
:11 

f 

Statement by Referee of Senior Thesis 

The Senior dissertation entitled: 

11Biblical Miracles in Midrashic Interpretation" 

written by Martin Silverman 

1) may (with revisions) be considered for 
publication: ( 

cannot be considered for publication: ( )( 

2) may, on request, be loaned by the L:tbrary: 

may not be loaned by the Library: )(_ 

I 
. '1- 7- 01 

date)--~---

Ld~ 
("Slgniiture of refer'eei)-

Israel Bettan 
tre_f_e_r_e_e_) _"--~~--·-·--



ABS'rHAC'l' OB' THESIS 
by 

MARTIN I. SILVERMAN 
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The research method was as follows: After determ.:Lning which Bibl:i.oa 1 

miracles were important enough to explore, references to the verses 

contain:l.ng these miracles were gathered It from the various Midrashim. 

'I'hese references were then class1.fied according to the manner in 

which they d:i.scussed the l3ibl:lcal verses. 

There is a d:t@cussion of Natural Law and it is proved that the 

Midrash was cognizant of the existence of certain usually immutable 

laws in natural events. The aceeptance of the miracles as such by 

the Midrash is explored and is found to exisit." It is shovm, how·ever , 

that the Midrash felt that all miracles related in Scripture were 

pre-ordained from Oreati~n. ~1lrthermore, it is demonstrated that 

it was recognized in Midr.g.shic times that the Biblical miracles 

came about, not only for ·t,heir immediate purpose, but also for t,he 

mean:lng that they would have to future generations. 

Many examples are given showeing that in dealing W.th m;racles, 

the Midrash has a tendency to embel1ish and exaggerate them and also 

to bring in other miracles while discus.sing a verse dealing with only 

one. 

li'inally, an analysis ismade of the discussion, by the Midrash, 

of the _source .. of Biblical miracles. This reveals that only God is 

considered to be the source of all miraciUous events. 
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PREFACE 

Before beginning any work wh:lch pretends to be tech• 

nica.l rather than literary, it ;ts well to acquaint ·che 

reader not only with the techniques employed, but also 

w:l'!;h the reasons that these methods were used and not 

others. This is paxa·t:icula:i.'lly true when the writer is a 

novice bo·bh in the field in which he works e.nd in the 

art of' conveying the i'ru:t ts of. his cUscoveries ·to others 

who might be interested in them~ rrheref.ore we have a 

i'leason fol;' beginning . ·chis essay before Chapter Or.i.e • 

It was ·the purpose of the Wl"~.te1'l to do a work depen.d

ent exclusively on pr:bnary sow;ace mater:i.al. It was 

discovered that although such a work could be done it 

would be tar richer for an. occasional borrow5.ng of a 

th.ought :t'rom a scholar more skilled ai1d better trained 

·than himself. Unfor·bunately all such references have 

been limit:ed to works that have appeared in ei·bher the 

English or Hebrew ta.11.guages. 1rhis ser:tous limitation 

has been imposed by the author• s inability to handle the 

G;e1"lllan lahguage, i:tt present. It is hoped th~1t the i•101--k 

has not suffered to e.n inordinate ex·be1;it by this laclt. 

1
It will also be t1oted that in the body of the essay the 

or:l.ginal intention of \'\TOX'k:l.ng almost entdrely with 

primary sou:r.~ees has been adhered to. 

After having once decided upon a topic for discus ... 

sion, the n.e:x:t step is to determi11.e a syst;em for uncovering 
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the material necessary for this discussion. When dealing 

with such a vast a.na diverse work as th'' Mldrash, this is 

not the simple problem that it might appear to be. A be

ginning was made by leafing through G·inzberg 's 11 Legends of 

the Jews. 11 This brought a-bout a very rapid acqua1nta.nce 

w1 th the type of material thr:.lt 'Would be encountered when 

the lVItdrash itself wa.s to be tackled. It also clarified 

in the mind of the researcher exactly what he was seeking. 

'l'he next step was the assembling of a list of approximately 

twelve of the most famous and most important Biblical m:tra ... 

oles. ~rhe verises in which these miracles appear were noted 

and were used as the basis for consulting the "Beth Aaron", 

an index to Midrashic passages. compiled according to Bib

lical verses. It was later found, however, tnat this 

method was not to be as fruitful as it originally promised 

to be. In the first place it was an impossibility always 

to find the same edition of a work used to compile the "Beth 

Aaron". .Again many of the passages cited turned out to have 

nothins at all to ao with the topic under discussion ana 

we:1:•e merely instances when these particula.r verses a.ppeared 

in some Midrashic work. However, many passages were found 

in such works as "Seder Eliahu Rabba.h 11 and 11 P1rke de R. 

Eliezer 11
, which are not arranged according to the Biblical 

order, by means of the 11Beth Aaron". Nevertheless, 1 t was 

the Midrash1c works which have been compiled according to 

the Biblica 1 order that supplied the vast ma. jori ty of 

ref'erences for this work. The most importa.nt works used 1.:n 
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this ca.tegory were the Rabboth and especially the Yalkut 

Shimoni. This latter work is the actual backbone of the 

essay. It was consulted for each one of the miracles ~tnd 

in practically every case provided usable material. 

The ambitious reader, who will seek to verify the 

sources cited herein will find tha.t there was considerable 

ma.teria,l connectea with each one of the miracles to which 

no reference is made. Upon closer examination, however, 

he will find that if a pa.ssage is not mentioned 1 t is be

cause 1 t ha.a no bearing or relevancy to the topic under 

discussion. It has been the writer's purpose to exclude 

all matter which does not directly concern him, otherwise. 

in a work as vast and diverse as the Midrash he would have 

become lost in obscure details. 

