob Milgrom, Numbers = [Ba-midbar]: the Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 95.

%013y Samaritan medieval manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible read 7377, presumably implying that it was the
same pillar of cloud that was with the people since the exodus from Egypt. See: Elliger, K. & Rudolph, W., ed.
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1977.
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reprimand, Miriam alone suffers a physical punishment. Suddenly, “Miriam was with
M nyax like snow” (v.10).

With the punishment meted out, Aaron implores Moses to urge God to heal her in
verses 11 and 12, making an allusion to Miriam’s death. This insinuation is particularly
interesting because it makes the punishment sound like Miriam is alive and dead at the same
time, a bizarre and liminal punishment. However, in context of the deaths in chapter 21, this
reference seems to make more sense.

Moses does shout to God on her behalf, using only four words, in verse 13. Unlike
the Brass Snake and Taverah incidents, God seems unready to forgive so soon and resists,
requiring Miriam’s punishment to last for seven days. After that, the narrator notes that she
was punished for seven days and the community waited for her to heal.

Rebellion in Numbers 14

After hearing the report of the 12 spies in Num. 13, the people rebel in chapter 14
using language similar to Num. 21:5 and Ex. 14:11-12. Now that the people believe they
will die fighting in the land of Israel, they cry all night (vv. 1), wish for death in Egypt or in
the wilderness, and wish for a return to Egypt (vv. 2-3). They start to plan for their return

(vv. 4) and their leaders mourn and try to convince them of the goodness of God’s plan (vv.

5-9). As the people ready themselves to stone Moses, Aaron, Joshua and Caleb, or 757> 7122

“11377 the glory of” appears, similar to God’s appearance in 12:5. God, using similar restraint

to the lecture in 12:6-8, speaks with Moses about God’s plans for destroying the people
instead of directly sending destruction (vv. 11-12). Moses does his best to talk God out of

the plan (vv. 13-16) and prays for pardon, appealing to God’s loving and forgiving nature

*1 An often white, flaky skin disease, regularly mistranslated as “leprosy.”
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(vv. 17-19). God grants pardon (vv. 20), but condemns most of the generation of the Exodus
to die in the wilderness and never see the land God “swore to their fathers” (vv. 21-23).
Caleb is an exception (vv. 24). Then, God redirects their wandering path away from entering
the land, as promised (vv. 25).

The proclamation against the generation continues in a more detailed and specific
way from verses 26-35. It becomes very clear that those over 20 years old are being held

accountable, except for Caleb and Joshua (vv. 29-30) and minor children (vv. 31). The 40
year punishment is 772 7313 77°% or “measure for measure” — for the 40 days of spying,

there will be 40 years of wandering (vv. 34). Moreover, the 10 remaining spies die in a
plague before God (vv. 37). Unlike the immediate deaths in Num. 21, a majority of the
deaths in Num. 14 will be slow and natural. There are the 40 years of wandering to come,
waiting for the death of a generation of rebels (vv. 34). However, the specific rebellious
spies are killed immediately 77,77 397 712322 “in a plague before God” (vv. 37).

Moses delivers the news to the people (vv. 39) and they resolve to enter the land (vv.
40). Moses warns them against this plan (vv. 41-43), because God would not be with them.
They go out to battle without the ark (vv. 44) and are defeated by the ‘Amaleqites and
Canaanites (vv. 45). The text seems to allude to more deaths, (see Num. 21:6).
Numbers 21 and 11 Kings 18

The Brass Serpent is a tale of rebellion, punishment and prayer, answered with a
miracle. It shares many similarities with other rebellion narratives in the Book of Numbers,
but it is distinctive in that God directs Moses to create a vessel through which God’s miracle
will flow. Perhaps, this element is problematic in its uniqueness. Already a simple reading

of the text might reveal an element of sympathetic magic in this miracle. A snake bite healed
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by looking at the image of a snake seems like the medieval practice of placing a poultice of
the hair of the dog that bit you on the wound sustained from that dog in order to heal it.*

The Bible seems aware of this possibility. Though the Brass Serpent is a brief
narrative in the Torah, it leaves a strong impression in the biblical text. We see in 1l Kgs.

18:4 the following episode about King Hezekiah:

4 He removed the high places, and broke the n3axng- nY M2Y7 NiRaTTNR "RT | X T
pillars, and cut down the Asherah; and he broke nwm-‘ wm “hnm ) nwré?xn:nx ﬂ%Dl
in pieces the brass serpent that Moses had ,,_ 3T DTty 9 AUn Ty
made; for until those days the children of Israel <= _7:~ .~ = R TE T
would offer incense to it; and it was called AW 2TRIRN T2 0uRn YRR
Nehushtan.

This verse records the first actions of Hezekiah as a king. It follows from the verse
which states that )77 °1°¥2 W7 @y “he did what is right in the eyes of 777 (vv. 3).
Thus, these acts against the worshiping of other gods and idols follow as the righteous acts of
the new king.

However, this verse points directly to the story from Numbers 21 and shows how the
same brass serpent—which God had imbued with powers to heal during the wandering in
the wilderness—has become an idol many generations later in the land of Israel. Is this a
side effect of a folk understanding of sympathetic magic and the power of symbols in biblical
times?

Historical Context: The Documentary Hypothesis
Richard Elliot Friedman suggests the hypothesis that the rebellions of Num. 11, 12,

and 21 are E texts,*® though he states that the text of Num. 11:1-3 is too brief to identify with

“2 This practice is the origin of the phrase used in common English today to refer to cures for a hangover. NBC
and CBS Reporter Carol Pozefsky writes that the “first mention of the phrase in reference to hangovers is in
John Heywood's Proverbs (1546): "'l pray thee leat me and my fellow have a heare of the dog that bote us last
night and bitten were we both to the braine aright."” — available online at http://en.allexperts.com/g/Etymology-
Meaning-Words-1474/Phrase-origin.htm. Until that time, the phrase “the hair of the dog” referred exclusively
to this cure.
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certainty.*

With its long form and repetitive structure, with God deciding the fate of the
Israelites twice, the narrative from Num. 14 appears to be a combination of J (vv. 4, 11-25,
39-45) and P (vv. 1-3, 5-10, 26-38) sources.”> Il Kgs. is considered to be part of the
Deuteronomic History that stretches from most of Deuteronomy through Joshua, Judges, |
and 1l Samuel and I and Il Kings. Therefore, it is no surprise that the formulation of the text
is extremely different, focusing on a leader enforcing the law of Deuteronomy, to worship
only the one God, and only in the place that God causes God’s name to dwell (i.e.,
Jerusalem).

Meaning of the Miracle in Numbers 21:4-9

Based on the literary and historical context, the Brass Serpent of Num. 21:4-9 is a
narrative of rebellion: the children of Israel against God and their human leader, Moses.
Looking at the genre of miracle, God punishes the people for their rebellion. When the
people have a change of heart and recognize their sin, having suffered from God’s
punishment, they entreat Moses to pray for their relief. God delivers the miracle solution in
response to Moses’ prayer.

This miracle focuses attention on the power of God to heal. Here, while God does not
change the hearts and minds of the people, as they continue to rebel, God’s miracle
physically heals their bodies.

At the same time, the miracle focuses attention on the power of prayer. It is not clear

in this short text why only Moses’ prayer will be efficacious. Why are the people’s cries no

longer enough, as they were in Exodus (Ex. 3:7, 9)? Perhaps, we have a hint from Num.12

“*Richard Elliot Friedman, The Bible with Sources Revealed (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003), 258,
261, 277-278.

* Ibid. 258.

* Ibid. 263-266.
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when God describes God’s relationship with Moses (Num. 12:7-8).

Reice 29

Is the prayer powerful

because of the person from whom it comes? The Bible does not directly suggest answers to

these questions.

literature.

For theological understandings, we look beyond the Bible to rabbinic

Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al: Text and Outline

I Kings 18:20-40
20 And Ahab sent among all the children of Israel,
and gathered the prophets to Mount Carmel.

21 And Elijah came near to all the people, and
said, “How long [will you] skip between two
thoughts/opinions? If 77> is The [One] God,
follow Him; but if Ba’al, follow him." And the
people did not answer him a word.

22 Then Elijah said to the people, “I remain a
prophet of 7> by myself; but the prophets of
Ba’al are four hundred and fifty men.

23 Let them give us two bulls; and let them choose
one bull for themselves, and cut it in pieces, and
place it on the wood, and do not put fire [on it];
and | will prepare the other bull, and lay it on the
wood, and | will not put fire [on it].

24 And you shall call on the name of your god,

and | will call on the name of 7137; and the god
that answers by fire, let him be God." And all the
people answered and said, “The word [is] good.”

25 And Elijah said to the prophets of Ba’al,
“Choose one bull for yourselves, and prepare it
first; for you are many; and call on the name of
your god, and do not put fire [on it].”

26 And they took the bull that was given to them,
and they prepared it, and called on the name of
Ba’al from morning even until noon, saying,
“Ba’al, answer us.” And there was no voice and
there was no answer, and they skipped on the altar
that was made.

27 And it came to pass at noon, that Elijah mocked
them, and said, “Call out with a great voice for
your god, either he is talking, or he is busy, or he is
on a journey or perhaps he is asleep and must be
awakened.”
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28 And they called out with a great voice and they
cut themselves, as their law, with swords and
spears, until the blood spilled out on them.

29 And it was when noon was past, that they
prophesied until the time of the offering of the
nn3n offering; but there was no voice and there
was no answer and there was no attention.

30 And Elijah said to all the people, “Come near to
me.” And all the people came near o him. And he
repaired the altar of 777> that was destroyed.

31 And Elijah took twelve stones, as the number of
the tribes of the sons of Jacob, to whom the word
of the )Y was, saying, “Israel shall be your
name.”

32 And with the stones he built an altar in the
name of 777 and he made a trench around the
altar, as would house two measures (lit. seahs) of
seed.

33 And he arranged the wood, and cut the bull in
pieces, and placed [it] on the wood.

34 And he said, “Fill four jugs with water, and
pour it on the burnt-offering, and on the wood.”
And he said, “Do it a second time.” And they did
it a second time. And he said, “Do it a third time.”
And they did it a third time.

35 And the water ran around the altar; and the
trench was filled with water also.

36 And it came to pass at the time of the offering
of the 173w offering, that Elijah the prophet came
near and said, “7137, the God of Abraham, of
Isaac, and of Israel, let it be known today that You
are God in Israel, and that | am Your servant, and
that I have done all these things at Your word.

37 Hear me, 137, hear me and this people shall
know that You, )77}, are The [One] God, for You
have turned their hearts backward.'

38 Then the fire of 737> fell, and consumed the
burnt-offering, and the wood, and the stones, and
the dust, and licked up the water that was in the
trench.

39 And all the people saw it, and they fell on their
faces; and they said, “11:7°, He is The [One] God;
mm, He is The [One] God.'
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40 And Elijah said to them, “Catch the prophets of sx>23-nx | 3on 0% 39K NK" 2
Ba’al; let not a man from them escape.” And they msiponm n=n bS8 UK SYT
caught them; and Elijah brought them down to the DD%I:U';{ UW’? ‘7?13"7& _‘113‘7}2‘ m%%ﬁ
Kishon stream, and slaughtered them there. ST GRS DW

These verses can be outlined in many ways, but for the purposes of this exegesis, it is
outlined as follows:

I. Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al: Contest on Mount Carmel (I Kings 18:20-40)
1. Contest is established (vv. 20-24)
a. Israelites gather (vv. 20)
b. Elijah challenges the Israelites to choose a god (vv. 21)
c. Elijah establishes the rules for the contest (vv. 22-24)
2. The Prophets of Ba’al Take the First Turn (vv. 25-29)
a. Elijah directs the prophets of Ba’al (vv. 25)
b. They call to Ba’al, no response (vv. 26)
c. Elijah mocks them at noon (vv. 27)
d. More shouting and blood (vv. 28)
e. At mincha time, still no response (vv. 29)
3. Elijah’s Turn (vv. 30-39)
a. Elijah repairs the altar in sight of the people (vv. 30-32)
(1) Using 12 symbolic stones (vv. 31)
(2) Making a trench around the altar (vv. 32)
b. Elijah lays out the wood, butchers the bull,
and lays the meat on the wood (vv. 33)
c. Elijah drenches the altar 3x, filling the trench (vv. 34-35)
d. Elijah addresses God (vv. 36-37)
e. God’s fire descends and consumes everything (vv. 38)
f. The people see and react with fear and faith (vv. 39)
4. Elijah and the People Kill the Prophets of Ba’al (vv. 40)

Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al: Genre

The story of Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al includes both the concepts of
demarcation and the miracle within the miracle. Demarcation, as explained above, appears in
the Bible in many different forms: between groups of people, in time, and geographically.
The demarcation in this miracle is clearly between groups of people. Simply put, fire comes
down from God for Elijah and nothing happens for the prophets of Ba’al, no matter how loud

they call out or how much they cut themselves.
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The miracle within the miracle “bears a resemblance to the paradox: In order to
prevent any heretical thoughts about its miraculous nature, the miracle takes place by means
which prove its absurdity, by making the completion of the miracle even more difficult that it
would be otherwise.”*®

When the Philistines have captured the ark from the Israelites in I Sam. 5, it begins to
wreak havoc in their land. By chapter 6, they are ready to get it far away from them. They
set up the ark to travel, being pulled on a cart by two milking cows (vv. 7, 10). Milking cows
do not normally leave their young. In this scene, their young are purposefully removed from
them (vv. 7, 10) and still the mother cows transport the ark straight to Beit Shemesh, back

toward Judah, 291 12 17R7X7) “and they did not turn to the right or the left” (vv. 12).

The Philistines establish this means of travel for the ark as a test (vv. 9). If the ark goes
straight to Beit Shemesh on its own, then it is the God of Israel who has been wreaking this
havoc. If not, then it was all by chance (vv. 9). Thus, “the cows, by behaving against their
own nature, prove conclusively that God’s hand is involved.”*’

In 1l Kgs. 2:19, the people of Jericho complain to Elisha about the problem of the

city: the water has gone bad. Elisha sets about to fix this problem by doing the opposite of

what should work. He seeks out salt to add to the water. In the desert, who wants to drink
salt water? Yet, when he tosses the salt in at the source, he reports that God says 27 SNRDT
n2awm N T own XY 7987 “I have healed these waters and from there will be no

more death or miscarriage/barren land” (vv. 21). And, indeed, the waters were healed (vv.

22).

“® yair Zakovich, The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible (Tel Aviv: Mod Books, 1991), 53.
47 yp:
Ibid. 55.
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The scene of Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al is a miracle within a miracle because
calling down fire from the heavens is hard enough. The prophets of Ba’al are at it all day.
Even when they employ the sympathetic magic of their red drops of blood falling like the fire
they want from the sky, nothing happens for them. Elijah, on a mission to deepen the wonder
of God’s miracle and blot out the cult of Ba’al in one day, creates the conditions for a
miracle within a miracle. He waits for the end of the day to get started, calmly watching the
prophets of Ba’al struggle and mocking them. When Elijah final gets started, he drenches his
altar completely, soaking the ground so thoroughly that there is standing water in the trench
around his altar. Only then does he call down God’s fire, which consumes everything from
the bull to the wood to the standing water. The power of the miracle is palpable in the text.

The onlookers fall to the ground. This unbelievable thing has just occurred and they can say
nothing but — 27787 X3 7¥“MY is THE God,” as in the only God, as in Ba’al has no

power here.
Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al: Literary Setting

The narrative of the Contest on Mount Carmel (I Kgs. 18:20-40) is set within a larger
storyline with socio-political forces at play. In I Kgs. 16:29, King Ahab rises to power over
the northern kingdom of Israel. He marries Jezebel, the daughter of King Etba’al of Sidon,
and begins to worship and serve Ba’al (vv. 31). Moreover, he builds a temple with an altar

for Ba’al in Samaria (vv. 32) and erects an asherah for Ba’al’s goddess-wife Asherah (vv.

33). The text does not mince words: Ahab does more to anger the God of Israel 277 937
P97 177 YR PRI “than all of the kings before him” (vv. 33).

In the first verse of chapter 17, Elijah prophesies to Ahab that God is going to

withhold dew and rain. This prophecy is significant because “in Ugaritic mythology, ‘zebul’



Chapter 2: Miracle in the Hebrew Bible Reice 34

[as in Je-zebel’s name] is a title of Baal, god of rain and sweet water.”*® Essentially, if you,
King Ahab, think that Ba’al is going to help you with rain, think again. Only the God of
Israel controls the world.