After having gathered as much material as was possible 

on each individual miracle, the task of classifying each 

reference was attempted. Finally six different categories 

were decided upon. To justify in his own mind this choice 

he then counted the number of miracles which supplied 

ma.terial for each division. It was found that in only one 

case were there fewer than half of the miracles represent

ed, but even 1n this case those references available clearly 

made its position as a topic by itself necessary. 

With these words we are ready to embark upon our 

voyage of discovery into the ancient lore of Rabbis and 

preachers. 
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OHAPT:JJ;R I 

INTRODUC '!1 ION 

The birth of the modern state of Israel is called by 

many a. 11 miracle 11
• Whether future generations of history 

students with the records of the intricate diplomatic 

negotiations and the actual battles a.t their disposal will 

concur in this appraisal remains for time to tell. Per

haps future generations will loolc upon all the occurrences 

connected with the esta.bliahment of this new nation, with 

an ancient history, as events not to be explained in the 

normal, rational way. It is possible that such events as 

the 11 mag1c carpet 11 from Yemen and the sudden stopping of 

the locusts on the very bor~er of Isra~l, during the fifth 

summer of its existence, will take their place alongside 

such stories as the crossing of the Red Sea and the pro

vision of the manna. It cannot be denied by even the most 

skeptical of our modern sophisticates that it was a. belief 

in the miraculous origin of these ancient happenings which 

kept alive in the hundreds of generations the Faith that 

was eventually responsible for the coming into being of 

these modern events. Without the F'aith tbat was in our 

times turned into deed, thsre would be no Israel today, 

there would be no Jewish people today. 'I1o claim that 

this Faith is dependent on the stor•ies of miracles recorded 

in Scripture would be to detract seriously from its beauty 

"·"·and meaning to many of us today, but to deny the role that 



these miracles played in the establishment ana growth of 

our Juda.ism would be a contradiction of history. Whether 

we believe in their actual occurrence, at all, or whether 

we should wish to explain the events away in a rational 

ma.nner is immetterial. We must admit that for our ancestors, 

whose F'aith was perhaps stronger than our own, and, yes, 

for many of our contemporaries, these singular events re

corded in Scripture and called by us miracles, were and 

are real and actual in every detail. One of our great, 

modern, enlightened theologians had this to say on the sub

ject: "'rhere :ts ••• the interesting subject of miracles, 

which plays such an important part in the history of every 

religion. Despite the vtlr1ous attempts made by semi

rat1onal1sts to minimize their significance, the frequent 

Occurrence of miracles will always remain, both for believ-

ers and skeptics one of the most important tests of the 

religion in question; to the former as a sign of its 

superhuman nature, to the latter as a proof of its doubt

ful origin. 111 

When examining the literature of the ancients, when 

discovering in the pages of our ancestral lore the truly 

mighty stature of the minds of many of these bygone sages, 

we are prone to question whether their attitude towards 

these extraordinary Biblical evf.mts was that of simple 

1. Schechter, Solomon Sqm~sl2~.91§._.9f Rabbinic_'I'h~.1.Q& 
Pp. 5 - 6. 

7 



I 
II 
J 

~ 

unquestioning belief, or whether they, too, looked upon these 

passages as something outside the usual realm of things, some

thing requiring a special explana.tion.. In their thorough ex

egesis of each word in Holy Writ what was their attitude 

towards those events, which as recorded, clearly transcend 

the normal, everyday run of things? Did. any ancient scholar 

attempt to deny or even explain in a rational manner these 

superna.tura.l events? Was any specia..l importance attached to 

belief in miracles? Were these miracles made the basis of 

any type of exegesis? More basic than all these questions, 

did these ancient scholars recognize that the Biblical events 

they were discussing were supernaturalt were separate a.nd 

distinct occttrr·ences that could not be expected to ha.ppen 

a.11 the time? 'I1hese are questions that might intrigue any 

person with a high respect and reverence for those minds that 

created ancient J·ewish literature, yet who has an equal 

respect and reverence for modern, rational, skeptical, if 

jou will, thought. 

In turning to a body of literature to seek the answers 

to our questions we find that there is one type, which be

cause of its nature, arrangement and historical importance, 

demands of us its attention. This is that group of works 

known as the Midrash. A hurried glance might convince one 

that these works a.re nothing more than an attempt to provide 

some sort of explanation to the often cryptic words of the 

Bible and are the catch-all for the fruits of the·creative 

imaginatj.ons of some old Rabbis. However, ttJ_anks to modern 
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scholarship, largely the work of Leopold Zunz and his suc

cessors, we know that the Miarashic works consist 1n large 

part of the sermons of these Rabbis and in their present 

forma e,re merely anthologies. Ther·e are few better gauges 

of the thought of a people tha.n the sermons that are preached 

to them. It is really unnecessary to point out that the per

iod auring which most of these sermons were preached is one 

of unparalleled importance in the history of Judaism, since 

it was during this, the Talmudic period that the basis for 

the entire future srowth of Jewish thought and practice was 

laid. That miracles pla.yea an important role in the thought 

of these arc hi tee ts of our modern religion, ma.y be garnered 

from these sentences taken from an essay on the subject: 

"''11he initial founaa.tion which sustained the fa.i th of early 

Israel consisted in the extraordinary experiences of indi ... 

· vidua.ls. 1 '11his foundation was in Talmudic times not merely 

maintained but also strengt~ened and expanaea."2 

To further recognize the important role that the Mid-

ras h played in the history of Judaism, let us examine a. few 

of the words of Zunz: He holds that during this period~ in 

the first thousa.nd years of our ere,, that the Midra.sh, 

"ruled without bound. 0 When speaking of the effect of the 

Roman collapse on world civilization he said: "For more than 

half a m1llen1um, the eye of any observer of the Jews, Syrians, 

Greeks and Christians could see hardly anything besides 

2. Guttmann, Alexa.nde;r t :rhe_ Sigpif~_g.anoe _,Q1_ ~}.r~;Q!es for 
!~l!'fildgic . Juda.ism, Hebrew Union College Annual vol~ 
1947 ~ 
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Midrash, sectarian writings, disput$.t1ons ana theologica.J. 

tracts. The allegorical exegesis of Holy Writ ana the use 

of it in the spirit of the contemporary thought dominated 

completely the times. 11 3 It is this allego~ioal exegesis, 

which comprises most of the Midrash dealing with those 

Biblical verses containing stories of "miracles." 

it ha.s probably been noted that thus fa.:r a.11 references 

as to what is it that is meant when the word "miracle" ls 

used, have been ra.ther vague. '1.1his vagueness must be el1-

m1na tea, for upon definition of the word 11 mira.ole 11
• is this 

whole thesis dependent. 'rhere are those who claim that 

every act or occurrence that takes place in the univer·se is 

indeed a miracle. These people claim that Divine Provi

dence is responsible for each little thJng that comes to be 

and that it cannot be subjected to a,ny restrictions whatso

ever. For them there can be no natural law. In their view 

1 t would be just as reasonable for an apple to lea,ve the 

tree and ascend hea.venwards, as to fall down upon Isaac New

ton' B head. Therefore, they do not question any happening 

recorded in the Bible a,na simply consider some unusual. 

To most people, today, these unusual occurences transcend 

the realm of what they consider to be na,tural. They believe 

that there are certain immutable laws by which the universe 

is governed and it would require a special a,ct by a Divinity 

ii''"''to bring about any change in them. '110 any such occurrences 
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they give the name miracle. A philosopher would def1.ne it 

in a very conoise manner thusly f' ".A miracle is a. d1scon

tinui ty in the laws of nature brought to pass on a special 

occasion by a personal belng in response to a prayer or in 

oraer to realize a given purpose."4 Yet a very famous chron

icler of the growth of the Jewish religion takes exception 

to this definition: 11 To understand the Jewish conception 

of miracle, we must enter into their way of thinking about 

God and nature. A miracle from this point of view is an 

extraordinary phenomenon or occurrence wrought by God, 

presumably for some special purpose. It cannot be describea 

as something at variance with the laws of nature, transcend

ing or suspenCling them, for as ha.s been said, there was no 

idea of laws of nature in the modern sense. Nor is it the 

mere wonder of 1 t tha.t makes such an event a mira.cle; 1 t is 

the re1liglous interpretation of the occurrence, th.e belief 

that in this phenomenon or event Goa in a peculiar way 

manifests His presence, reveals His will, or intervenes for 

the dellvera.nce of His worshippers and the discomfiture of 

their enemies, •• and to save from a thousand evils where human 

help is vain. 1rhe greatness, the power of God, 1s abundantly 

manifest in the ordinary course of nature; it is His goodness 

that is peculiarly revealed in the miracle as fa,i th 1nter

prets and appropriates it. 11 5 The point 'at issue then, is 

4 u 1k I 11
" Hi t f' M d1 l J ~ h Phil h 'D 274 • .l."lUS ·, s~uic, .I\\ s cry o e eva. ew"'s . osop y .. • • 

5. Moore, George F., ·.~ vol I P. 376. 
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whether the ancient sages recoe;nized natural law. It will be 

one of the objects of this work to demonstrate whetQ.er there 

was any acknowledgment of natura.l law by ancient Judaism. 

It would be well, before plunging into the body of the 

work to set a frame of reference in which the reader may fol

low us. Therefore, let us list those Biblical miracles whose 

exegesis in the Midrash has been scrutinized. Here the ques

tion may be raised as to why just these and no others were 

used. .A number of considera.tions were taken lnto account. 

First and foremost was the issue of the importance and know-

ledge of the miracle in our time. Next the importance of the 

miracle in the Midrash itself. Finally, the discovery that 

not all Biblical miracles were deemed worthy of special 

exeges1:s as such. 'l1hese, then, are those miracles whose 

exegesis have been scrutinized, thoush they have not all 

contributed to this work: 

1. The splitting of ·the Red Sea and the plagues. 
2. The manna. 
3. The water out of the rock. 
4. The history of Moses' rod. 
5. 'J.1he destruction of Nadab and Abihu. 
6. The Destruction of Korach a.nd his band. 
7. Balaam's ass speaking. 
8. '11he sp11 t ting of the Jordan. 
9. The sun standing still at Gibeon. 

10. The Elijah and Elisha stories. 
11. Jonah and the whale. 
12. The three men in the fire. 
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CHAPTER II 

AT'f'ITUDE TOWARDS MIRACLES 

"This negative. this ca.utious, skeptical a.ttitude is 

the one most observable in the philosophy of our time. 11 Thus 

did Josiah Royce characterize the thought of his day. Few 

would wish to contest the validity of this observation as 

it pertains to most contemporary thinkers on the subject of 

Bi.blical miracles, excepting, of course, those sectarians 

whom we dub Funaa.mentalista. The question to be raised then 

is whether this questioning attitude is something entirely 

modern or whether traces of it may be found even as early 

as the first few centuries of our era. 