The socio-political storyline picks up again at the beginning of chapter 18. Now, the
drought has been going on for three years. Elijah is directed by God to go before Ahab,
which will end the drought (I Kgs. 18:1). The narrator shares that Jezebel had been killing
off the prophets of God, but Obadiah, the steward of the palace, had saved 100 of them (vv.
4). Ahab sends Obadiah out to look for water (vv. 5-6), when Elijah finds him (vv. 7). Elijah
wants to speak with Ahab, but Obadiah is afraid (vv. 9) and shares the news that Ahab has
been hunting for Elijah (vv. 10). Ahab meets with Elijah (vv. 17-19) and the two argue
heatedly. Ahab accuses Elijah of causing trouble for Israel (vv. 17) and Elijah retorts that it
is Ahab’s idolatry that is the root cause of Israel’s troubles (vv. 18). Elijah then levels the
challenge to the 450 prophets of Ba’al and the 400 prophets of Asherah; the challenge which
results in the miracle within the miracle and the slaughter of the prophets of Ba’al (vv. 40).
After verses 20-40, rain clouds return to the land and rain falls, finally ending the drought
(vv. 45).

The socio-political drama continues in chapter 19, with Jezebel threatening Elijah’s
life (vv. 2). Jezebel never repents and dies a horrible death (11 Kgs. 9:30-37). However, in
I Kgs. 21:27 her husband, Ahab, sincerely repents his idolatry. God responds
compassionately, that because of the way Ahab humbled himself, God will delay the coming

disaster on Ahab’s house by a generation (vv. 29). Ahab is wounded in battle in the next

*® The Jewish Study Bible, eds. Adele Berlin and Marc Z. Brettler (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004),
711.
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chapter (I Kgs. 22:34) and dies (vv. 35). In verse 38, God’s prophecy is fulfilled with dogs
lapping up his blood and prostitutes bathing in it.

With this larger setting in mind, we see how Elijah’s religious challenge to the
prophets of Ba’al is imbedded within the larger events during the reign of King Ahab. Elijah
IS waging war not only against false prophets, but he is making a play for the souls of the
citizens of Israel and its king. The entire political country of Israel and physical land of
Samaria has been suffering from the drought, which can only be resolved when the prophet
and the king come together. This solution of prophet and king coming together in order for
rain to return to the kingdom appears to be a metaphor for the rejoining of the kingship with
the proper, monotheistic path. God’s approval comes in the form of rain. As for Queen
Jezebel, it is reasonable to presume that her fate was sealed from the time she slaughtered the
prophets of God.

Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al: Historical Setting

The Deuteronomic History includes the books of | and Il Kings. With this
knowledge, the content of these chapters are not surprising. The northern kingdom of Israel
and its king have become idolatrous, and God’s prophet is employed to return them to the
right path, by whatever means necessary. In this case, removal of the prophets of Ba’al and
the political system that supported them by a prophet of the one, true God of Israel.

Meaning of the Miracle in | Kings 18:20-40

With a review of the genre, literary and historical setting, the meaning of this miracle
seems clear: God’s dominance over all other gods. Only the God of Israel is the true God
and God’s prophet, Elijah, will go to extremes to encourage God’s people back from idolatry

to monotheism.
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With the larger context in mind, we can see deeper lessons, like only the repentant
will be spared worse punishments. There is a message embedded in this miracle about
repentance. The prophets of Ba’al are all slaughtered immediately after their defeat and the
defeat of their god. The people witnessing the contest are repentant and come away

unscathed. God decides your fate, God’s prophet delivers it.



CHAPTER 3: THESE THREE MIRACLES IN RABBINIC LITERATURE
Introduction
Having examined these three miracles of the Bible closely, in their own context, the
rabbinic interpretations of these miracles is the next focus of this investigation. This study
examines particular examples in order to investigate how these miracles are understood by
the early rabbis and how they function in their context in rabbinic literature. One text is
drawn from the Mishnah (codified circa 200 CE*), one text is drawn from the Babylonian

Talmud (codified between 500-700 CE*®), and one text is drawn from Midrash Rabbah,
specifically 7127 2°727 or Deuteronomy Rabbah (codified circa 9™ century CE®Y). These

texts span early rabbinic literature. The particular texts examined here trace the path from
the God-centered view of “miracle” in the biblical text to the more human focus of the
rabbis. After this specific examination, Chapter 4 will turn to look at the overall shift in the
view of miracle from the Bible to the early rabbis.
Splitting the Sea

The miracle of Splitting the Sea appears at a key moment in the biblical narrative.

The Israelite nation exits Egypt, 2°7%7% (from the root 9X7 or narrow place), and travels

through the watery passage into the openness of the wilderness. Metaphorically, this miracle
can be seen as the moment a nation is born, like a baby. The people come through hardship

to a place of liberation. The shared experience bonds them together as a nation, even

49 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Mishnah," by Stephen G. Wald.

%0 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Talmud, Babylonian," by Stephen G. Wald.

%1 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Deuteronomy Rabbah," by Moshe David Herr.
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52 \Whether historical, fictional or some blend of the

stronger than their earlier family ties.
two, any way this miracle is viewed, it is extremely important to the Israelite, and ultimately,
Jewish, narrative. It is unsurprising then that the rabbis drew, and continue to draw, many
different interpretations from this passage.

In the Babylonian Talmud (codified between 500-700 CE), this miracle passage from
Ex. 14 is used broadly to discuss everything from Egyptian punishment (e.g., Sot. 11a, San.
94a-b) to the blessings recited at a place where a miracle occurred (e.g., Ber. 54a-b). Since
the biblical interpretation focuses so intensely on God, this examination will turn to a
commonly cited midrash about God at the time of the miracle.

This midrash appears in the Babylonian Talmud both in Megillah 10b and Sanhedrin

39b. First we will look at the text and its meaning:

b. Sanhedrin 39b 2.u% 77 197730 NooR
[Quotation from m. San. 4:5] “Therefore every single n°2%n) .5 nRY 71K 92 2%
person...[is obliged to say: the world was created for my 7R 7390 v (27 'R

sake].” (I Kgs. 22:36, the verse at the death of King Ahab)

“And there went a cry/song (73777) throughout the camp

[about the going down of the sun, saying: 'Every man to

his city, and every man to his country."]

R. Aha b. Hanina said: [This is 713777 referred to in the °2Wn) X1 72 KAR 27 MR
verse:] (Prov. 11:10) [“When it goes well with the TyaR2 - 717 DYWH 7aR2 (™
righteous, the city rejoices;] and when the wicked perish, sqq say 539 sqny 71 INAR
there is joy/song (717).” [Thus] when Ahab b. Omri vy, M9oMa R T2 RWTIR

perished there was joy/song (77397). But does the Holy 207w
One, blessed be God, rejoice (°717) in the downfall of the
wicked?

52 On this literary point, consider the animosity between the Israelites exiting Egypt and ‘Amaleq. ‘Amaleq is
the grandson of Esau, brother of Jacob/Israel. The two peoples are related by blood and yet, ‘Amaleq does not
go down into the slavery of Egypt, nor does ‘Amaleq experience God’s power of salvation.
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Is it not written, (Il Chr. 20:21, a verse about King
Jehoshaphat of Judah, when he went to engage in war with
the Ammonites and Moabites) [“And when he had taken
counsel with the people, he appointed singers to 7137” and
those giving praise to the splendor of holiness,] as they
went out before the army, and saying: 'Give thanks to
7, for God’s loving-kindness endures forever.”? R.
Jonathan asked (concerning this):

“Why is it not said in this expression of thanks 210 °>
“For God is good” (as in Ps. 118:1, where the two
expressions appear together)?” Because the Holy One,
blessed be God, does not rejoice (7MW) in the downfall of
the wicked.

For R. Samuel b. Nahman said in R. Jonathan's name:
What is meant by, (Ex. 14:20, the verse about the pillar of
cloud going between the camp of Egypt and the camp of
Israel, making it dark in the Egyptian camp and light in
the Israelite camp) “And one did not approach the other all
night”?

At that same time, the ministering angels wished to utter a
song (77°W) before the Holy One, blessed be God, but
God said to them “The work of my hands (i.e., the
Egyptians) is drowning in the sea; you would utter song
before me?1”>3

R. Yosi b. Hanina said: “God does not rejoice (Ww), but
others rejoice (W°wn). Scripture supports this too, for it is
written, (Deut. 28:63) [“And it shall come to pass, that as

MM rejoiced (W) over you to do good and to multiply
you; so m7im°] will cause rejoicing (2°?) [over you to
cause you to perish, and to destroy you...”] and not wW°
[so mimwill rejoice etc.] This proves it.>*

Reice 39
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Meaning of b. Sanhedrin 39b in Context; Contrasting with the Biblical Interpretation

In reading this text, the midrash seems to be focused on God. However, unlike the

biblical text in which God goes above and beyond the expected order of the world in mighty

acts, here God is surprisingly restrained. This text adds an ethical layer on top of God’s

%% Here, the midrash re-reads the context of “And one did not approach the other all night” — reading that angels
did not approach each other, rather than the human camps no approaching each other, as in Exodus.
> Here, the text from Deuteronomy is used to reinforce the concept that God does not rejoice over the downfall

of human beings, but God does cause rejoicing over that same situation.
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power. As God performs miracles which prove God’s “control over all creation and all
creatures”,> God does not relish in that power. God is mournful. Humanity may celebrate,
but God will be solemn.

Aryeh Cohen, in his book Rereading Talmud: Gender, Law and the Poetics of
Sugyot, argues that in the Talmud “meaning is a function of context.”® Specifically, “any
unit of meaning — word, sentence, story, etc. — ‘means’ only within a certain frame... within
a different frame, that very same unit ‘means’ something else.”” Thus, a sugya has meaning
based on its “literary and cultural universe.” Essentially, to understand the meaning of this
text we must look back to the frame in which this text appears here, as opposed to where it
appears in b. Meg. 10b. Here, the framing ideas come from m. San. 4:5.

Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 discusses how to instruct witnesses in capital cases, so that
they take their role as witnesses seriously and only come forward to accuse someone with
true testimony. This mishnah equates the value of a human life with the life of a whole
world saying:

Therefore man was created alone, to teach you, 5ay q2%% 70 DI X121 7297
Jrselite, Scripture charges him as if he hag 7% 772 K TS OB 72D
destroye;d a Wﬁole World%J X7 071 T3 1783 2N37
And everyone who saves the life of one 13‘2377 ,-;‘73773 ,b}ntp?@ nnx woy ovpna 5;1

Israelite, Scripture credits him as if he had X9 b1y 7P 39K 29M37
saved a whole world. e 21

Now that the text has demonstrated the profound value of each life, the mishnah

continues to explain about human individuality:

%5 Yair Zakovich, The Concept of the Miracle in the Bible (Tel Aviv: Mod Books, 1991), 24.

% Aryeh Cohen, Rereading Talmud: Gender, Law and the Poetics of Sugyot (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press,
1998), 132.

> Ibid.
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And to proclaim the greatness of the Holy One, a7xy/ X317 7112 WiTRT 2¢ in773 7377

Blessed be God: When a man mints many coins TRIT 1921 70X ODIN2 Nivawn o3 vaiv
from one seal — they are all like one another, oo T T T oy

12 71
But [when] the King of Kings of Kings, the Holy yay X117 7372 wiTpa oo2%n0 290 170
One, Blessed be God mints each person from the FWRIT OTR W 0in2 07X 93

seal [with which God made] the First Person,

not one of them is like anyone else. Therefore, ax 93 72°9% .37202 7317 107 08 1Y)

each person is obligated to say: “The world was 059YT X121 95303 055 20 TR

created for my sake.” T T L EEE O e e
It is in this context, “Therefore, each person is obligated to say: ‘The world was

created for my sake,”” that the Talmudic discussion launches into an interpretation of the
miracle of splitting of the sea for the Israelites and the drowning of the Egyptians. The
midrash from b. San. 39b is presented as part of a response to the midrash from m. San. 4:5
about the sanctity of all life, which directly contradicts the idea from Prov. 11:10, which

suggests that there is joy when the wicked die.

10 When it goes well with the righteous, the city rejoices; R YRUR ,DORTE 21032 S
and when the wicked perish, there is joy. 1N DOV TARA

The verse from Proverbs describes distinctly human joy. The city seems to celebrate
both in the successes of the righteous and the destruction of the wicked. How can this gleeful
celebration of the destruction of human life, which is much older than the mishnah text,
because it comes from the Bible be reconciled? That is the work of the text from b. San. 39b.

Humans may celebrate the downfall of the wicked, but God always maintains the
infinite value of human life. Read the gemara’s midrash without its accompanying mishnah
and it seems to suggest a focus on God. When read in context with the mishnah, that starts
the gemara’s discussion, the text seems to be focusing on humanity: human action, human
behavior. The text strikes a significant difference between God and people. People need to
be reminded of the value of human life. God remembers people as the work of God’s own

hands. Even angels can forget these truths and identify with the Israelites’ joy. People may
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revel in the destruction of their enemies; the Host of Heaven may do no such thing. God
suffers with the suffering, no matter who they are.

Where the Bible emphasizes God’s power, the Talmud provides an ethical
interpretation of the Splitting the Sea miracle. It may have been a profound expression of
God’s power, but the enduring meaning of the miracle was the destruction of Egyptian lives.
The rabbinic interpretation refocuses the miracle on the human experience: human
celebration, human destruction. This midrash embraces and reflects the ambivalence of the
miracle: joy in freedom, horror over the drowning victims. The midrash allows Rabbinic
Judaism to embrace both sides of the moment: a cup full of wine and drops spilled out;*® the
Song of the Sea (Ex. 15) and God’s pain with God’s own creations.

The Brass Serpent

The Brass Serpent miracle is problematic for the rabbis in a number of ways. For

instance, the later mention of the same serpent image in the Bible implies the idolatry of the

Israelites. As previously discussed in chapter 2,%° in Il Kgs. 18:4 it says:

4 He removed the high places, and broke the n3xng~nX 2w NIAT-NR P00 | X7 T
pillars, and cut down the Asherah; and he pysf35 izz‘z‘u thm’ nwrb‘xn:nx ﬂ%Dl
broke in pleces tr_le brass serpent tha_t Moses Y HRdT DTy D oWn mwyewN
had made; for until those days the children of <= *-- =<~ TN T
Israel would offer incense to it; and it was AW 2TRIRN T2 0uRn YRR
called Nehushtan.

The rabbis of the Talmud are clearly aware of this incident and its troubling

implications. It is cited it in a discussion in b. Avodah Zarah 44a about idols, idol worship,
and whether or not King Hezekiah had a right to destroy the JQ¥/13, since it would have been

the private property of Moses’ heirs.

%8 At the Passover seder, each person is asked to remove 10 drops of wine (symbol of joy) from his cup to
commemorate each of the 10 plagues of Egypt, during which the Egyptian people suffered greatly, as the
Israelites were gaining their freedom.

% See Chapter 2, page 26-27.
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Equally, if not more problematic to the early rabbis, than idol worshiping ancestors,
would have been the parting of the ways with early Christians. Thus, the Christian adoption
of the image from Numbers 21 in the Gospel of John (dated circa 90 CE) would have been an
issue in the mind of the rabbis. In this text from John 3:14, Jesus compares the “Son of
Man,” often understood as Jesus himself, to the serpent that Moses made and lifted. Later

interpreters have understood this reference to mean Jesus crucified and elevated on the

cross.®® This Christian text precedes perhaps the most quoted text of the Gospels in our day.

Each verse is below:

John 3:14-17%

14 And just as Moses lifted up the serpent in
the wilderness, so must the Son of Man be
lifted up,

15 that whoever believes in him may have
eternal life.

16 For God so loved the world that he gave
his only Son, so that everyone who believes
in him may not perish but may have eternal
life.

17 Indeed, God did not send the Son into the
world to condemn the world, but in order that
the world might be saved through him.