Our modern skeptic doubts the occurrence, the very 

happening of such things as a splitting of the Red Sea only 

and precisely at the time when the Children of Israel were 

a ttemptj.ng to flee from the Egyptian hordes. Or else an 

attempt is made to explain the splitting of the wa.ters by 

purely natural phenomena, such as shallow water and a strong 

wlna, or a volcanic erupt1on.l It is pointed out in this 

same work that all of the plagues which struck Egypt at the 

waving of Moses' staff, with the exception of the final one, 

were happenings thE1,t could have arisen in the natural oraer 

of things. Thus do we today offer rational explanations for 

those Biblical miracles whose actual occurrence we choose not 

to disbel:teve. 
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If there was anyth:tng in the attitude of the ancient 

Rabb:1.s and preachers which might be called 11 skeptical 11 it 

was not this which is present in ours. It is true that 

there is one questioning theme which appears in connection 

with nearly a.11 the miracles, but this theme doubts neither 

the actual transpiring of the event, nor the fact that it 

was contrary to the usual workings of nature. In only one 

instance wa.s I able to find even the vaguest 1nt:1.ma tion of 

doubt concerning the actual occurrence of events recorded in 

Scripture. I tend to discount the importance of this single 

instance because here is appa,rently a case where a clever 

scholar was simply having a game of mental gymnastics with 

the exegesis of different Biblical verses. On page 5a of 

the 'I1ractate Succah of the Babylonian 11.1almud we find the 

following Barai tha: 11 R. Jose says, the Bhechina.h never 

descended nor did Moses and Elijah ascend to heaven, as 

it is written: 11l1he heavens a.re heavens of the Lord a.nd 

the earth was given to man' and the Sh.echinah did not des

cend ••• and Moses a.nd Eli ja.h did not ascend •• e but is it 

not written: 'And Elijah ascended in the wh:trlwlnd 1 ? 11
• It 

would seem that R. Jose is not questioning the authenticity 

of the Biblical account but rather that the Bible is ap

parently contradicting itself. 

Let us return then to the case where there seemingly 

ls a questioning of the miraculous nature of the events 

with which we are dealing. That, succinctly stated is the 

exact extent of ~1ny ques tion1ng that appears in the Mid rash 

14 



concerning these events. There is no doubting of their 

actual happening. 'l'here is no attempt to explain them 

away according to the le.ws of natur·e as men know them. 

Here in full then, w:tth only the el1.mination of the verses 

used as proof ... texts is the classic 'statement concerning 

miracles as it appears in a number of places in Midrashic 

works: ''R. Jonathan (in other places Johanan) said: the 

Holy One Blessed Be He arranged conditions with the Sea 

(at the time of Creation) that it should be split before 

the Isri;M~li tes ••• R. Jeremiah sa.:td in the name of R •. Elazar, 

not only with the Sea alone did. the Holy One Blesaed Be He 

arrane;e condit1ons, but w:tth a.11 that was created during 

the first six days ••• I have commanded the Sea that 1 t be 

split before the Israelites. I have commanded the sun and 

the moon that they stand still beforeJoshua ••• I have command

ed the heaven and the earth that they be silent before Moses 

•.. I have commanded the r•avens that they susta.:l.n Elijah ••• 

I have commanded the fire that 1t injure not Hana.niah, 

Misha.el and Azariah. I have commanded the lions that they 

harm not Daniel. I have commanded the heavens that tbey 

open before Ezelriel •••• I have commanded the flab that 1 t 

spew forth Jonah." 2 All these events are miracles by com

mon concensus and by treatment in exegetical literature, 

yet here is an atte?,'lpt to explain them not as suaaen events 

brought about at the command of the Almighty to meet the 

2. YaJ.kut Sbimon1 II 21 on Joshua 10:12 from Genesis :R. 5. 
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emergency, but ra.ther as pre-ordai.ned ha.ppenings that were 

bound to occur. While it cannot be claimed that statements 

such as these appear in the exegesis of each ana every 

mira.cle, they are not lim1ted to this one statement.3 In-

deed, the fa.ct that this same sta.tement, 1.n essence, ap-

pears a. number of times is significant, Its incluslon 

once would have been significant, showing that a sufficj.ent 

number of scholars deemed it worthy of preservation. Be

cause it appears in connection with so many miracles, we 

must cons1der that there was proba.bly a. school of thought 

connected with this idea concerning the origin of miracu-

lous events 1n the Bible. As usual when propounding a. theory, 

those who offered this new, and probably for their time some

what startling, idea concerning miracles, used many 1ngen-

10UE3 proof- texts to support themselves. Here is one: 11 1 And 

the sea returned· to 1 ts bed as dawn broke': H. Johanan said, 

11he Holy One Blessed Be He made cond1 tions with the sea that 

.. it should be split before the Israelites, as the verse states: 
1 And the sea returned to its bed as dawn broke'. 'I1o 1 ts 

con~1t1ons that the Holy One Blessed Be He made with it. 

Ana it is written: 'Let the waters come together'. This 

actually means, let the waters wait for Me, for wha.t I shall 

in the future do to them. 111 

3. s. of s. R. II, Ya.lkut Shimoni II 550 on Jonah. 

4 11p..1 J'4>'f, P 'J> P-f f 'JlJ..A i>1'p<> ,;)./JI.;) /J~J• ifc :}.J.1111<f 1f P .AIJaf f~ re•J 
• .{'tl"f i'l}JJ :J.f.AJ)6 /' 1/LJ.A f IJ.111/t.f 1 p? ./I IJ~f JUJ) fe'I 1iJJ (/c.)&1 VJ f 

.p~t>J11e-1i 1'.11" !itct '" r•11JJ 1f 11-p• "'"~ 1117 1 l'JJ.JJ 
Yalkut Shimoni I 236 on Ex. 14:27 from G·en. R. 
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The question might now be ra.isea as to whether this 

attitude on the part of the Midrash towards the origin of 

miraculous events does not actually bear out one or the 

other, or possibly both opinions stated in the first 

chapter, to which exception has been taken. 1rhe first 

would be that of the group who today claim that there a.re 

no such things as miracles, because everything that Goa 

aoes is mir-aeulous, which is a denial of the existence of 

natural law. The second is tha.t which holds the.t the 

Jewish sages of this period did not recognize the exist-

ence of a law of nature. It can now be shown very clearly 

that such was not the case, that the authors of the works 

which comprise the Midrash did believe in a natural law and 

that they did believe that the miraculous events recounted 

in the Bible were violations of this natural law. Examples 

will be drawn from the exegesis upon seven of these miracles, 

in the order of their appearance in Scripture. 

First let us take up the story of Aaron's rod a.nd the 

rods of the Egyptian ma.e;lcians. "R. J'ose said in the name 

of H. Haninah, there was a great miracle that took pla:ce 

concerning the staff. Even though it consumed all of the 

staffs that were cast down, which were of a quantity to 

have made from them ten omers, it did not become any thick

er.115 Here is an observation that would agree with the 

physical law of a ispla.cement as we know it. It cannot be 

said that in this case no cognizance was taken of natural 

law. 

5 .. Ex. R. IX on Ex. 7:12; see also B.'r. Shabba.t 97a. for a simi
lar, though different acknowledgment of the supernatural in the 
same story. 
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Concerning some of the extraordinary events which took 

place in connection with the splitting of the Red Sea (into 

which the next chapter shall go further) there ia the fol~0 

lowing interesting statement: 11 
••• it is natural for cha.riots 

to be drawn after mules, now were the mules drawn after the 

chariots. 06 The origina.1. of the words 11 it is natural" is 

11 De re oh ere t z 11 
• 

In reference to the manna we have the following: "Rab

ban Simeon the son of Gama.liel says, Come a.nd see how beloved 

J are Israel before the Almighty. Because they are so beloved 

did He change before them the works of Creation. He made the 

lower things uppermost and the uppermost lowest. In the past 

bread rose from the earth and the dew descended from heaven ••• 

now the situations were reversed. Breaa began to descend 

from heaven while the dew rose from the earth. 11 7 Here is a 

plain acknowledgment that certain laws were ma.de a.t the time 

of Creation which could only be broken under the most unusual 

of circumstances. When these circumsta.nces arose, it was 

plainly a. superna.tural act on the part of the De 1 ty which 

causea the laws to be brok.en. 

About the water coming out of the rock, the Midrash 

has this to say: "R. Symon said, 'And it will give 1 ts 

waters' ••• but 1t is not its way (natural) to give forth 

wa,ter ••• behold the miracles tha.t the Holy One Blessed Be 

6. Yalkut Shimoni I 235 on Ex 14: 25 from Mekilta. V. 

7. Mekilta on It:x 16:l~; also 'ranchumah on same verse. 
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He performed, He put in the rock oil ana honey, water and 

fire. u8 

While it 1e not explicitly stated that the swallowing 

of Kore.ch ana his band would have violated a na tur.a.l law$ 

this is clearly implied in the following statement: "R. 

Jeremiah the son of R. Elazar said, There a~e three openings 

to Gehinnom, one in the wilderness, one in the sea, a.nd one 

in Jerusalem. 11 9 

There are few more explicit statements that an event is 

supernatural than this one, made in commenting on the con.

versa tion between Bala.am a.nd his ass: 11 The Princes of 

Moab were amazed that they saw a miracle the likes of which 

had never besn seemo 1110 

The supernatural saving of the three men from the fire, 

also supplies us with an example: "It :ts taught that six 

mira.cles took place on that very day ..... nll These seven· 

quotations, and the others cited in the notes should provide 

ample evidence that the concept of natural law wa.s known and 

acknowledged to exist by the ancient scholars and sages with 

whom th:ts work dea,ls. In this ca.se the theme ha.e appeared 

too often and in too many diverse forms to deny tha.t its 

8. Yalkut Shimoni I 763 from Yelamdenu on Num. 20:8. 

9. B.T. Erubin 19a on Num. 16:33. 

10. Num. R. XX on Num. 22:29. 

11. Yalkut Shimoni II 1061 from B.T. Sanhedrin 92b; also 
S. of S.R. VII. 

,. . 
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belief was widespread among ma,ny different factions of 

the Ra.bbls. 

It remains for us,. in this examination of the attitude 

of the Midrash towards miracles- to see whether there were 

ever any reasons, either implied or explic:l..t given for the 

occurrence of miracles. Did miracles ever serve a purpose 

beyond that which appears on the surfa.ce? Did the spli tt1ng 

of the Red Bea mean more than a. way for the Israelites to 

escape from the Egyptians? Did the manna do more tha..n feed 

the wanderers in the desert? Could the Lord have used other 

means, just as effica.cious, besides miracles to accomplish 

the deeds that were done through miracles? The answer to 

the flrst series of questions is in th~ a.ffirmative and that 

to the last one is negati'fe. The authors of the Midr·a.sh 

very definitely re.cogniz,ea that while the actual events 

might have ha.a signif1ca.nce to the genera. tion during whose life-

times they took place, it was the manner of their occurrence 

that would have meaning to all subsequent generations. 1rhe 

escape from Dunquerque by the Br1 tish a.rmy may have seemed 

mira.culous to the contemporary world, but how many young

sters are there even today, but a dozen years latert who 

recognize this event? Un doubtedly there a.re far fewer of 

these than of those of the same a.ge who a.re acquainted with 

the Crossing of the Red Sea. This was recogniz.ea by the 

Rabbis and therefore they have in their commentary on the 

various miracles, ascribed reasons for these occurrences. 

- - - - - - - --- - - -- -- - - -- --- - - -- - . 
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There is, of course, one reason which transcends and 

permeates a.11 others for the coming into being of supernatural 

events. This is the encouragement ana strengthening O\f Faith 

in the Deity. However, this may be subdivided into various 

means of achieving this. 

The first of these divisions 1s that in which lt"'alth is 

encouraged by the simple demonstration of God's might. 