LXX John 3:14-17%

Kol kKobmg Mobotic Dymoev TOv 6Qv €v Ti
EPNU® oVTmG VYwOfjvar 0l TOV vidv ToD
avOpoTOL

tva mig 60 motedwv &v avtd &m Conv
aidviov

obT®g Yop Mydmnoev O 0gdg TOV KOGUOV
®oTE TOV VIOV TOV povoyevi] E8wKev Tvo, ToC
0 MOTELOV €1G AOTOV U AmOANTOL AN EYM
Loy aioviov

o0 yap Améotelhev O Bedg TOV VIOV €ig TOV
KOOV tva kpivy TOV KOGUOV AL’ Tva, om0
0 kKOG pHoG O avTOd

Thus, it is intriguing to find the following text in m. Rosh HaShanah 3:8 (codified circa 200

CE):

% |n an 1857 sermon, Rev. Charles H. Spurgeon, an influential British Baptist Preacher interpreted this passage:
Allow me, then, dear friends, to describe first, the people in the wilderness—the
representatives of men who are sinners. Let me describe next, the brazen serpent—the type of Jesus
Christ crucified. Let me then note what was to be done with the brazen serpent—it was to be lifted up;
and so was Christ to be lifted up. And then let us notice what was to be done by the people who were
bitten—they were to look at the serpent; and so sinners must believe in Christ.
“The Mysteries of the Brazen Serpent: A Sermon,” The Spurgeon Archive, accessed January 29, 2012,

<http://www.spurgeon.org/sermons/0153.htm>

% The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2010), 1886.

%2 Blue Letter Bible. "Gospel of John 3 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.
1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Jhn&c=3&t=MGNT>
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Rosh HaShanah 3:8

(Ex. 17:11) And it came to pass, when Moses held
up his hand, Israel prevailed [and when he let down
his hand, ‘Amaleq prevailed]. Now, do the hands of
Moses wage war or stop (lit. break) war?

Rather, [the text] says to you that so long as Israel
looks toward Heaven and subjugated their hearts to
their Father in Heaven they would prevail. And if
not, they would fall.

Similarly, you can say, (Num. 21:8) [ 7)7’said to
Moses] “Make for yourself a fiery serpent and set it
up on a pole, and it shall come to pass that everyone
that is bitten, when he sees it, shall live.

Now, did the serpent [on the pole] kill or did the
serpent revive? Rather, when Israel looks toward
Heaven and subjugated their hearts to their Father
in Heaven, they would be healed, but otherwise
they wasted away.

A deaf-mute, a simpleton and a minor do not fulfill
the obligation of the community. This is the general
principle: one who is not obligated to do something,
cannot fulfill the obligation of the community.

Meaning of Rosh HaShanah 3:8

Interpretation

in Context;
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Contrasting with the Biblical

This mishnaic text begins by introducing a narrative from the Torah where the
Israelites are going out to war with the ‘Amaleqites. Moses tells Joshua that he will stand on
a hill during the battle >7°2 D°g28i1 7MY “with the rod of God in my hand” (Ex. 17:9). In
the original context, it seems clear that Moses’ hands are doing all of the heavy lifting in the
war. Perhaps the power is in the “rod of God” or perhaps it is in Moses’ hands, but Aaron

and Chur have to help Moses keep them raised at the end of the day (vv. 12). As long as

Moses’ hands were raised, the Israelites were successful.

8 This statement directly turns the attention from the brass serpent Moses made by God’s command to the
Israelites themselves. As soon as the question is asked about the power of the brass serpent, it is rebuffed as
having nothing to do with the real miracle of healing.



Chapter 3: These Three Miracles in Rabbinic Literature Reice 45

The mishnah turns this biblical narrative on its head, focusing not on the power in
Moses’ hands or God’s power, but the actions of the Israelites. When they had 7132, or

intention, and focused on God in Heaven, it went well for them. Any setbacks in the war are
attributed to the Israelites not focusing their hearts on God.

This same reversal is applied to the Brass Serpent miracle: rather than the focus being
on the Brass Serpent as the object performing miracles, the focus is on the Israelites and their
hearts. In fact, the Serpent’s role is deemphasized. Perhaps, this minimizing of the biblical
object of healing is a rabbinic response to the concern over the possibility to interpret the
miracle as idolatry/sympathetic magic instead. This choice to reduce the role of the Brass
Serpent could also reflect a rabbinic polemic against the New Testament interpretation of
Jesus on the cross. Even the question of whether the Serpent killed or revived the snake bite
victims goes unanswered in the text. Rather, this mishnah empowers the Israelites
themselves as the source of their cure or demise. Only when they focused on God in Heaven
were they healed. The focus shifts from God and the Brass Serpent to the choices of
individual Israelites.

The strange, seemingly out of place sentences at the end of the mishnah further this
conclusion. The person is the focus. A person who is commanded to hear the shofar blown
may blow the shofar for the community to hear and fulfill that commandment. The
individual matters most in the relationship with holiness. Is that person a fit actor? Does he
direct his heart properly? Or, in the case of the deaf-mute, simpleton, and minor, are they
capable to do so?

The previous mishnah further clarifies this message. In this text, below, it states that

11312, or intention, is the most important element in fulfilling the commandment:
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Rosh HaShanah 3:7 T IR 3 PND IR WRD NooR
One who sounds the shofar in the middle of a pit or the n3y73 707 X 7iag qm? yRing
middle of a cistern or in the middle of a large jar/barrel, 53y S ox 097 TNy X
if he heard the sound of the shofar, he has fulfilled his ... P evoarys
obligation. But if he heard the echo, he has not fulfilled YUY TR0 7P X K ,3779?47
his obligation. XYY KD
And so too, one who was passing behind the synagogue 12 IR MY aY on 1M
or one whose house was adjoining the synagogue, and psqb M0 N2 Y IR D010
he heard the sound of the shofar or the megillah reading, L:” cy ceirs Lim xvoams e
if he listened with intention [lit. directed his hearf], he 7 X 121 7P I¥1 Q33T
has fulfilled his obligation, XYY 127 132 DX 1A
And if not, he has not fulfilled his obligation. Even if Y oD oY AX RY N, ,m‘z ox)
this one heard and that one heard, this one listened with a1 929 12 L, YRY T vaw
intention [lit. directed his heart] (and thus fulfilled his oo T T T 1:15 173
obligation) and that one did not listen with intention [lit. IS
did not direct his heart] (and thus did not fulfill his
obligation).

Essentially, if a person hears the shofar and is thinking, “I wish to fulfill my obligation to
hear the shofar;” then, his obligation is fulfilled. If he is walking by the synagogue on his
way to the market or simply living next door and the sound of the shofar comes to him like
background noise during his chores, he has not fulfilled the commandment. The human
intention in harmony with the human action is the key.®*

For the rabbis of the Mishnah, God does not decide if you will fulfill a
commandment. You, the human actor, decide. The focus of this biblical miracle shifts from
God’s divine action to human action. A person has to choose to look to God for healing in
order to be healed. Staring at the sky or the Brass Serpent is not enough. God will not
initiate healing for you; you must initiate your own healing. In the reading of the mishnah,

this miracle is not in God’s hands, it is in human hands.

% The gemara then picks up (RH 29a) and expands on this idea of obligation and mitzvah fulfillment.
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Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al
Elijah, the prophet, makes a powerful impression on the Bible and an even deeper
impression on the rabbis of the Talmud and later Jewish folklore and tradition. Dr. Kristen
H. Lindbeck writes in her book, Elijah and the Rabbis: Story and Theology, about Elijah’s
many roles in rabbinic literature and beyond:
Rabbinic Judaism knows Elijah as herald of the last days, as legal authority, teacher
of the wise, and helper of those in crisis. During the medieval period “Elijah’s cup”
became part of the Passover Seder. At the Seder, throughout the world, families still
open the door for Elijah as herald of the Messiah, and children look eagerly at
Elijah’s cup to see if he has sipped any wine. Elijah plays an esoteric role in
kabbalah, and a better-known and more homely one as the hero of Jewish folk takes.
In these stories Elijah often comes in the guise of a poor stranger, and if he is
welcomed he brings benefits and blessings.®
When examining rabbinic interpretations of the miracle between Elijah and the Prophets of
Ba’al, many interpretations can be found. A major focus of the rabbinic sources is the way
Elijah talks to God: what words he uses (b. Ber. 6b; c.f. 9b; b. Shab. 554, c.f. Vayikra Rabbah
36:6), with what tone he addressed God (b. Ber. 31b-32a; b. Tan. 17a), and as a proof text
that God answers prayer (b.Tan.17a citing m. Tan. 2:4; Deut. Rab. 2:17). Each of these

examples could support the idea that the rabbis use this biblical miracle to refocus attention

on human beings. The late text from Midrash Rabbah, called 729 0°327 or Deuteronomy

® Kristen H. Lindbeck, Elijah and the Rabbis: Story and Theology (New York: Columbia University Press,
2010), ix.
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Rabbah (codified circa 9" century CE®®), we see a series of biblical proofs utilized to support

the efficacy of prayer:

Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:17

What is the meaning of, (Deut. 4:7) “[For what
great nation is there, that has God so near to them,
as n)7°our God is] whenever we call upon God?”
The Rabbis said: A prayer can be answered after
forty days. From whom can you learn [this fact]?
From Moses, as it is written, (Deut. 9:18) “And |
threw myself down before 1717°, [as at the first,]
forty days [and forty nights; | did not eat bread
nor drink water; because of all your sin which you
sinned, by doing what is evil in the sight of 77,
to make God angry].

And a prayer can be answered after twenty days.
From whom can you learn [this fact]? From
Daniel, as it is written, (Dan. 10:3) | ate no
pleasant bread [and flesh and wine have not come
into my mouth, and | have not anointed myself at
all,] until three whole weeks were fulfilled.” And
after this he said, (Dan. 9:19) “O Lord, hear, O
Lord, forgive, [O Lord, attend and do; do not
delay, for Your own sake, O my God, because
Your name is called on Your city and Your
people].”

And a prayer can be answered after three days.
From whom can you learn [this fact]? From
Jonah, as it is written, (Jonah 2:1) “[And 717
prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah;] and
Jonah was in the belly of the fish [three days and
three nights].” And after that, (Jonah 2:2) “Then
Jonah prayed to 717 his God from the fish's
belly.”

5 299 2 Jwad (RIHN) 729 2527
POR 1IRP 99200

QYR NOIVIW 7950 WO 1320 1R
55INKRY 2°N07 WnHN AR DX AN o
Ao 'n '

nR SAn oy DY nwyw avsn wM
a2 (> 9R°17) 22n07 YR TN
WYY DR TV ONYOR XD MITIAn
"7 YA 7R AR O ovaw

RS Iristvie)

MmN QM AWOWH NIvIw YN W
7 (2 71) 2°n07 A1n Y DR
59507 2"ARY A AT SYna M

AT VAN PR 7R 739

%8 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Deuteronomy Rabbah," by Moshe David Herr.
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And a prayer can be answered after one day. nX "»An AR 210 DIVIY 990 WN
From whom can you learn [this fact]? From =g po9on= R"7) 22T 1TIRN TR
Elijah, as it is written, (I Kgs. 18:36) “[And it ' 9 o . 9 (o
came to pass at the time of the offering of the T IBRN X2 TR W3 (7
evening offering,] that Elijah the prophet came
near, and said: [‘O 17", the God of Abraham, of
Isaac, and of Israel, let it be known this day that
You are God in Israel, and that | am Your servant,
and that 1 have done all these things at Your
word’].”

And a prayer can be answered at the time [it IS 1% NX "»n 1Y% DWW 950 WO

uttered] (lit. in its season). From whom can you spbap s3x) (0o °97n) 2257 T
learn [this fact]? From David, as it is written, (Ps. nEY Ny

69:14) “But as for me, let my prayer be to You, O

M, in an acceptable time; [O God, in the
abundance of Your loving-kindness, answer me
with the truth of Your salvation].”

And a prayer [can be answered] even though it is MR 99900 XYW YW 39950 WO
pe God wil answer [, 3 1 i sa, (s, Gy (10 I T A 73p7 v
1 ! ' : b 9 B
“And it shall come to pass that, before they will IR PIRY IR 00 i
call, I will answer, [and before they are speaking,
I will hear.]”
Meaning of Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:17; Contrasting with the Biblical Interpretation
This midrash rereads biblical moments of wonder into a human framework. Rather
than focusing on God who answers the prayers of these people, as in the final verse quoted
from Isaiah, the majority of the text looks to the human biblical figures. Unlike most

rabbinic texts, which ask X"Tn7or KT PRA IR how is this [idea] supported in

Scripture” or “Where does it say,” this text says 727 NX “nn From whom can you learn [this

fact]?” The emphasis on this text is on the “whom,” on the person. And each person is listed
by name with part of a verse.

Moses throws himself down before God and 40 days later, his prayer is answered.
Daniel fasts for three weeks and 20 days later, his prayer—from the previous biblical

chapter—is answered. The parts of Daniel’s first verse that are quoted do not mention God.
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God is only mentioned in the second verse in the context of the prayer from Daniel’s mouth.
The emphasis is on Daniel’s actions. Jonah’s three day prayer response time follows a
similar pattern to the Daniel verses. The focus of the first verse is only on Jonah, as the parts
about God are not quoted in the Hebrew text. The second verse only names God within
Jonah’s prayer. The Elijah section does not quote Elijah’s prayer at all, only that it had
reached the time for the evening offering when Elijah began to pray. David’s verse is
humble, expressing the human wish that the time we chose to pray to God be a favorable
time. Yet, here again, the focus is on the human action and the human decision to pray, not
God’s response. The part of David’s verse that talks about God’s response is omitted from
the text. The final text, supporting the idea that God anticipates human needs, comes from
third Isaiah. The verse is spoken by God through the prophet, speaking directly with a
human voice to the human audience, “before they will call, I will answer” (Is. 65:24).

The midrash goes to into painstaking detail to identify each human actor, all of them
prophets except King David, and locate each person within the verse. The midrash is not
focusing on including God’s name and centering the prayers on God and God’s power.
Rather, the center of this midrash is the human choice to call out to God. Presumably,
between these different occasions, prayers answered in 40 days or before the prayer is
uttered, God has not changed. What elements do change are the people and the manner in
which they pray. The miracles, like the miracle of Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al, are not
the main subject. The focus is human prayer.

This midrash focuses on the people and what they said, not on God’s response. In no

case does the verse quoted identify the answer the person received. This midrash leaves
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Jonah in the belly of the fish praying. The focus is on the person praying, not the solution
nor the situation that caused the man to call out to God.

In the Bible, the narrative of Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al focuses on God’s
dominance over all other gods. This midrash takes for granted that people might pray to any
other deity. No concern about repentance is expressed in this midrashic text, though Jonah is
repentant in the fish’s belly, willing now to follow God’s plan for him. This text does not
show God delivering your fate directly through a prophet. Here, we see prophets and a king
in direct relationship with God praying, with no mention of results other than time of
delivery. There is no implication what answer will come in this text, it is for the reader to
learn the story of each man to know the nature of his prayer and relationship with God.

As with the previous two texts, the rabbinic interpretation refocuses the miracle on
the human experience: human choices, human prayers. In the reading of this midrash,

miracles are not in God’s hands, but in the hands of a praying prophet or king.



CHAPTER 4: OVERALL SHIFT IN THE VIEW OF MIRACLE
FROM THE HEBREW BIBLE TO EARLY RABBINIC LITERATURE

The three miracles examined so far in this thesis point to a larger thematic shift in the
understanding of miracles from the Bible to rabbinic literature. The Bible places its overall
focus on divine intervention in the human experience of the world. With two exemplary
figures, the prophet Elijah and his prophetic disciple Elisha, the Bible begins to shift from the
focus on God to the focus on people and especially the wonderworking power of prophets.
This chapter will argue that the shift from focusing on a wonderworking God to the divine
power in humans continues from those narratives through the time of Jesus and into the early
rabbinic period. Faith in God is not diminished in this period, as the Talmud still proclaims
God’s ultimate power to perform miracles,®’ rather the people writing this literature focus not
on the ultimately unknowable power of God, but on their human world.