Pharaoh 1s warned to believe in the might of God by the 

miracles that transpired with the rods. The Midrash puts 

these words j_n God's mouth as He ins true ts Moses: ''And say 

unto him, behold this staff is of dry wood, yet it became a 

serpent and there was in it a spirit and soul and it con

sumed all of the rods, but its end is to return to being 

dried wood. You also, did l create from a putrid drop and 

gave you sovereignty, but you became proud and said to me 

this is my river and I made it - behold I will cause you 

again to be nothingness. •112 In connection wl th. the spli tt:i.ng 

of the Red Sea, the Midrash has this question to ask: 11Wb.y 

did He split the waters before them?u The answer: 11 In 

order to achieve for Himself world-wide fame." 13 The miracle 

of the manna, also, was to spread the knowledge of Him: 11 0ssi 

be~ Judah says, the manna that came down to Israel would be

come great and rise until all the ltings of the east and wee t 

could see it. ul.lt· An even clearer dernonat:ra tion that the 

12. Yalkut Shimoni I 181 on Ex, 7:9 
13. ibid I 233 on Ex. 14:13. 

14. ibid I 260 on Ex. 16:13. 



Rabbis believed that the miracles were necessary for the 1n

culca ting of Faith la the following: 11R. Joshua says, The 

Israelites said, If He is the Master of the Universe ,just as 

He is our Master, then we shall serve Him. But if not we 

shall not serve Him. R. E'ler;l.zar says, 'l1hey said if He ful

fills our need we will worship Him and if not we shall not 

serve Him. 11 1~ This 1.n commenting on the necessity for draw

ing water out of the rock. 

That upon occasion miracles may be considered the only 

fitting reward of Faith may also be demonstrated: "Rabbi 

says, Sufficient wa.s the :F'aith that they had in Me that I 

should divide the Sea for them •••• Shema1ah says, Sufficient 

was the F'aith that Abraham had in me that I should divide the 

Sea for them ••• Others say, Sufficient was the Faith that they 

had in me that I should divide the Sea for them. That they 

did not say to Moses, How will we go out to the Wilderness 

without provisions. Rather did they have F'ai th and follow 

Moses. 11 16 Nor is this the only place where the Crossing 

of the Red Sea through a miracle from above is pointed to as 

a reward for .F'ai th. 17 Miracles are also vouchsafed to ind1-

viduals for having served the Lora well: "And why did Elijah 

merit so much a.s to be able to revive the dead? Because he 
' did the will of H:lm who spoke and the world was, the Holy One 

15. ibid I 262 from ,Mekilta on Ex. 17:7. 

16. ibid I 233 on Ex. 14:13. 

17. Ex. R. XVII; al.so loc cit in note 16 for further commentary. 
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Blessed Be He. Ana he would weary himself' because of the 

honor of the Lord and because of the honor of Israel every 

day. 11 18 "R. Johanan a aid, Righteous men are greater them 

the Ministering Angels, as it is said: 'He answered and 

said: Lot I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the 

fire, and they have no hurt; ana the appearance of the 

fourth is like a child of the gods'. ol9 

But if miracles serve as rewards for the righteous, 

ls not the converse true? 11 Zabdi ben Levi said, The manna. 

would come- down two thousand. cubits. Every aa.y it would 

stand until the fourth hour and when the sun would strike, 

it would melt and become streams and overflow and descend ••• 

Ana since it would descend in streams, the nations of the 

world would come to drink frofu it, but it would become as 

bitter as hemlock 1n their mouths. 1120 11 They say, if the 

Almighty is prepared for those who anger Him, how much 

the more so shall he requite with a goodly wage the right

eous in the future. 1121 11 'It these men die the common dea.th 

of all men ••• ' What does this teach us? Rabba said if 

these men die the common death, that they sicken and are laid 

out on their beds, and men viBit ·them, what would mank.ind say? 

18. Seder Eliahu Rabbah Chapter 5. 

194 B.T. Sanhedrin 93a. 

20. Yalkut Shimon1 I 258 on Ex. 16:4 from the Tanchuma.h. 

21. Yalkut Shimoni I 259 on Ex. 16;22; also M1drash Tehillim 
78; also Mekilta. 
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The Lord has not sent retribution to these •••• 1122 "'And 

the earth split beneath them' 1rhat the Lord is able to bring 

retribution from any place which he so desires. 1123 It is 

therefore seen that .~ust as a. miracle may have been wrought 

to rewa.rd the righteous so may the reason for a miracle have 

be·en the punishment of the wicked. 

Again, a miracle may serve to strengthen the resolve 

of some mortal who is undecided whether to act for the Lord 

or not. In connection with the Egyptian plagues we read: 

11 .And R. Judah the son of R. Shalom said, He (Pharaoh) spoke 

normally when he said, give a. sign. And thus do you find 

in the case of Noah. After all the miracles that the Holy 

One Blessed Be He had done for him in the ark and had taken 

him out from it ••• he began to beg for a sign untj.l the Holy 

One Blessed .Be He said to him, 'I have placed my bow in the 

cloud.' And if Noa.h. the righteous begged a sign, how much 

the more so would Pharaoh, the wicked. And thus do you find 

concerning Hezekiah, when !saJ.ah Cf-J.me. q .and if Hezekiah the 

righteous sought a sie;n would not Phara.oh, the wicked ? 1124 Or, 

in addition, to strengthening the resolve of the person in

volved, the miracle might serve to symbolically represent 

what the future holds: 111l1he Holy One Blessed Be He made 

known to Moseei, · while yet in th.a bush what Pha.ra.oh would do. 

22. B. '11
• Neda.rim 39b on Num 16 :30. 

23. Tanchumah on Kora.ch also Num R XVIII. 

24. Ex. RIX on Ex. 7:9. 
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He said, 1Wha t is in your hand Moses?' and he answered, 1 A 

staff'. And he said, 'Cast it upon the earth', and he cast 

it upon the earth and it became a serpent. And the Lord 

said unto Moses, 'Send forth thy hand and grab its tail.' 

Ana it again became a staff. The Lord said to Moses, 'Just 

as the serpent 1s cunning, so shall Pharaoh act cunningly 

towards yod •••• "25 

One more reason for the occurrence of a miracle is to 

strengthen the fulfillment of a specific commandment. For 

ins ta.nee the prohibi tlon of profaning the Sabbath with work: 

"From the time of Creation, the moon and the stars and the 

planets arose to light the world and did not contest one 
' 

with another until Joa hua, came and foue:;ht Israel 1 s battles~ 

Ana 1 t was the eve of the Sabbath a.na Joshua recognized 

Israel's distress over having to profane the Sabbath •••• 

What did Joshua do? He stretched forth his hand to the 

light of the sun and to the light of the moon and to the 

light of the stars and pronounced to them the (ineffable) 

Name and each one stood still for 36 hours until after the 

Sa.bbath. 026 As demonstrations of the power of prayer we 

have two beautiful stories, one concerned with the story of 

Joshua and the sun, ema the other dealing with Jon.ah and the 

fish. "From the time that the sun rises until it sets, it 

praises the Holy One Blessed Be He. Ana thus do you find 

25. Tanchumah on Va-era to Ex 7:8,9. 

26. Pirke de R. Eliezer 52. 
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that a.t the hour when J'oshua stood in Gibeon and sought to 

stop the sun, he did not say 'Stand still at Gibeon' rather 

'Sun be silent at Gibeon•. 27 All the while that he we.mt he 

praised the Holy One Blessed Be He, and as long as he praised 

Him he had the strength to continue·. 11herefore did Joshua. 

say, be silent. The sun said to him, 'You say to me, be 

silent? I was created in the firmament and you '>Jere created 

on the sixth day, yet you say to me, be silent.' Joshua 

answered him, does not a minor freeman tell his elderly 

slave to be silent? Did not .Abraham, our father, acquire the 

heavens and all that are therein? ••• And not only this, did 

you not bow down a.s a slave before Joseph? 1 The sun Emswered, 

'You tell.me to.be silent, but who will praise the Holy One 

Blessed Be He? 1 ·. He answe·red him, 'You be silent and I will 

recite the Lord's praises. 1128 11 .And Jonah was in the belly of 

the fish three days ana three nights without praying. 'J:lhe 

Holy One Blessed Be He said, 'I have prepared for him a 

place in the belly of a male fish in order that he be not dis

tressed, and he does not pray. I shall prepare a female fish, 

pregwant with 365,000 small fish in order that he may be dis ... 

tressed and will pray before me, because the Lord longs for 

the prayers of the righteous. ' In that very hour He prepared 

a pregnant fish and this fish said to the other one, 'The 

Lord has appointed me to swallow the Prophet who is wl thin you, 

28. Yalkut Shimon1 II 22 on Josh 10: 12 from '11anchumah. 
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and if you do not let him up I shall swallow you with him. 1 

He asked, 'Who knows whether you speak the truth? 1 She 

answered, ''rhe Leviathan.' 'rhey went to the Leviatha,n, 

and she said to him: 'O Leviathan, king of all the sea's 

fishes, do you know whether the Lord has sent me to this 

fish to swallow the prophet who is within him?' Be answered, 

'Yes 1
• 'I'he first fish asked, 'When 1 ? He answered, 'Within 

the last three hours when the Lord came down to play with me 

I heard thusly. ' Immediately he let him go and the female 

fish swallowed him. .AndJona.h was very distressed from the 

squeezing and from the placenta. Immediately he turned his 

heart to prayer.... Immedia,tely the Holy One BlesBed .Be He 

notified the fish and she spewed forth Jonah •••• 1129 'l'hus we 

see an acknowledgment by the .Rabbis that the miracles can 

serve not only to strengthen Faith, generally, but also to 

strengthen pa.rtlcular acts of Faith • 

.As our final sphere we refer to the casefJ where the 

Rabbis interpret miracles to have been caused in order to 

strengthen an iaea with:tn the people. This ls in connection 

with the coming of the MeBsish and Goa's ever-continuing 

protection of His people. First in connection with both the 

rod and the coming forth of water from the rock we find: 

11 
••• Ana thus shall the very same staff be given to the king, 

the messiah. And thus a.re all tbe natlo:ns of thc-::i world 

destined to be ruled by it. 11 30 Next in connection with the 

29. Ya.lkut Shimon! II 550 on Jona.h from Pirke deR. Eliezer 10. 

30. Yalkut Shtmoni I 763 o:n N'um 20:8 from Yelamdenu; also Num 
H 18 on Num 17:23. 
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pla.gues we f1nd: "And all the plagues which the Holy One 

Blessed Be He brought upon the Egyptians he will in the 

future bring upon Edom. ••31 It is interesting to note that 

if this phraseology was used in a sermon, it probably 

meant that conditions at the time had reached the stage, 

under Roman oppression that it was thought that only a 

miracle could save Israel. Again we have a reference deal

ing with the plagues:u ••• Not only in connection with the 

Egyptians alone (does He perform miracles) but also upon 

all who oppress Israel in all generations."32 

'l'hus has been indicated, in the language of the Mid

ra.sh itself, that it was recognized of old that the Biblica,l 

miracles came about not only for their immediate purpose, 

but also for the meaning that they would have to future 

generations. This chapter has also indicated to what extent 

there was a, questioning by the Rabbis of the events known 

as miracles and has shown that there was a. recognition 

of natural law in Jewish thought at this time. 