Dating of Elijah and Elisha Narratives

The prophets Elijah and Elisha from the Books of Kings are two strong biblical
figures during the post-Davidic period of kings in Israelite society, before the destruction of
the first Temple and exile to Babylon. Scholars debate the dating of their narratives.
Susanne Otto, in her article “The Composition of the Elijah-Elisha Stories and the
Deuteronomistic History,” citing E. Zenger and Albertz, explains that “there is no evidence

for the assumption that the Deuteronomistic History was composed before the last date

®"Responding to a mishna on b. Ber. 49b discussing the invitation to recite the grace after meals, or 727, b. Ber.
50a states:

R. Aha the son of Raba said to R. Ashi, “But [at the Passover seder X 29% X277 7°72 XAR 20 999 09K
be:‘jore r_eciting H?I_I;zl]t we Zay,l‘['_l'fr;ereforlet: it ig %ur dutyblto thanlg DR 1197 IPMARY WYY MY PR KT
and praise, pay tribute and glorify, exalt and honor, bless an ) )

acclaim] the one who performed, for our ancestors and for us, all K72 DN T2 VAR - 19N 003 23
He (R. Ashi) said, “There it is proven with a word, [for] who R ah!
performs miracles? The Holy One, Blessed be God.”

52
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mentioned in it, the rehabilitation of Jehoiachin (562 BCE).”®® John Gray, author of the
Encyclopaedia Judaica entry on the Book of Kings, agrees that “The extant Books of Kings
must postdate the accession of Evil-Merodach to the throne of Babylon in 561 B.C.E. (Il
Kgs. 25:27-30).”%° Otto further argues, in her article and her doctoral dissertation,” that:
By means of the epoch from Ahab to Jehu the Deuteronomists demonstrated the
reliability of the word of God throughout history. Further, they embodied the theme
‘Baal worship—cultic reform’ in the history of the Northern Kingdom. Second,
shortly after the narratives about the Omride wars were added and a new theme
introduced: the attitude of the king towards the word of the prophets determines the
fate of Israel. Third, in early post-exilic times, 1 Kings 17-18 was added to
demonstrate the possibility of a new life in community with God after the time of
judgment. Fourth, in the fifth century, 1 Kgs. 19.1-18 and the remaining Elisha stories
were inserted to give prophecy a legitimate [theological] foundation in the history of
Israel.™
Working with this hypothesis, Elijah and Elisha continue to appear as key figures and
their narratives appear as late, 5" century BCE insertions in the composition of the

Deuteronomistic history. As models of wonderworking biblical figures, they appear toward

the end of the biblical period represented in the Hebrew Bible.

%8 Susanne Otto, “The Composition of the Elijah-Elisha Stories and the Deuteronomistic History,” Journal for
the Study of the Old Testament 27, no. 4 (June 1, 2003): 491.

%9 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Kings, Book of," by John Gray.

70 Sysanne Otto, Jehu, Elia und Elisa. Die Erzéhlung von der Jehu-Revolution und die Komposition der Elia-
Elisa-Erzéhlungen (BWANT, 152; Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 2001).

™ Susanne Otto, “The Composition of the Elijah-Elisha Stories and the Deuteronomistic History,” Journal for
the Study of the Old Testament 27, no. 4 (June 1, 2003): 487.
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Comparing Elijah and Elisha: Wonders with Food
Both the prophets Elijah and Elisha work wonders with food for a poor woman and
her children. Elijah is sent by God to the widow of Sarfatah (I Kgs. 17:8-16). God instructs

Elijah to:
9 “Get up and go to Sarfatah, which belongs to paw) 111°%Y WX TN9R 77 op B

Sidon, and dwell there; behold, | have commanded bR TWR oy cne it oy
a widow there to feed you.' ’ 329935

When Elijah meets this woman, she seems to have no knowledge of God’s command.
Moreover, she is gathering wood to prepare the last meal she and her son will ever eat, as
they are impoverished and nearly out of food (vv. 12). Elijah asks her to make food for him

and then for herself and her son (vv. 13), because:

14 For thus says 1137, God of Israel: The jar of flour 72 &7 *H>8 737 % 7o 22 7
shall not be finished, nor shall the cruise of oil lack, X5 @z nmeyy 790 XY hopa
until the day that m);7) sends rain on face of the ayy mi- [nA] ~1nA air 7v° QmN

carh. YT 2577
15 And she went and did according to the word of 5axmy 371278 1272 Apym 77010
Elijah; and she, and he, and her house, ate [for] days. g5 50993 [x37)] o [Ron] X

16 The jar of flour was not finished, nor did the yayjg nmay) nn%2 XY hnps 7230
cruise of oil lack, according to the word of the 717 72 937 7w ¥ "a272 "on &%
that He spoke through Elijah. S oK

Elijah works directly through the instructions of God and God is a clear actor in this
narrative. The miracle of the unending flour and oil is attributed directly to God 31278 7°2,

through Elijah.

Elisha’s narrative (11 Kgs. 4:1-7) functions differently. In Il Kgs. 4:1, instead of God
calling to the prophet, as in | Kgs. 17:8-9, a woman whose deceased husband was of -°]2
0°X°237 the children/sons of the prophets cries out (7RyX) to Elisha. Already, in the first

verse of the Elisha narrative, a human has replaced God’s role from the Elijah text.
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In the woman’s poverty, she has been unable to pay her debts 7%17), “and the
creditor,” will soon come to enslave her children, her last property of value (vv. 1). Elisha,
looking for a solution to her poverty, asks the woman, n°22 [72] *272-w>~1n “What do you
have in the house?” (vv. 2). She answers him, 7% TI0X"0X >3 N°22 75 0OV TR “Your
servant has nothing in the whole house except for a container of oil” (ibid). That being the
item on hand, the prophet instructs her to borrow as many containers as she can from her
neighbors (vv. 3) and pour the oil from her container into the empty containers (vv. 4). She
follows his instructions (vv. 5) and when she had filled them all, the oil stopped flowing (vv.
6).

7 Then she came and told the man of God. And 27 >2% 8% 073787 UOR? 7 Ran 1

he said: “Go, sell the oil, and pay your debt, [Tva]  Cewiny onhw  mwarny
and you and your sons live from the rest.” e .mu: ”nn\'[:*;_’j::n] ’3’3:1 nm

This remarkable story contains no prayer to God and no command of God. God is

not even given credit for inspiring Elisha’s good idea. Rather, God is only mentioned in
Elisha’s title as a man of God, 27287 WX. The focus is on human action and centered on

Elisha as a wonderworker. Elisha envisions the solution and sees it to fruition.
Comparing Elijah and Elisha: Reviving the Dead

The prophets Elijah and Elisha each revive a boy. Neither the son of the widow of
Sarfatah (I Kgs. 17:17-24) nor the son of the Shunammite woman (11 Kgs. 4:8-37) are being
punished by God; rather, the first boy dies of an illness and the second boy is injured out in
the field with the reapers. Elijah calls out to God and Elisha prays to God, and in each case,

the prophet is able to revive the boy. In the Elijah story, God does the work:

22 And 737 listened to the voice of Elijah; and the 2Wm1 9% 2ip2 M ypw» 2o
soul of the child returned to him, and he revived. S Aoy 721U't27'9;,
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In the Elisha story, the prophet seems to work alone after praying:

33 He went in, and closed the door on the two of ppiw 7y2 n%77 7397 X3 A
them, and prayed to 7377 YR 99907
34 And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put v9 aph 7939y 230 HvH1 T
his mouth on his mouth, and his eyes on his eyes, (35-5y 5597 Py=5y Py 1955y
and his hands on his hands; and he prostrated .. _ 7o T T Tt ”
himself upon him; and the flesh of the child became T2 W DI ¥ T [nea]
warm.

35 Then he returned, and walked in the house once npxy 737 NAX N°22 777 2wh o

e

this way and once that way; and went up, and “yig 9951y Py 0 Oy T3
prostra@ed himself upon him; and t_he child sneezed PPYIR WA D% DAYD YawTY
seven times, and the child opened his eyes. " SomEs R TS
God is not said to have answered Elisha’s prayer, as in the Elisha story. Elisha seems to
endeavor to revive the child on his own, through bodily contact, and is successful. This
comparison suggests, again, the shift from dependence on God for miracles to the human
ability to work wonders, as seen through the power and acts of select individuals.

In another outstanding case of Elisha reviving the dead, Elijah’s narrative presents no
parallel. 11 Kgs. 13:20-21 gives a crowning example of Elisha as a wonderworker, doing
wonders even after death:

20 And Elisha died, and they buried him. Now 3x3> axin >71731 3772 VYO8 N2 o
bands of Moabites used to come into (invade, MY X2 PRI
raid) the land at the start of the year. AR
21 And it came to pass, as they were burying a 3x7 h3m vOR 220 | o7 CSNS
nr:an,dthadt behol(_j, the%/ saw %/téanc_j;land the%/ trlw_rer\]/v a2 VRTTIR 19U ﬂﬁ%a-n?_{:
the [ ea. ] man into the tomb/burial cave of Elisha SHONR Ningya WRA U 799 YUON
and left; and [when] the [dead] man touched the ~ % ** = *%=7 _”b‘ . e
bones of Elisha, he revived, and stood on his feet. VAT O TN
Even Elisha’s bones are powerful enough to revive the dead. As with Elisha and the oil
miracle, there is no prayer to God and no mention of God in these verses. This moment from

the Hebrew Bible signals the shift in the focus of miracles to come, the shift to focusing on

the human and his divine power. In verse 21, Elisha exhibits power over the life and death of
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another human being, even though he is dead. His power is inherent in his bones, the core
structure of his human body.
The Relationship between Elijah, Elisha, and Jesus

The powerful biblical figures of Elijah and Elisha made deep impressions on the text
of the Hebrew Bible, the Jewish tradition, and on early Christianity, as reflected in the
Gospels. “Scholars generally agree that the Gospels were written forty to sixty years after

the death of Jesus,”"

indicating that were written approximately 500 years after the latest
Elisha stories were inserted in the biblical text, according to Otto. Yet, these powerful
figures influence the figures of John the Baptist and Jesus in the Gospels.

Dr. Magnus Zetterholm, Associate Professor of New Testament Studies at Lund
University, writes in his article, “The Books of Kings in the New Testament and the
Apostolic Fathers”:

Apart from the traditions about Elijah and Elisha, the Books of Kings have left few

traces in the New Testament. The most important and most interesting use of these

traditions is found in the gospels, but even outside them, Elijah and Elisha are those
figures from the Books of Kings who seem to have influenced the authors of the New

Testament the most.”

Moreover, Zetterholm states that “John the Baptist...is explicitly identified with Elijah in

Matthew [14:1-2, 16:14], and implicitly in Mark [6:14-16; 8:28] and Luke [9:7-9, 19].”"* In

"2 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1744.

™ Magnus Zetterholm, “The Books of Kings in the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers,” in The Books of
Kings: Sources, Composition, Historiography and Reception, ed. André Lemaire et al. (Boston: Brill, 2010),
561.

™ Ibid. 575.
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fact, as a part of the annunciation narrative of John the Baptist in Luke 1:16-17, the text

states:

Luke 1:16-177 MGNT Luke 1:16-17%

16 He will turn many of the people of Israel to kai ToAhoOG TV VIV Topan émotpéyet Emt
the Lord their God. KOpLov TOV B0V adTOV

17 With the spirit and power of Elijah he will «kai avto¢ mpoeiedoetal évomov avtod &v
go before him™, to turn the hearts of parents mvebpatt koi Svvaper Hiiov émotpéya
to their children’ and the disobedient to the kapdiag matépmv émi Tékva Kol Gredsic &v
wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a ¢@povicel dikaiov £rolpudcol Kvpi® AoOV
people prepared for the lord. KOTEGKEVAGUEVOV

This text clearly proclaims the strong relationship assumed in Luke between John the Baptist
and Elijah. It declares that John the Baptist will function in the world with the “spirit and
power of Elijah.” This relationship is a powerful bridge between the late Elijah-Elisha
narratives of Hebrew Bible and narratives about John the Baptist and his disciple, Jesus,
centuries later. Jesus appears in the gospels as a disciple of John the Baptist paralleling
Elisha, as the disciple of Elijah. Zetterholm states outright that “It is, in fact, hard to avoid

the conclusion that Jesus, to some extent, is modeled after the prophets Elijah/Elisha.”"®

™ The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.

Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2010), 1830.

"® Blue Letter Bible. "Gospel of Luke 1 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.

1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Luk&c=1&t=MGNT>

" he will go before him: before the messiah. This statement relates John the Baptist to Elijah, as Elijah in

Judaism is the prophet designated to “go before” the messiah and announce his arrival. This idea probably

arises from Mal. 3:23:

23 Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet, before the great and X°217 PRIV ny DD’? nbw ‘ﬁ;’]g 737 A9

terrible day of ;7377 comes. IXIM 27 ,-ﬁ?’,-l? 09 X2 7§97

The assumption then is that the messiah will arrive on the “great and terrible day of .‘li’.‘ij.“ This idea is picked

up and expanded greatly in rabbinic literature and beyond.

"8 to turn the hearts of parents to their children: This statement is a direct reference to Mal. 3:24. In Mal. 3:23,

God describes sending Elijah back. Verse 24 explains that Elijah’s mission upon returning to Earth will be to
o 2877V 0232 277 2°1272Y Niar-2Yh 2°W0) “turn the hearts of the parents to [their] children, and the hearts

of children to their parents.”

™ Ibid.
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In his book, Workers of Wonders, Rabbi Dr. Byron Sherwin, former Dean and current
Distinguished Service Professor and Director of Doctoral Programs at the Spertus Institute,
observes that:

...it should be stressed that the Gospels are not meant to be objective historical

chronicles of Jesus’ life and times. Rather, they are religious documents aimed at

depicting Jesus’ life, ministry, and message. Consequently, a major subject of this

[Sherwin’s] inquiry is not the historical Jesus as the founder of Christianity, but Jesus

as he was portrayed as a Jewish religious leader and holy man of the first century in

the Land of Israel by the authors of the Gospels. ... Jesus fit the paradigm of the
wonder-working biblical prophet who also conveyed a moral message.°
In this regard, setting aside any Gospel agenda to ultimately assert that Jesus is God, Jesus,
the human being in the Gospels, fits with the theme established most soundly by Elisha.
Jesus works wonders without prayer to God or reliance on God in some other way. The
power to do these miracles and work these wonders seems to emanate from Jesus himself.

Sherwin goes further than Zetterholm stating that:

Certain types of Jesus’ wonder-working activities seem to be deliberately modeled

after the wonders of the greatest wonder-working prophets of Hebrew scripture, that

is, Elijah and his disciple and successor Elisha. As has been noted, Jesus was
compared in the Gospels to Elijah. As the inheritor of the mantle of John the Baptist,
according to some, it was all but inevitable that Jesus also would be compared to

Elijah’s disciple, Elisha.®

80 Byron L. Sherwin, Workers of Wonders: A Model for Effective Religious Leadership from Scripture to Today
(Landham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2004), 45.
* 1bid. 49.
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Sherwin goes on to argue that Jesus of the Gospels is both modeled after Elisha and designed
to surpass his wonderworking abilities:
Jesus is reported as performing many of the same wonders as Elisha. For example,
Elisha (like Elijah; 1 Kgs. 17:17-24) raises a child from the dead (2 Kgs. 4:32-37);
yet, Jesus raises at least three people from the dead [Matt. 9:18-19, 23-25; Mark 5:29-
42; Luke 7:11-15, 8:41-42, 49-46; John 11:1-44]. Elisha miraculously causes food to
multiply to feed hundreds of people [2 Kgs. 4:42-44], yet, Jesus causes food to
multiply to feed thousands of people [Mark 6:30-44, 8:1-10; Luke 9:10-17; Matt.
14:15-21, 15:32-38]. Elisha, like Moses, cures one leper (2 Kgs. 5); yet, Jesus cures
many lepers [Mark 1:40-45; Luke 5:12-14; ten at one time in Luke 17:11-19; Matt.
8:2-4]. If Elisha needs angelic bodyguards (2 Kgs. 6:17), Jesus demonstrates that he
can get along without them (Matt. 26:53). If Elisha and Moses can cure one leper,
Jesus can cure many and quicker [Mark 1:40-45; Luke 5:12-14, 17:11-19; Matt. 8:2-
4]. In other words, the Gospels try to establish Jesus not only as a wonder worker,
but as one whose abilities surpass those of Elisha, Elijah, and even of Moses. Like
Elijah and Elisha, Jesus ministers to individuals, to the common folk, and especially
to women. %
From these textual comparisons, Sherwin establishes a firm case of the relationship between
Elijah, Elisha, and Jesus. Jesus is portrayed along the lines of wonderworkers from the
Hebrew Bible and seems particularly modeled to exceed the work of the Hebrew Bible’s
prophet, Elisha. Whatever the intent of the authors of Gospels, to portray Jesus as a prophet,
healer, exorcist, messiah and/or son of God, there is a clear literary connection between Jesus

as a wonderworker and Elijah and Elisha as wonderworking figures. Moreover, that

8 hid. 50.
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connection continues to show the shift in focus from the Bible to the rabbinic period. There
IS no question that Jesus was an influential figure in rabbinic Judaism, especially in terms of
the rabbis reacting against him and Christianity.®
Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: An Introduction®

Contemporary with Jesus, the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, and the
Gospels, a new class of scholar-leader was growing and developing in Palestinian Jewish
society: the Rabbi. Rabbi is not a title in the Hebrew Bible; rather, it and the title, “Rabban,”
are first mentioned in Jewish literature, in the Mishnah (codified c. 200 CE). While unlikely
that this term was being used during Jesus’ lifetime, clearly this title was known to the
writers of the Gospels, because the word pappi or “Rabbi” is used in 15 verses across
Matthew, Mark, and John.®> For example, Jesus speaks out against calling the scribes and
the Pharisees “Rabbi” in Matt. 23:8 and in Mark 11:21, Jesus is anachronistically referred to
as pappi.

The Mishnah records the stories of men who lived in the pre-rabbinic, i.e., Pharisaic
period. Hanina ben Dosa, like Jesus, was a Galilean. He lived in ‘Arav, “about six miles

1286

north of Sepphoris and therefore about ten miles north of Nazareth. He was a

8 See Peter Schafer, Jesus in the Talmud, 3" ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007) for a full
treatment of this subject.

8 This study has elected to focus on Hanina ben Dosa because of the wide variety of ways in which he and
Jesus are similar: power over snakes, transmuting substances, distance healing, and power over demons.
Another study could easily examine 23¥:7 °2317, Honi the Circle Maker, as another exemplary rabbi
contemporary with Jesus.

8 “Strong's Number G4461 matches the Greek pafpi (rhabbi), which occurs 17 times in 15 verses in the Greek
concordance of the KIJV”: Matt. 23:7-8; 26:25, 49; Mark 9:5; 11:21; 14:45; John 1:38, 49; 3:2, 26; 4:31; 6:25;
9:2;11:8

Blue Letter Bible. "Dictionary and Word Search for rhabbi (Strong's 4461)". Blue Letter Bible. 1996-2012. 1
Feb 2012. <http:// www.blueletterbible.org/lang/lexicon/lexicon.cfm?

Strongs=G4461&t=NKJV>

8 Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Miracles: Elisha and Hanina ben Dosa,” in Miracles in Jewish and Christian Antiquity:
Imagining Truth, edited by John C. Cavadini, (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Pr, 1999), 70.
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contemporary of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai and Rabban Gamaliel,®” so “it seems to be
generally agreed that Hanina flourished before the fall of Jerusalem, therefore about a

"% He is

generation after Jesus, and he may have lived on into the postdisaster period.
“known from later rabbinic sources”®® that label him “Rabbi,” such as m. Sot. 9:15, which
states:

When Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa died, men of  #ipyn >wix 12032 X917 12 X3P °27 nawn
deed came to an end.

Dr. Rabbi Baruch Bokser, z”’l, a former professor of Talmud and rabbinical studies at
the Jewish Theological Seminary, understands “men of deed” to be a “type of wonder
worker.”® He explains that “this image of Hanina accords with the fact that the Mishnah,
Tosefta, Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds, and several later midrashim narrate his
wonder-working activities but attribute to him no halakhic teachings.”*

Géza Vermés, in part one of his seminal work, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial
Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era,” writes about Hanina ben Dosa as
a “man of deed.” He writes that:

His (good) “deeds” are described as charismatic healing and other miraculous acts,

and the most suitable parallels to these are to be found, not in the Talmud, but in the

contemporary New Testament. There, Jesus is depicted as “a prophet mighty in deed

% See b. Ber. 34a.
8 Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Miracles: Elisha and Hanina ben Dosa,” in Miracles in Jewish and Christian Antiquity:
Imagining Truth, edited by John C. Cavadini, (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Pr, 1999), 70.
8 Baruch M. Bokser, “Wonder-Working and the Rabbinic Tradition: The Case of Hanina Ben Dosa,” Journal
ggr the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic and Roman Period, vol. 16, no 1 (1985): 42.

Ibid.
! Ibid.
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and word” (LK. 24:19) [emphasis in original] and his miraculous cures are referred to
simply as his “deeds” (¢pya).”

Vermés also notes other locations in the Gospels that refer to Jesus’ deeds: “Matt. 11:2.—

99793

The healing of the sick man in Jn. 5:1-9 is alluded to in J. 7:21 as ‘one deed. In fact,

Vermés touts Hanina ben Dosa as “the most celebrated miracle-worker in rabbinic
Judaism.”%

Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: Power over Snakes

Mishnah Berachot 5:1 describes the frame of mind for prayer. Sages took extreme
care and focus before prayer, 2ipn? 027 NX 1112°Y >72in order that they could direct their
hearts to God. The mishnah lists various distracting situations that could occur while a
person was standing in prayer. In reacting to this line from m. Ber. 5:1, %¥ 7112 W3 19981
P09’ X7 ,32py “and even if a snake is wrapped around his heel, he does not stop,” the b.

Ber. 33a states:

Our Rabbis taught: It happened in a certain place 7y AW MR 2PH2 AWYA (3327 1IN
there was an TW* which used to harm people. 5395 Y5 W31 X2 019727 DR P O
They came and told R. Hanina ben Dosa. XDIT 12 RIM

He said to them, “Show me its hole.” They nR 3IRYT 10 DR O IXDT 009 INK
showed him its hole. He put his heel over the pmay y9w1) XY T D DY 1Py 31
hole, it came out and bit him, and the 71V 1Y IR
died.

He took it on his shoulder and brought it to the =X .wA7n3 N°2% IR BN Y 1901
House of Study. He said to them, “See, my sons, wmng x5 nonn W TR 12 RN oo
itis not the 717V that kills, it is sin that kills! onn

% Géza Vermés, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era
[Pt 1],” Journal of Jewish Studies 23, no 1 Spr (1972): 39.

* 1bid.

* Ibid.

% 797y according to Vermés refers to “a poisonous reptile (a cross, according to the popular zoology of b.
Hul. 1273, between a snake and a lizard!).” — Ibid. 34.
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At that time they said, “Woe to the man who

12 YW QTRY 12 W MR YW ONINR2

meets an Y, but woe to the 71V that meets R. 13 X31°117 527 12 30w 7w 12 X MW

Hanina ben Dosal!

X017

On this theme of story, which occurs also in t. Ber. 3:20, y. Ber.9a and in Yelammedenu,

Vermés writes:

The original meaning of the episode is that no evil can prevail against a holy man.

The New Testament employs the same paradigm, and expresses it more emphatically

by speaking of picking up, or stepping on, snakes.*®

In meaningfully parallel Jesus episodes, facility with snakes is also a significant sign

of a holy person. For example:

Mark 16:14-18%

14 Later he appeared to the eleven themselves
as they were sitting at the table; and he
upbraided them for their lack of faith and
stubbornness, because they had not believed
those who saw him after he had risen.

15 And he said to them, “Go into all the world
and proclaim the good news to the whole
creation.

16 The one who believes and is baptized will
be saved; but the one who does not believe will
be condemned.

17 And these signs will accompany those who
believe: by using my name will they cast out
demons; they will speak in new tongues;

18 they will pick up snakes in their hands, and
if they drink any deadly thing, it will not hurt
them; they will lay their hands on the sick, and
they will recover.

% 1bid. 35.

MGNT Mark 16:14-18%
DoTEPOV 08 AVOKEUEVOLG OVTOTG TOIG EVOEKD
Epavepmbn kol @veidioey TNV AmioTiov

avT®v Kol okAnpokapdiov  Otl  TOig
Osocapévolg  avtov  Eynyepuévov  OvK
gniotevoayv

Kol elmev  odTOiG mopevdévieg &ic TOV
KO6opov Amavto knpvéate TO edOyyEAIOV
oon Th Kricet

0 moteboog kol Panticbeilg codnoetarl 0 68
AmoTo0C KaToKplOneeETIL

onuelo 8¢ 10l motedoaow  TadTO
mapokolovdnoer &v T® OvOpoTi  pov
dopuovia EkParodoy YAOGGOIS AAAGOVGLY
KOVOig

Kol &v Toig yepoiv dpelg Apodoly  Kav
Boavaoidév TL TOoy oV U avTovg PAdym
€Ml Appm®OTOVG YElpag EmOncovcly Kol
KaA®G EEovoy

°" The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2010), 1824.

% Blue Letter Bible. "Gospel of Mark 16 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.
1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Mar&c=16&t=MGNT>
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In this passage, Jesus speaks to his remaining apostles about spreading the gospel of
Jesus. He gives them a series of special signs that will accompany believers. The signs of
particular interest here are signs that parallel the work of Hanina ben Dosa. In verse 18, two
signs are common between the two: special facility with snakes, where snakes do not injure
them and ability as a healer.

This theme is expanded upon in Luke 10:
Luke 10:19% MGNT Luke 10:19'®
19 See, | have given you authority to tread on 600 6édmko vuiv v €€ovciav TOd TOTEIV
snakes and scorpions, and over all the power éndve dpenv kal ckopmiov Kai £l Toowv TV

of the enemy; and nothing will hurt you. duvouy tod £xOpod kol 0VOEV VUAC OV )
aotknon

In this short text, Jesus is speaking to his 70 or 72 followers. He is assuring them that he has
imbued them with power over snakes. They are able to do exactly what Hanina did, walk
right over these dangerous animals and go unharmed.

Acts is the fifth book of the New Testament and the first outside the four Gospels. It
is aptly named for the subject here, which focuses on “men of deeds.” The New Oxford
Annotated Bible explains that “modern interpreters now understand Luke-Acts as a unified

literary work in two parts.”**

Broadly, the Book of Acts traces the establishment of the
early church. *“According to its opening words, Acts was written sometime after Luke’s
Gospel, which scholarly consensus currently dates to 85-95 CE (though some arguments

have been advanced for an early second-century date).”** This timing places the Book of

% The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1850.

1% Blue Letter Bible. "Gospel of Luke 10 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter
Bible. 1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Luk&c=10&t=MGNT>

191 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1919.

1% 1bid.
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Acts after the lifetime of Hanina ben Dosa, but before the codification of the Mishnah and

well before the codification of the Babylonian Talmud.

similar event to Hanina ben Dosa.

Acts 28:3-6'®

3 Paul had gathered a bundle of brushwood
and was putting it on the fire, when a viper,
driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his
hand.

4 When the natives saw the creature hanging
from his hand, they said to one another,
“This man must be a murderer; though he
has escaped from the sea, justice has not
allowed him to live.”

5 He, however, shook off the creature into
the fire and suffered no harm.

6 They were expecting him to swell up or
drop dead, but after they had waited a long
time and saw that nothing unusual had
happened to him, they changed their minds
and began to say that he was a god.

In this text, Paul experiences a

MGNT Acts 28:3-6**

ovotpéyavtog 0¢ tod [lavAov @puydvov Tu
mA0og kol émBévrog éml v mupdy Exdva
amo g 0épung €EeABoboo kabfyev TiC
YEPOG OO TOD

Oc 8¢ €ldov ol PapPapol Kpepdpevov T
Onpilov €k THg ¥€POG avTOd TPOG AAAAOVG
EAeyOV TAVTOC (OVELS E0TV O GvOpmmog
obtog Ov dtoucwBévra &k tiig Buldoong 1 dikn
(v o0k gloocev

0 pév odv dmotvaéag 1o Onpiov gig 0 wip
Emafev 00OV KaKOV

ol 0& TPOoceEdOK®V aVTOV UEALEWY THiUTpacOoL
| Kotamintewy dQve vekpd v EmML WOAL O
AOTAOV TPOGIOKMVTI®MV Kol Bempovvtwv undev
dromov €ig avTOV YIVOUEVOV UETUPAAOUEVOL
Eleyov aToV eival 06V

In this text, Paul is the charismatic figure. He is bitten and, as with Hanina ben Dosa, he
survives and the snake dies. Paul does not cry out to God, Paul simply shakes the snake off
and comes away from the experience unscathed. Like Hanina, he has an internal power that
protects him. He is a human capable of working wonders to the extent that the people who
witness the event come to believe that he is divine.
Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: Transmuting Substances

This chapter, in the section “Elijah and Elisha: Wonders with Food,” has already
examined Elijah and Elisha’s ability with the multiplication of food.

In each case, the

prophet is able to perform a miracle with oil (I Kgs. 17:16; Il Kgs. 4:5-6). Hanina is also

1% |bid. 1969-1970.
104 Blue Letter Bible. "Acts of the Apostles 28 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter
Bible. 1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Act&c=28&t=MGNT>
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recorded to have performed an oil miracle; however his wonder comes in the category of

transformation.

b. Ta’anit 25a X.i72 07 N°%¥n n29R
Once when the sun was going down [on a Friday] nva7 3°n02% 9910 swpaw "2 90
he saw that his daughter was sad. He said to her, 202°%Y RAS N2 S0 MR KXY

“My daughter, why are you sad?”

She said to him, “I have exchanged/mistaken my 533 5% 75mn1 ymn YW 99 (9% 7oK
container of vinegar for my container of oil and | DAWH I I NPYTN W W
kindled the Sabbath light with it (the vinegar).

He said to her, “My daughter, why are you worried nxw 1 297 N9OR X1 ,°N2 72 AR
about it? The One who told the oil to burn, He will P19 PR MR RIT DT IS
tell the vinegar to burn.

It was taught: It burned and continued [to burn] the 3y Y513 o177 3 973 P97 7°7 XIN
whole day, until they took light from it for the 5795 IR 1A IR

727217 [candle/light].*®

In this passage, Hanina ben Dosa’s daughter is preparing for Shabbat by kindling the

naw> 7K, or Shabbat light. After the light is lit and the sun sets, no more fires may be

kindled until the end of Shabbat at the ritual of 7727277, or Separation, approximately 25 hours

later. The Rabbis of Mishnah Shabbat discuss these issues at great length, including what
substances are acceptable to burn for the Shabbat light, in m. Shab. 2:2:

R. Ishmael says, “They may not light with tar, 197 3170v2 1R972 TR ,I0IR ORYHYS "27
because of respect for the Sabbath.”'% nEwE 7545

And the Sages permit all kinds of oils: sesame  pnuwny Y2 ,0onws 222 AR oM

seed Oil, nut 0“, radish 0”, fish Oil, gOUI’d Oil, ]DWD a7 ]DWD ’nuux ij'a ,D’ﬁlx ng'a
tar and kerosene. R. Tarfon says, “They may p snix Yinqn *27 .03 1y0va NivIps

only light with olive oil.” X

e 17272 N1 VR RN PRI
This text is very specific about what may be used. Thus, it is possible that Hanina ben
Dosa’s daughter is not only concerned that she has lit and cannot relight, but that she has

used an ineligible substance. Moreover, vinegar generally does not burn, as it is mostly

1% The light was still burning 25 hours later, when the family went to light their 7727277 candle for the ritual of
Separation (71272:7) which concludes Shabbat and the need for a Shabbat light.

196 Tar is forbidden, presumably, because of the bad smell. Shabbat is supposed to be a pleasant time, and the
smell would make it unpleasant.
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water, usually about 95%, with some acetic acid, usually about 5%. 2000 years in the past, it
is unlikely that vinegar could have been purified to a state that the acetic acid could ignite
without the water extinguishing the flame.’®” That being said, Hanina’s statement seems to
allow the vinegar to burn and burn for the entire Shabbat until the end when the family

kindles the light for 7797277; presumably, because it became as the oil that was intended to

have been lit. Hanina has worked a wonder, which both serves to cheer up his daughter and
give respect to the Sabbath in their home.

Hanina invokes the power of God in this passage without naming God or asking God

for anything. He simply states the reality of the world as he understands it: J2AW% AR

12771 P R X1 2197 - “The One who told the oil to burn, He will tell the vinegar

to burn.” His prediction then becomes reality. The focus of the text remains on him and his
daughter. Whether it is God or Hanina, through his faith in God, working the wonder behind
the scenes, the text remains vague. The summary statement at the end of the passage only
confirms that Hanina ben Dosa’s statement became reality and the substance in the lamp
burned for 25 hours, it does not say why.

Géza Vermés points out that while the Jewish tradition has examples of the
“miraculous multiplication of oil...the transformation of vinegar into oil is an additional
embellishment.”*® Moreover, he observes that “the only parallel one can think of without
searching is the conversion of water into wine in the New Testament narrative of the

wedding feast in Cana of Galilee.”*®

197 Martin Lazarus, telephone interview about the properties of vinegar with the author, 16 Feb. 2012.
108 Géza VVermés, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era
[Pt 1],” Journal of Jewish Studies 23, no 1 Spr (1972): 42.
109 H
Ibid.



Chapter 4: Overall Shift in the View of Miracle

Reice 69

from the Hebrew Bible to Early Rabbinic Literature

John 2:1-1040

1 On the third day there was a wedding in
Cana of Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was
there.

2 Jesus and his disciples had also been invited
to the wedding.

3 When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus
said to him, “They have no wine.”

4 And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what
concern is that to you and to me? My hour has
not yet come.”

5 His mother said to the servants,
whatever he tells you.”

6 Now standing there were six stone water jars
for the Jewish rites of purification, each
holding twenty or thirty gallons.

7 Jesus said to them, “Fill the jars with water.”
And they filled them up to the brim.

8 He said to them, “Now draw some out, and
take it to the chief steward.” So they took it.

9 When the steward tasted the water that had
become wine, and did not know where it came
from (though the servants who had drawn the
water knew), the steward called the
bridegroom.

10 and said to him, “Everyone serves the good
wine first, and then the inferior wine after the
guests have become drunk. But you have kept
the good wine until now.”

“Do

MGNT John 2:1-10*
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In this narrative, Jesus acts after being prompted by his mother, similar to Hanina
after being prompted by his daughter. He seems to act both to please his mother, even
though he states that it is not yet his time, and to give more joy to the wedding party. Jesus
never mentions God in this narrative, as the narrative is focusing around Jesus gradually
revealing his own powers. Ultimately, his miracle is verified externally, by the steward

tasting the wine and telling the bridegroom about its quality. By contrast, Hanina ben Dosa’s

119 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1885.

111 Blye Letter Bible. "Gospel of John 2 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.
1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Jhn&c=2&t=MGNT>
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miracle is affirmed, without any person stating the change or making it explicit. Rather, in

his narrative the change in the vinegar is implicit, as the substance in the light burns

continuously throughout Shabbat.

Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: Distance Healing

Hanina ben Dosa was famously regarded as a healer in his generation. This fact is

evident through stories where he is called upon to heal the children of two major figures of

his time: Rabban Gamaliel and Yochanan ben Zakkai. Vermés summarizes many different

narratives stating that “Hanina’s intervention was principally sought in cases of sickness.

1112

An exemplary narrative of Hanina ben Dosa’s distance healing is found in b. Ber. 34b:

Our Rabbis taught, “Once the son of R. Gamaliel fell
ill. He dispatched two [of his] students to the place
of R. Hanina ben Dosa to pray (lit. request mercy)
for him.

When he saw them he went up to the upper chamber
and prayed (lit. asked mercy) for him.**® When he
came down, he said to them, “Go, the fever has left
him.”

They said to him, “Are you a prophet?” He said to
them, “(Amos 7:14) ‘I am neither a prophet nor the
son of a prophet,” but so | have received/been
favored.

If my prayer is fluent in my mouth, | know that he
(the sick person) is accepted [and will recover]; but
if not, | know that he is rejected (lit. torn) [and will
die]. They sat down and wrote, and noted (lit.
directed or intended) the time.

And when they came to the place of R. Gamaliel, he
said to them, “By the temple service! You have not
detracted nor have you added, but so it happened: at
that same time the fever left him, and he asked us for
water to drink.

112 Géza VVermés, Jesus the Jew, (London: Collins, 1973), 74.
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13 Hanina ben Dosa is so outstanding a healer, the students sent by Rabban Gamliel do not even have to tell

Hanina why they have come.



Chapter 4: Overall Shift in the View of Miracle Reice 71
from the Hebrew Bible to Early Rabbinic Literature

In this exceptional passage, Hanina shows his skill as a healer and reveals his talent
for pre-cognition. Not only does Hanina know why the students have come without them
speaking to him, but he explains how he can always tell of the person he prays for will
recover or not. In this passage, Hanina actions invoke the image of Elijah from | Kgs. 17:19:
TYYTOR 97 “and he took him up to the upper chamber.” When Elijah goes up, he goes
up to pray and he takes the child he seeks to heal with him. When Hanina ben Dosa goes up,
he goes with the intent of healing the child through prayer as well. When asked about being
a prophet, based on these prophet-like abilities, Hanina answers at the beginning with the
humble answer of Amos (7:14), but ends up with a statement very different from Amos.
Amos finishes his sentence, D°2pW 07723 3% TPi2™3 “but | am a herdsman and cultivator
of sycamores.” It is not glamorous work. Hanina takes the end of his sentence in a very

different direction: 192pn T2 X?X“but so | have received/been favored.” God is not

mentioned, but the implication is that the Divine shows Hanina special favor. Perhaps
Hanina believes that prophecy has ended, as is stated elsewhere in rabbinic literature,*** but
he still knows himself to be unique. He does not seem to be exaggerating, as the rest of the
passage demonstrates: the moment that Hanina says the fever is gone, it was gone. Hanina
was miles away from the patient, but his healing was efficacious and instantaneous. The way
the text is written with its emphasis on the human actors, even the students noting down the

time, God’s role is minimized, while Hanina’s power is maximized.

14}, San. 11a states, PXIW M WP M7 IPPN01 - SIRIMY 7727 AT QININNRT QX2 AW 11327 1IN0 “The
Rabbis taught: When the last prophets, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, died — the holy spirit [of prophecy] was
removed from Israel.” (Cf. t. Sot. 13.3;y. Sot. 9.13, 24b; b. Sot. 48b; b. Yoma 9b; S.S. Rab. 8:9 #3)
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Like Hanina ben Dosa, Jesus also cures patients from a distance. These narratives

can be found in Matthew 8:5-13, Luke 7:1-10, and John 4:46-53. The narrative in John most

closely relates to the Hanina narrative from b. Ber. 34b.

John 4:46-5312

46 Then he came again to Cana in Galilee
where he had changed the water into wine.
Now there was a royal official whose son
lay ill in Capernaum.

47 When he heard that Jesus had come from
Judea to Galilee, he went and begged him to
come down and heal his son, for he was at
the point of death.

48 Then Jesus said to him, “Unless you see
signs and wonders you will not believe.”

49 The official said to him, “Sir, come down
before my little boy dies.”

50 Jesus said to him, “Go; your son will
live.” The man believed the word that Jesus
spoke to him and started on his way.

51 As he was going down, his slaves met
him and told him that his child was alive.

52 So he asked them the hour when he
began to recover, and they said to him,
“Yesterday at one in the afternoon the fever
left him.”

53 The father realized that this was the hour
when Jesus had said to him, “Your son will
live.” So he believed, along with his whole
household.

MGNT John 4:46-53'°

MAOev obv mhAv eic v Kava T Talhaiog
dmov &moincev 10 Vdwp oivov kol NV TIG
Basctikog 0b 6 vidg Hobéver év Kagpopvoodu

ovto¢ dxovoag Ot Incodc fiker kg
Tovoaiag €ig v ToMAaiov anfjABev mpodg
adTOV Kol MpodTa tva kataft] kol idontot
aOTod TOV VIOV iUeALEY Yap dmoBviokey
gimev odv 0 Incodc mpog anTodv &av un onueio
Kol Tépato 10MTE OV Y| ToTELONTE

Aéyel TPOG avTOV O Pactikog Kuple Katdpnot
TPV AmoBavelv TO modiov pov

Aéyel avt® 0 Incodc mopgvov O ViIdg Gov (f
gnioctevoey O &vOpwmog T@® Adym Ov &imev
avT® 6 Incodc kal émopeveTo

1on o0& awtod kataPaivovtog ol dodAot avTod
VIVTINoaV adT@® Aéyovteg 0Tt O Taig avtod (i
gnvleto OV TV Opov map’ adtdv v 1)
KOUyOTEPOV EGYEV Eloy OOV avTd BTt EY08g
dpav ELOOUNV APTiKEV AOTOV O TVPETOG

gyvo o O mothp S &v éxeivn TH dpa &v 1
gimey avt® O Inco @ 0 vid goov (i kai
EMioTEVOEV OVTOG Kai 1) oikio oTOD OAN

Both narratives take place in the Galilee region. The royal official with the sick son

in the John text is parallel to the powerful rabbinic figure of Rabban Gamaliel, whose son has
fallen ill. However, in the John narrative, the official goes directly to Jesus, unlike Rabban

Gamaliel who sends his students to Hanina ben Dosa. Unlike Hanina, Jesus does not pray,

15 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1889.

116 Blye Letter Bible. "Gospel of John 4 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.
1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Jhn&c=4&t{=MGNT>
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but he does dismiss the man with the same “Go” as Hanina. Both Hanina and Jesus send the
men away with a promise that the boy will be healed. In each narrative, the time of the
healing holds great significance in showing that it was Hanina and Jesus, respectively, who
healed the boys. God’s role is minimized in the Hanina narrative and God is absent from the
Jesus text.

Hanina ben Dosa stands out as being able to know whether a person will recover or
die, just from his experience of praying for him. Jesus only states his knowledge of a

» 117

person’s recovery based on his experience of “bodily contact with the sick and feeling

that the “power had gone out from [him].”**®
Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: Power over Demons

Each man also demonstrates power over demons. A key narrative about Hanina ben

Dosa appears in b. Pes. 112b. The narrative follows and expands on a statement from Rabbi
Yossi son of Rabbi Judah'*®, who commanded Rabbi: 77792 7> X¥n %X “Do not go out

alone at night.”

b. Pesachim 112b 2.2°P 17 270D NodRN
‘Do not go out alone at night’ - It was taught: >757% X¥° XY *R°INT - 79°92 71° RXN OX

One should not go out alone at night, Not 0N nynay Y9993 X591 NPV 99992 K 79792
Wednesday nights and not on Saturday nights, TWY INAYY KT N5AN N2 NARY 100

because Igrat, the daughter of Mahalat,*® she b9y P A ooy
and one hundred eighty thousand destroying TR 221, PRIT 7230 CORon 9w R
angels go out, and each has permission destroy XY 2392 2317 MW 19 W TN

independently.

117 Géza Vermés, Jesus the Jew, (London: Collins, 1973), 75.

"8 | uke 8:46; Cf. Mark 5:30

119 One of the last tannaim, who lived in the late 2™ century CE, or approximately 150 years after Hanina ben
Dosa. - Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit:
Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), s.v. " Tanna, Tannaim," by Daniel Sperber.

120 |grat, the daughter of Mahalat — the Queen of Demons
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Originally, they were common every day. One x7m RIA7 XA 912 OO0 N7 RIPovn
time, she met R. Hanina ben Dosa. She said t0  »x 95 59nx .XD1T 12 RIIT 292 YD

him, “If ‘they had not p(oclalmed. about_you LT PPI2 oY OnT NG
Heaven, ‘Beware of Hanina and his learning (lit.
.7°N120 - 1M

his Torah),” I would have put you in danger.”
He said to her, “If 1 am regarded [so well] in 7%y %1R 97193 - ¥7P2 RIWA KR 719 0K
Heaven, | decree that you shall never to pass =5 g9nx o9YS W™ Savn ROW

:[‘hrough settled regions. She_: said to him, 53w .XND KA %S AW TN KNWBA
Please, leave me a little room (lit. the space of a
1527 9991 NINaw 0% 17

penny).” He left her Saturday nights and
Wednesday nights.

In this narrative, Hanina ben Dosa holds power over the Queen of the Demons
because of his regard in Heaven. The Queen of the Demons is aware of Heaven’s opinion of

Hanina; because of his reputation, he is able to control her. God is not explicitly mentioned
in the text. God is very likely the voice ¥°272, in the firmament of Heaven, to which Igrat

refers; the proclamation affirming Hanina ben Dosa as a significant human being. In fact, in

121
d

three places in the Babylonian Talmud'“*, a daily voice from Heaven, or 91 N2, calls Hanina

ben Dosa “my son”:

b. Ta’anit 24b =.7=2 07 Nyn naon
R. Judah said [in the name of] Rav: Every day a ) o7° 9952 27 99K 3707 20 0K
Heavenly Voice goes out and says, “The whole world  y9y5 a1y %5 :pmy ey 919 na
is provided for because [of the merit] of Hanina £r212y P72 KPIM 12 KPIA AW P
son, and Hanina my son suffices himself with a 2p

of carobs from one Friday evening to another. N2 32 NIT 275B DI I3

Hanina ben Dosa does not call upon God, in b. Pes. 112b., to decree against the
demons, rather, he rallies his own strength. He, the human figure with the divine connection,
IS waging war against supernatural creatures and limiting their freedom simply by speaking.

There are several parallel stories of Jesus controlling demons and sending them into a

herd of pigs. Based on the Four Source Hypothesis of the Synoptic Gospels, Mark 5:1-20

12 h, Taan. 24b, cf. b. Ber. 17b, b. Hul. 86a
122 1he 22 is the standard unit of measurement for dry goods in Rabbinic Literature (e.g., 4 Log = 1 Kav = 24
Bezah (eggs)). For the purpose it is used here, a 2P is a modest amount of food for a week of sustenance.
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was probably the original source text for Matthew 8:28-24 and Luke 8:26-39. The Mark text

is as follows:

Mark 5:1-20*%

1 They came to the other side of the sea, to
the country of the Gerasenes.

2 And when he had stepped out of the boat,
immediately a man out of the tombs with an
unclean spirit met him.

3 He lived among the tombs; and no one
could restrain him anymore, even with a
chain;

4 for he had often been restrained with
shackles and chains, but the chains he
wrenched apart, and the shackles he broke in
pieces; and no one had the strength to subdue
him.

5 Night and day among the tombs and on the
mountains he was always howling and
bruising himself with stones.

6 When he saw Jesus from a distance, he ran
and bowed down before him;

7 and he shouted at the top of his voice,
“What have you to do with me, Jesus, Son of
the Most High God? I adjure you by God, do
not torment me.”

8 For he had said to him, “Come out of the
man, you unclean spirit!”

9 Then Jesus asked him, “What is your
name?” He replied, “My name is Legion; for
we are many.”

10 He begged him earnestly not to send them
out of the country.

11 Now there on the hillside a great herd of
swine was feeding;

12 and the unclean spirits begged him, “Send
us into the swine; let us enter them.”

MGNT Mark 5:1-20*

kai RAOov gig 1O Tépav Tfig Buldoong eic v
xopav Tdv ['epacnvdv

Kol ££EA0OVTOC awTod €k TOD mAoiov €VOVC
VIVINGEV DT €K TOV pvnueiov Gvlpwmog
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0¢ TNV KATOIKNGLV ElYEV &V TOIC UVALOGLY Kai
000¢ OGAVOEL OVKETL OVOEIG €60vaTOo QOTOV
dfjoat

O TO aVTOV TOAMAKIC TESUGC Kol AAVGEGLY
dedéobal kol deomdoBor VI’ avTOd  TOG
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ovdeig Toyvev avTov dopdoat

Kol Ol TOvVTOC VUKTOG Kol MUEPAG &V TOIG
vfpocty kol v 1oig dpectv v kpalmv Kol
KOTAKOTTOV £00TOV ABO01G

Kol idmv tov Incodv amd poakpodev Edpapev
K01 TPOCEKVLYNGEV AVTH
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eloébopev

12 The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D.
Coogan; assoc. eds. Marc Z. Brettler, Carol A. Newsom, and Pheme Perkins (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2010), 1799-1801.

124 Blue Letter Bible. "Gospel of Mark 5 - (MGNT - Morphological Greek New Testament)." Blue Letter Bible.
1996-2012. 29 Jan 2012. <http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Mar&c=5&t=MGNT>
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13 So he gave them permission. And the
unclean spirits came out and entered the
swine; and the herd, numbering about two
thousand, rushed down the steep bank into
the sea, and were drowned in the sea.

14 The swineherds ran off and told it in the
city and in the country. Then people came to
see what it was that had happened.

15 They came to Jesus and saw the demoniac
sitting there, clothed and in his right mind,
the very man who had had the legion; and
they were afraid.

16 Those who had seen what had happened
to the demoniac and to the swine reported it.

17 Then they began to beg Jesus to leave
their neighborhood.

18 As he was getting into the boat, the man
who had been possessed by demons begged
him that he might be with him.

19 But Jesus refused, and said to him, “Go
home to your friends, and tell them how
much the Lord has done for you, and what
mercy he has shown you.”

20 And he went away and began to proclaim
in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done
for him; and everyone was amazed.

Kol Emétpeyev avtolc koi €EeABovTa Ta
wvedpoto T akdbapta giofAbov &l ToVLg
xolpovg Kol dpuncev 1 AyéAn Katd TOd
Kpnuvod &i¢ v BdAaccav o¢ dioyilol Kol
gmviyovto €v 1f] Bahdoon

kol ol Pookovteg avtovg Epuvyov Kol
amyyellay €ig v mOAv Kod €ig Tovg dypoic
koi AoV i8&iv ti oTiv 10 yeyovoC

Kol Epyovtot Tpog tOV Incodv kai Bewpodoty
OV doupovifopevov KabUeEVOV IHLOTIGUEVOV
Kol c@PovodvVTIo TOV E6YNKOTA TOV AeydVa
Kai Epofnncav

Kol Odmynoovto avtoig ol 1d0vieg mdG
Eyéveto T® Oapovilopéve Kol mEPL TMV
xoipwv

Kol IPEAVTO TOPAKAAETV aOTOV ATEADETV Ao
1OV Oplwv aOTAV

kol éuPaivovtog odtod €ig 1O mAolov
TopeKOAEL aOTOV O doatpovicbeig tva pet’
adTOd 1

Kol OUK GQRKEV oOTOV GAAL Aéysl aOT®
Yrarye gig TOV 01kOV GOV TPOG TOVG G0VG Kol
amdyyetov avtoic oo O kOPLOG ool
nemoinkey Kol NAENGEY o€

Kol amfABev kol fip&oto knpvocew €v Ti
Aexomdrel 6co Emoinoev avtd O Incodg kai
navteg E0avpalov

These two narratives, from the Babylonian Talmud and the Gospel of Mark, share

many common elements. The first deeply significant similarity is that both figures, Rabbi

Hanina ben Dosa and Jesus are called “son of God.”

Hanina is called “my son” by the

Heavenly Voice in b. Taan. 24b, and the demon calls Jesus, “Son of the Most High God,” in
Mark 5:7. In each narrative, the demon is aware of both God/Heaven and the man’s
relationship to God/Heaven. The demons ask each man for an alternative solution to pure
banishment. Ultimately their demonic power is greatly limited, in the Hanina narrative, and

limited, then utterly destroyed, in the Jesus narrative. Unlike Hanina ben Dosa, Jesus has

witnesses immediately after his miracle, who react with fear. After the formerly possessed
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man reports what Jesus did for him to the broader public, the reaction is amazement; the
standard response of people witnessing a miracle. In the Talmud narrative, no person is
present to react to the scene, rather the story makes a larger impact on Rabbinic Judaism and
the idea of when it is safe to go out at night. This impact can be seen through the tradition
preserved in the Babylonian Talmud (codified between 500-700 CE) with Rabbi Yossi ben
Yehuda, a rabbi from the end of the Tannaitic generation (late 2" century CE), quoting the
tradition based on the actions of Hanina ben Dosa, one of the first Tannaim (early to mid-1°"

century CE).'®

Echoes of Hanina’s power over the Queen of the Demons continue to
resound throughout early rabbinic literature.
Jesus and Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa: A Conclusion

Each of these men establishes a pattern of the extraordinary in their generation. Their
powers are compared with divine powers. Jesus is ultimately turned into a divine figure by
Christianity. Hanina ben Dosa ultimately becomes a small force in Rabbinic Judaism. In his
book, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology, Rabbi Solomon Schechter explains that “such
men as... R. Chaninah b. Dosa [sic], whose prayers were often solicited in cases of illness
[see b. Ber. 33a], left almost no mark on Jewish thought... [as he is] represented in the whole
Talmud only by one or two moral sayings.”'*® Géza Vermés adds to this Talmudic reality a
hypothesis to explain why. He writes, “Fear of blurring the distinction between Judaism and

Judea-Christianity was probably the main contributing factor, in third century Galilee, to the

dissolution of the legend surrounding the figure of Hanina ben Dosa.”*?’ With a close

125 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Tanna, Tannaim," by Daniel Sperber.

126 Rabbi Solomon Schechter, Some Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (New York: The Macmillan Company,
1923), 7.

127 Géza Vermés, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era
[Pt 2],” Journal of Jewish Studies 24, no 1 Spr (1973): 64.
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reading, it becomes clear that Hanina is diminished also in the writings of the early Rabbinic
period, when his narratives are included. Regular comments on Hanina ben Dosa narratives
in the Babylonian Talmud “attributed to a fourth-century Babylonian Amora, R. Aha bar

Jacob” 128

minimize Hanina’s divine powers, by shifting the focus from Hanina, as in
individual, back toward God and the larger Jewish Tradition. Vermeés points out that while
this process occurred in the early Rabbinic period, by the medieval period, the reality on the
ground was different:
The first allusion, preserved by the twelfth-century historian, Abraham ibn Daud,
claims that Saadiah Gaon, one of the luminaries of early medieval Jewry, descended
from the tribe of Judah through Judah’s son, Shelah, and counted among his ancestors

9

none other than R. Hanina ben Dosa.'?® It would see therefore that in the tenth

century it was an honour [sic] to be counted among his posterity.**
Overall Shift in the View of Miracle from the Bible to the Early Rabbis

What has been demonstrated as beginning in the end of the Biblical period and
continuing through the first generation of Tannaim, as established through the
wonderworking of Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa, continues on through early rabbinic literature.
Human divinity and human power are elevated, especially when the human in question is a
rabbi. In his book, The Wonder-Working Lawyers of Talmudic Babylonia: The Theory and

Practice of Judaism in its Formative Age, Rabbi Jacob Neusner explains the image of the

rabbi in the Babylonian Talmud:

128 Géza Vermés, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era

[Pt 1],” Journal of Jewish Studies 23, no 1 Spr (1972): 31.

129 Vermés’ note from citation in notes 59 and 62 on this page] Sefer ha-Qubbalah (The book of Tradition), ed.

Gerson D. Cohen (1969), pp. 41-2, lines 96-7.

130 Géza Vermés, “Hanina ben Dosa: A Controversial Galilean Saint from the First Century of the Christian Era
[Pt 2],” Journal of Jewish Studies 24, no 1 Spr (1973): 64.
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The rabbi both presented himself as, and was widely believed to be, a holy man,
whose charisma weighed at least as heavily as his learning, and whose learning to
begin with encompassed far more than a mere collection of ancient traditions of
Scriptural exegesis. What was extraordinary about him was his mastery of a body of
theurgical learning, the power of which rendered him exceptionally influential in
heaven and earth. This learning was called "Torah," but as we shall soon see, "Torah"
comprehended more than merely the Scriptures revealed at Sinai or to the prophets,
along with the oral traditions that had accompanied them. If rabbinical knowledge, or
gnosis, proved an effective basis for public activities, it was because the rabbis could
authenticate it by a wide variety of impressive proofs. No phenomenon above or

below proved too hard for their understanding.**

Moreover, these rabbis “were neither wizards nor sorcerers, but their wisdom was such that

they could interpret natural phenomena and consort with heavenly beings.”**? In their human

world, they had the wisdom to reach into the divinity inherent in the human world. “They

were not physicians, but possessed sound knowledge about healing.

1133

Even having acknowledged the end of prophecy,'** early rabbinic literature sought

out and found ways for prophecy to continue, whether through the Heavenly Voice or

through visits from Elijah. As Neusner points out, “these [appearances of Elijah to the

rabbis] were not merely occasional, or for brief instruction.” Elijah becomes a major figure

in early rabbinic literature connected the rabbis and the divine, though human prophecy,

131 Jacob Neusner, The Wonder-Working Lawyers of Talmudic Babylonia: The Theory and Practice of Judaism
in its Formative Age (Landham, MD: University Press of America, 1987), 47-48.
132 H

Ibid. 48.

33 |bid.

B34t Sot. 13.3; y. Sot. 9.13, 24b; b. Sot. 48b; b. Yoma 9b; S.S. Rab. 8:9 #3
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power, and action.'*®

Elijah, as seen above is an early model on the path from the Bible
viewing miracles in the hands of God to the early rabbis envisioning miracles as in the hands
of human wonderworkers.

Not only conversing with Elijah, the Babylonian Talmud presents that “the rabbis
were also thought to be able to converse with ...the Angel of Death, to come back from the
‘world beyond' in dreams to converse with their disciples, to argue with the angels and with
God himself.”*¥* As Neusner states, “what is important is that the rabbis were not ordinary
men, but were widely believed to have other-worldly powers.”**’

It is in this context that men work wonders and produce miracles in Rabbinic
literature. Many examples could be brought, and should be examined in a longer study than
is presented here. For the purposes of this chapter, we will examine a narrative from the
Babylonian Talmud about Nahum Ish Gam Zo, a 2" generation Tanna and teacher of Rabbi
Akiva, for whom miracles were also wrought and wonders worked, such as rain falling
during a drought only for his sake.**®
Nahum Ish Gam Zo and the Ark of the Covenant

b. Ta’anit 21a records some stories from the life of Nahum Ish Gam Zo, including the

story of why he is called “Nahum, the Man [who always said,] ‘this is also for the best.””

135 See Kristen H. Lindbeck, Elijah and the Rabbis: Story and Theology (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2010), especially chapters 3 and 4.
13¢ jacob Neusner, The Wonder-Working Lawyers of Talmudic Babylonia: The Theory and Practice of Judaism
i%its Formative Age (Landham, MD: University Press of America, 1987), 51.

Ibid.
38 b, Taan. 25b — In this narrative, rain falls for R. Akiva when it will not for R. Eliezer:
A Heavenly Voice went out _and said, “[T_he prayer of R. Akiva] =1 197 XY 90K 5“7 N2 nnyd
was not answered because this one [R. Akiva] is greater than that . 5 5
one [R. Eliezer], rather this one [R. Akiva] is merciful/forgiving 2y vayn AW RON TRLIARTANP!
(lit. he refrains from measuring others), and that one [R. Eliezer] 200777 OV 0y 1R N Rk ilal
is not merciful/forgiving.
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The narrative below presents Nahum in parallel to the Ark of the Covenant in Joshua 3,

showing a direct shift from the Bible to the early rabbis:

b. Ta’anit 21a

It was said about Nahum Ish Gam Zo that his two
eyes were blind, his two hands were amputated, and
his two legs were amputated, and his whole body
was covered with boils, and he was lying in a
dilapidated house and the legs of his bed were
standing in bowls of water in order that ants could
not go up [and crawl] on him.

Once [his bed was standing in a dilapidated house].
His disciples asked to evacuate his bed (meaning, to
evacuate him) and then evacuate the things (lit.
vessels) [out of the house because it was collapsing].
He said to them, “My children, first evacuate the
things [from the house] and then evacuate [me and]
my bed. You can be assured that as long as | am in
the house, the house will not fall down.” They
evacuated the things (lit. vessels) and after that they
evacuated [him and] his bed, and the house
[immediately] collapsed/fell down.

N.NX> 07 no1yn noon
TTW O O3 WOR 2 DY TRY 1NN
YUR 17 WA QA 101V SNWHA RMI0
T LAY RDA 191 91,190 nwn
AN DDA 93 MY N2 Humn
POV WY ROW 07D o1 W Poda
Nakirfah!
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Bakahy

In this text, Nahum is incapable of taking care of himself. If he is to exit a collapsing

house, others must carry him out. However, this narrative suggests that this crippled rabbi

possesses extraordinary power. This crippled man, who lives in poverty, is surrounded by

compassionate disciples. Moreover, he seems to have the gift of precognition to know that

the house would remain standing for him alone. If the students evacuated him first, the house

would collapse and the furnishings and other modest possessions would be destroyed.

Rather, in taking him out last, every item within the house is saved.

This narrative echoes the biblical text of Joshua 3-4. As discussed in chapter 2,'*

the Ark splits the Jordan for the Israelites to cross on dry land:

139 See Chapter 2, pages 15, 17-18.
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Joshua 3:10-17

10 And Joshua said, “With this you shall know that
the living God is among you, and that He will
surely drive out from before you the Canaanite, and
the Hittite, and the Hivite, and the Perizzite, and the
Girgashite, and the Amorite, and the Jebusite.

11 Behold, the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord of
all the Earth passes over the Jordan before you.

12 And now take twelve men from the tribes of
Israel, one man for each tribe.

13 And it shall come to pass, when the soles of the

feet of the priests that bear the Ark of the 1797, the
Lord of all the Earth, are in the waters of the
Jordan, that the waters of the Jordan shall be cut off
from above; and they shall stand in one wall of
water.”

14 And it came to pass, when the people set out
from their tents, to pass over the Jordan, and the
priests bearing the Ark of the Covenant were before
the people.

15 And when they that bore the ark were came to
the Jordan, and the feet of the priests that bore the
ark were dipped in the edge of the water--and the
Jordan was full to all its banks all the days of
harvest--

16 and the waters of the Jordan stood from above,
they rose in one wall of water, a great distance from
Adam, the city that is beside Sartan; and those
[waters] that went down toward the sea of the
Aravah, the Salt Sea, were wholly cut off; and the
people passed over opposite Jericho.

17 And the priests that bore the Ark of the
Covenant of 397>stood on dry ground in the middle
of the Jordan, and all Israel passed over on dry
ground, until all the nation were completely passed
over the Jordan.
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The priests stand in the middle of the Jordan like that while Joshua sends the 12 men from

the 12 tribes to gather stones to set up a monument to the miracle. When they have finished

crossing the Jordan:

Joshua 4:15-18
15 .'ﬁ,'.'i?spoke to Joshua, saying,
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Chapter 4: Overall Shift in the View of Miracle
from the Hebrew Bible to Early Rabbinic Literature

16 “Command the priests bearing the Ark of the
Testimony that they come up from/out of the Jordan.”

17 And Joshua commanded the priests saying, “Come
from/out of the Jordan.’

18 And it came to pass, as the priests bearing the Ark

of the Covenant of 17377 came up from the middle of
the Jordan, as the soles of the priests’ feet were drawn
up into the dry ground, that the waters of the Jordan
returned unto their places, and went over all its banks,
as yesterday and the day before.
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In Joshua 3-4, the miracle with the Ark is meant to demonstrate God’s power. As long as the

Ark is in the water, the water does not fall. By contrast, in b. Taan. 21a, Nahum and his

power to work wonders are placed at the center. God is never mentioned or even appealed to

through prayer or any other means. The miracle performed, with the house standing as long

as Nahum is inside, places Nahum parallel with the Ark; the dilapidated house with the water

of the Jordan. In the text from the Hebrew Bible, the focus was on God’s power, in the

Talmud text the focus is on the human power of Rabbi Nahum Ish Gam Zo. These texts

demonstrate the powerful shift in the view of miracles in the Bible to the view of miracles in

early rabbinic literature.

Human Divinity, Human Power: A Conclusion

Even in the post-Talmudic period, the focus on human divinity and human power

persists in rabbinic literature. The following midrash, comparing and equating the power of

the righteous with the power of God, appears in 1727 0°727 Deuteronomy Rabbah (codified

circa 9" century CE'*%):

140 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., VVol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
Reference USA, 2007), s.v. "Deuteronomy Rabbah," by Moshe David Herr.
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Deuteronomy Rabbah, Parsha HaAzinu 10:3

This is what Scripture says, (Il Sam. 23:3) “The God of
Israel said, ‘The Rock of Israel spoke to me, “A ruler over
men shall be [righteous, ruling in the fear of God].””

And what does, “righteous, ruling in the fear of God”
mean?

The righteous have power over, if one may say so, that
which the Holy One Blessed be God has power over.

How so0? Everything that the Holy One Blessed be God
does, the righteous do.*** How so?

The Holy One Blessed be God remembers barren women,
and Elisha remembered the Shunammite woman. From
where [do we learn this]? It is said, (Il Kgs. 4:16) “At this
season, when the time comes around, you shall embrace a
son.”

The Holy One Blessed be God revives the dead, and
Elisha revived the son of the Shunammite woman (11 Kgs.
4:32-36).

The Holy One Blessed be God parts the seas, and Elijah
and Elisha parted seas. From where [do we learn this]? It
is said, (Elijah: 1l Kgs. 2:8 and Elisha: 11 Kgs. 2:14) “And
he struck the waters, and they were divided hither and
thither.”

The Holy One Blessed be God heals without emollients,
and Elisha healed Na’aman without emollients (Il Kgs.
5:9-14).

The Holy One Blessed be God sweetens the bitter waters,
and Elisha sweetened the bitter waters, for so Scripture
says, (Il Kgs. 2:20) “And he said, ‘Bring to me a new
flask,[and put salt in it’ and they brought [it] to him].”
And it is [further] written, (11 Kgs. 2:22) “And the waters
were healed [until this day, according to the word of
Elisha, that he spoke].”

141 Cf. Gen. Rab. 77:1:
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The Holy One Blessed be God withholds rain, and Elijah
withheld the rain, as it is said, (I Kgs. 17:1) “[And Elijah
the Tishbite, who was of the settlers of Gilead, said to
Ahab,] ‘As 177, the God of Israel, lives, before whom 1
stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, [except
according to my word’].”

The Holy One Blessed be God causes the rain to fall, and
Samuel caused the rain to fall, as it is said, (I Sam. 12:17)
“Is it not wheat-harvest to-day? | will call to 77177?, [and He
will give thunder and rain; and you will know and you
will see that the evil you have done is great in the eyes of
MY, to ask for a king for yourselves’].”

The Holy One Blessed be God rains down fire, and Elijah
caused fire to rain down, as it is said, (I Kgs. 18:38) “Then
the fire of  1)fell, and consumed the burnt-offering,
[and the wood, and the stones, and the dust, and licked up
the water that was in the trench].”
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On a case by case basis, this midrash shows how human beings have performed the

same kinds of miraculous actions as God. In the language of the midrash,

The righteous have power over, if one may say so, that
which the Holy One Blessed be God has power over.

VITRAW 913°20 20U QOPYTRN
liralaliy ]

People can act with the same power as God. Starting humbly with 913°22 “if one

may say so,” the author of this midrash signals to the reader that he knows it is chutzpadik

(brazen, audacious) to compare people to God. That being said, the midrash goes on to craft

a one-to-one comparison equating the power of the righteous with the power of God.

In this midrash, as in the view of rabbinic literature, the people are the focus, the

miracles lie in the hands of the wonderworking humans; here, represented by Samuel, Elijah,

and, most profoundly, Elisha.

Each man acts with the same power as God. God and

righteous people stand on equal footing. People have power in the world and over the world.



CHAPTER 5: MIRACLES: A CONCLUSION

This thesis has sought to identify the understanding of miracles from the Hebrew
Bible to the early rabbinic period. The shift from the mainly divine miracles of the Bible to
the human role within the miracles of early rabbinic literature has implications for theology.
What does it mean if in the past, miracles only came from God and in later times, people
were able to bring about miracles by themselves or for their own sake?

The introduction to this thesis presented a text from b. Ber. 20a.X*? In this text, the
teacher, Abaye, presents a rationale to his student Rav Papa for why miracles were performed

for earlier generations, but not for them:

He (Abaye) said to him, “The former sy7swa1 "Mon Xp M7 “®Xop 7% MK

[generations] would give their lives for the PTWOI JPI0R RY TN ,OWT DWITPN
sanctity of [God's] name; we do not give our oW NYITER

lives for the sanctity of [God's] name.
This response suggests a particular view about a quality that would make a person
extraordinary. When people are willing to be martyrs, they center their lives and especially

their deaths on the divine name. It is a theology that may smart in our mouths as moderns.

Are we only deserving of miracles if we would sacrifice our lives for God? Is not o1 Mo

(saving a life), a great mMXn (religious obligation) that supersedes even the laws of N3
(dietary laws) and Shabbat? As it is written in m. Yoma 8:6 after a sequence of events that
permit transgression of the laws of N17Y3 and Shabbat, the mishnah says,

...because there was doubt about his survival (lit. lives) 92) ,NiYD] PO RIY V197
[without doing t'hese gctlpns] and any [tlm_e when there is] N3 NX 7037 NiYo) poY
doubt about survival (lit. lives) cancels/overrides Shabbat.

Would God not function under these same expectations, that humans should preserve life to

the best of their ability and not opt for martyrdom? In fact, the theology in early Rabbinic

192 See Chapter 1, pages 2-3.
86
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Judaism would go so far as to suggest three times when martyrdom is preferable to violating
the law.*** However, the priorities in the Babylonian Talmud are generally to preserve many
perspectives and opinions; it is later rabbinic authorities who focus on agreeing upon one
answer to each question.’** The spirit of the Babylonian Talmud is much more aligned with

the ethos of m. Eduyyot 1:5 and 6, which present three differing opinions on why preserving

dissenting opinions is important.
presented:

b. Shabbat 32a

And when are men examined? — Resh Lakish said,
“When they pass over a bridge.” A bridge and nothing
else? Say, that which is similar to a bridge.'*

Rav would not cross a ford/crossing board where a non-
Jew was sitting. He said, “Lest judgment would be
visited upon him, and | would be seized with him.

Samuel would not cross unless a non-Jew was on the
ford/crossing board. He said, “Satan has no power over
two nations [at the same time].”

R. Yannai examined [the bridge] and [then] crossed. R.
Yannai [acted] according to his taste/reason, for he said,
“A man should never stand in a place of danger to say
that a miracle will be made for him, lest a miracle is not
made for him. And if a miracle is made for him, it is
deducted from his merits.**

143

murder, see b. San. 74a
144

In another tractate, another idea about miracles is
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three times when martyrdom is preferable to violating the law: idolatry, incest (which includes adultery) and

it is later rabbinic authorities who focus on agreeing upon one answer to each question: See later codes,

such as the 77¥ 7722 Shulchan Aruch, by Joseph Caro (cited below), which brings together three different

rabbinic opinions and conclusively decides with the majority.
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15 A bridge or similar to a bridge: these are liminal times of total uncertainty and possible danger.
146 And if a miracle is made for him, it is deducted from his merits: It is as if each person has a spiritual bank
account, keeping track of his merit. If a miracle is made for him, his spiritual bank account will be depleted of

credit, having been used up making the miracle.
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R. Hanin said, “Which verse of scripture [teaches this]? axp °Xn I °20 X
(Gen. 32:11) ‘I am not worthy (lit. made small) of all v+, nwp - (32 pPwRN)
the mercies, and of all the truth.”**® e .

R. Zera would not go out among the palm trees on aday 71 X? XMIWT XA X717 27
of a severe south wind.* Xop¥T o119

In this text, miracles save a person from peril. However, this does not allow a person
to rely on miracles occurring: first, because they will not always occur and second, because
they will deplete a person’s spiritual merit and leave them exposed to other potential physical
and spiritual dangers. R. Zera is careful not to even go out walking under palm trees when it
is especially windy. This idea that miracles cannot be counted on is reinforced in another

place in the Babylonian Talmud:

b. Meqillah 7b 2.1 17 99K noon
Rabbah and R. Zera made a Purim feast >772 2°99 D70 172y X7 °27) 020
together. They were feeling the wine/got drunllé6 X7 279 Punw 737 op 00K 7T
and Rabbah rose up and slaughtered R. Zera. b AR TIWS MR PR Y3 mn
On the next day he prayed for mercy and he S ; \ s o
(Rabbah) revived him (R. Zera). In the next ~ TT 7T M9 NTI0 Tavh 3 1l
year he (Rabbah) said, “Will Master come and &°MNR RNYYY RNYW 723 X7 1777 0K
we will make the Purim feast together. He (R. B} {oRh!
Zera) said, “A miracle does not happen on every

occasion.” "

Rabbah b. Huna was the head of the Academy of Sura’® and R. Zera was his

153

contemporary. Both Rabbah and R. Zera were 3" generation Amoraim. Interestingly,

Y7 The reading of °navp (lit. made small) is consistent with the “spiritual bank account” idea — that Jacob is
being diminished by this salvation.
18 This verse, Gen. 32:11, in context is Jacob praying to God to deliver him from his brother Esau. This
situation is very dangerous for Jacob, since Esau has every right to be angry and seek to kill Jacob.
19 R. Zera would not go out among the palm trees on a day of a severe south wind. Palm trees will drop fruit,
branches and even fall over on very windy days. R. Zera will not even take a chance with being injured by the
wind.
150 Rabbah rose up and slaughtered R. Zera: It is likely that the men were very drunk from the Purim feast, so
Rabbah was not in his right mind.
151 A miracle does not happen on every occasion. Meaning: “Just because a miracle happened last time and |
was revived from the dead, does not mean it will happen again.”
152 Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., Vol. 12 (Detroit: Macmillan
ngerence USA, 2007), s.v. "Amoraim," by Alyssa M. Gray.

Ibid.
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rabbis lived in the same generation as Abaye, whose student Rav Papa asserted that miracles
had ceased a generation before. In this unusual text, a rabbi is slaughtered and brought back
to life by the same man. R. Zera, careful before in b. Shab. 32a with the palm trees, is even
more hesitant playing with his life and death. His point, “a miracle does not happen on every
occasion” is well taken.

Yet, this logical point that miracles do not always occur, in concert with the other
texts examined in this chapter, support a theological idea reflected in the contemporary
Reform Movement. There is a statement, of Rabbi Ferdinand Isserman, printed in Gates of
Prayer: The New Union Prayer Book and reprinted in each Reform prayer book since 1975
that seems a fitting summation of this theological stance:

Pray as if everything depended on God; act as if everything depended on you. Who

rise from prayer better persons, their prayer is answered.**

With the shift away from God centered miracles, people remain faithful to God, but
act more and more in the world, without depending on God alone for solutions to problems
or protection from danger. Rabbis do not sacrifice their lives for God’s name. Rather, they
work around the system of laws to preserve lives, except in the most extreme circumstances
of being forced into idolatry, incest, and/or murder. Rabbinic lives are preserved for the
purpose of continuing the larger Jewish project of Torah and building a world suitable for
God to dwell in.

Rabbis cross bridges based on their own estimations of safety. They encourage each
other not to rely on miracles, but to take care of themselves. R. Zera takes this idea so

seriously, he does not reserve it for tenuous situations like crossing bridges, but he takes it to

154 Chaim Stern, ed., Gates of Prayer: The New Union Prayer Book (New York: Central Conference of
American Rabbis, 1975), 157.
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heart in everyday life. He does not go out when it is too windy and he certainly would not
return to a place where he was murdered, to the same circumstances in which he was
previously slaughtered.

These rabbis long for miracles and believe in their power. They experience them in
their own lives, and yet, they do not rely on them alone. Their actions reflect a human self
sufficiency, an idea which flows from the shift to a human divinity and focus on human
power. In an uncertain world, with an unknowable God who intervenes intermittently, it is
best to keep praying, but act as if everything depended on us.

Ongoing Significance

The topic of miracles has ongoing significance in our day, especially for the Reform
Movement, which began with an emphasis on the denigration of the non-rational aspects of
the Jewish religious experience, and today seems on a path of the reclamation of what

previous generations of Reform Jews pushed away or removed. Studying miracles could be
an important way to open up the spirituality, faith, or 713X of the Tradition we have

inherited. This non-rational side of Jewish faith pushes our boundaries and expectations of
the world and our lives as human beings. How do these stories challenge our rational
attachments to Judaism? How do these stories challenge our rational attachments to science
and secular, academic thought? Alternatively, what do these stories have to offer the
spiritual seekers in our midst? Will the next generation of Jews view these miracles the way
they are presented in this thesis, or in a totally new way? Reflection and time will reveal the

answers to these questions.
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APPENDIX: AREAS FOR FURTHER STUDY AND EXPLORATION

Having examined the material presented in this thesis in depth, it is evident that there
is rich ground here for further research. Tracing the shifting focus through the Bible and
early rabbinic literature has many implications for further study. Certainly, there is more
theological material to uncover. In the broad spectrum of our multivocal rabbinic tradition, if
the case can be made for one theological stance, surely, there are more ideas and different
stances to be located and substantiated by the early rabbis.

A future project could expand on this theme in the rich material of early rabbinic
literature. There are many rabbis among the tannaim alone who could occupy whole
chapters of material: Pinhas ben Yair, Honi Ha-Ma’agal, Akiva and so many others. An
entire thesis could possibly be composed exclusively on the topic of rabbis, discussed in the
Babylonian Talmud, who cause rain to fall.

A future project could more deeply explore the role of disciples in these narratives.
Disciples often function as witnesses to miracles, but also students of the wonderworkers.
For instance, Honi Ha-Ma’agal’s grandsons are able to perform wonders of causing rain to
fall, just like Honi.**®

In rabbinic stories, from a variety of sources,**® people who witness miracles being

performed are often described as having a sense of amazement/wonder and the Hebrew word

117m0, or a derivative there of, is used. It is that very astonishment around miracles which

155 For Honi, see b. Taan. 23a, for Honi’s son’s son Hilkiah, see b. Taan. 23a-b, for Honi’s daughter’s son
Hanan haNehba, see b. Taan. 23b.

(1965 7727 :27R-2N) 2NV 90K /DY-10°0) APWYY SN P, 111312 0T 19 See : 10



Appendix: Areas for Further Study and Exploration Reice 92

leads the characters to a greater belief or faith. As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “The way
to faith leads through acts of wonder and radical amazement.”**’
There is a Talmudic principle from b. Pes. 115a that states:

...but in the case of a Scriptural and a Rabbinical [precept], ->pX - 12977 RN»PIRT 22X
the Rabbinical [one] comes and nullifies the Scriptural [one].  xnss1875 7395 Sopan) 11277

In Pesachim, this idea has consequences for the Passover seder. What consequences does it
have in the larger Talmud and early rabbinic literature? Is this legal principle at play in the
idea of miracles? The Rabbis seem able to come and perform miracles in the Talmud, as if
they were standing in the Bible at the shores of a parting sea, looking at a brass serpent, or
calling fire down from Heaven to defeat the prophets of Ba’al. Does the rabbinical precept
supersede the Bible in extra-legal ways, in ways related to miracles?

In an exploration that pushes beyond early rabbinic literature towards modernity,
there seem to be meaningful connections between the early rabbinic shift of miracles into

human hands and the idea around miracles in the early Zionist movement. Such a connection

can been seen in the song 2°7°92 QXY 188 “we Carry Torches” below:

We Carry Torches 297°5% 2ORRMI NN
Words: Aaron Zev IRT PR (@Y
Melody: Mordechai Zeira RTYT 27N 13
We carry torches 0°7°97 DX 1N
On dark nights. 299K nNiv92

Illuminating the trail beneath our feet

thi ; S5y 5=
And who would notice him WL NNAn DY DI

The thirsty for light 1227 Wy
Lift up his eyes and his heart to us - TIRY RR¥T
Light and come! IHR 9291 VIV DR K

INI2) IRY

157 Heschel, Abraham Joshua. God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism. (New York: Jewish Publication
Society of America, 1956), 47.
198 «n>790% DIRWII IR,” Zemer.co.il, Accessed 13 Feb. 2012, http://zemer.co.il/song.asp?id=357.
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A miracle has not happened - - 119 7R X9 03
We found no jug of oil. 2IRYD X9 1Y 7D
To the \(alley we went, we went up the mountain, ALY 7T 3997 Py
The springs of lights T e T aeie
The hidden, we revealed. MMRGg Myn

193 D13

A miracle has not happened - -7 R XY 03

We carved thg stone until blood - - 07 7Y 31230 Y993

Let there be light! * e
179X 1

This song emphasizes the idea that no miracle of Hanukah occurred, rather everything that
happened to build the land of Israel, to illuminate the country, happened through the work
and blood of its Zionist pioneers. The song takes an even more radical perspective than
human centered miracles: no miracles, only human centered action. The area of early Zionist
thought could be an interesting expansion on this study into a more recent part of the Jewish
tradition.

Any of these subjects would continue the research and efforts of this thesis and
constitute important articles or chapters in future works. As of the date of printing, the
author of this thesis has yet to find publications that adequately cover these topics. This area

of Jewish scholarship has rich potential for growth.
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