31. 

32. 

Tanchumah on Bo 
.JI 111f.D r"' './;) f.,. P.d>~ /">iJ 11.D f.,, 1S1e l?r,, p •)Jtli» Jt.~ fc/J 

Yalkut. Shimoni I 235 on Ex 14:25 from Mekilta. 
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OHAPTEH III 

CHARACTERIS'I'IC HANDLING OF' MIRACLES 

Since we have observed that the Mid.rash defi.nitely 

recognizes Bibllcal mir~wles as such, we woula expect that 

perhaps it accords to them a special type of treatment. 

This is the case. Before attempting to· state what this 

treatment is let us first look at a typical case: "When 

Moses and Aaron came a.na stood before Pharaoh a.nd they 

(the Egyptians) saw that they resembled the ministering 

angels ana their height was as the cedars of Lebanon, a.na 

their eyes were like suns, and their beards as clusters 

of palms, and the brightness of their faces as the bright~ 

ness of the sun, and the staff of God in their hands, upon 

wh:l.ch was engraved the Ineffable Na.me, and the words in 

their mouths like flaming fire; immediately they were 

stricken with fear. 1Nlere were four hundred entrances to 

the palace of Phara.oh a.na at each entrance were baa.rs and 

lionm and evil animals and no creature could enter until 

they had fed them mea.t, in order that they should not 

injure them. But when Moses e.na Aaron came, they all ga th

erea around and licked their legs and conducted them ·until 

they came before Pha.roa.h. When all the kings of the east 

and west saw this they were str•icken with fea,r and. perspire..·~ 

tion, trembling and sh.e.lring gripped Pharaoh. and all who sat 

before him and they removed their crowns from off' their 

heads and bowed before them (Moses ana .Aaron). At tha.t 
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time Pharaoh was forced to heed the call of nature a.na he 

entered the proper chamber but a, doz.en scorp:lons were 

prepe,red for him and they stung him every place that he 

sat, and Phe..raoh let out a. long and bitter wailing until 

the digni~ries of the kingdom heard his wailing. After-

wards he returned and sat upon his throne and his heart 

was hardened. He asked Moses and Aaron, 11 Who are ye, from 

whence do ye come and who sent ye to me? 11 '.l'hey answered 

him, 'The God of the Hebrews sent us to you. Send forth 

my people that they might serve Me.' Immediately he 

replied, 1 I have never known the Lord. He has never sent 

me a message of pea.ca nor a gift. ' 11 1 rrhe Biblical account 

of the entrance of Moses and Aaron before Pharaoh reads 

as follows: 11.And Moses and Aaron 'Went 1.n unto J?haraoh and 

they did so a.a the Lora had commanded; and Aaron cast down 

his rod before Pharaoh emd before his servants et1d 1 t, 

became a serpent. Then Phara.oh also called for the wise 

men and the sorcerers; and they also, the magicians of 

Egyptt did in like manner with their secret arts. For they 

cast down every man his rod, and they became serpents; but· 

Aaron's rod swallowed up their rods. And Phare.oh' s heart 

was hardened and he hearkened not unto them; as the Lord 

had spoken. 112 The Midre,sh, in recounting this event, after 

giving the Biblical details continues as follows: 11 
••• He 

1 ~ Yalkut Shimon1 I 181 on Exodus 7: 9 

2. Exodus 7:10 - 13. 
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(4~ron) put his hand in his breast and withdrew it leprous 

as snow. They also, put their hands in their breasts and 

took them out leprous as snow. .And they would duplicate 

eaoh plague that the Lord brought upon the Egyptians in 

Egypt until He brought upon them the plague of boils a.na 

this they were unable to dupl.ica,te •••• 11 3 

These two Midrashic passa.ges based upon these Biblical 

verses~ in which the only miracle is that of the rod and the 

serpent would seem to indicate that the fW.bbis were not 

content with the simple Biblical account, once they were 

provided with an opening. It was their wont to weave much 

legendary lore about s.11 Bibli.ce.1 incidents. Each scriptur

al conversation, no matter how brief, becomes in the Midrash 

a full- blown arecma, replete with the phrases a.na thoughts 

the.t contemporary audiences would expect. In expanding the 

passages dealing with miracles, however, we ,find ths, t the 

legend remains in the spirit of the original text and where 

there might ha.v-e been but one simple mire.culous event :tn 

Scripture, we know find that many other miracles have been 

,joined to it. In other cases, the Rabbi.s have reta.ined 

only the original miracle but have extended its scope far 

beyond what it originally encompassed• ,A rralmudical SC hola.r 

ha.s this to say: "The general tendency was to exalt the 

Biblical miracles, to ~~:gauQ_ them- to move them from the 

sphere of the indivj.dual concerned to that of the entire 

3. Pirke de R. :aa1e zer Chapter L1.'8. 
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people. 114 To this might be added the words that not only 

were they moved from the individual to the national, but 

a.lso from the national to the universal.. 'l'here is evidence 

to support these statements in practically all of the mira~clea 

with which this work deals. Take for instance the commentary 

on the first of the plagues wl th whlch the E:gyptians were 

w.:fflicted: 11 Wha.t is meant by all their pools of water? 

Even what was in the cup became blood; and even wha.t an 

Egyptian would spit from his mouth became blood ••• And the 

barrel was full of water (in the Israelites territory) emd 

the Egyptian would go to fill the ,jug from it and 1 t would 

turn to blood, while an Israelite would go and drink water 

from it •.• and he would say to him~ 'Let us both go and drink 

water from the vessel' ana the Israelite would drink water 

ana the Egyptism blooa. 11 5 The staff, which wa.s the means 

used to bring on most of the plagues, also comes in for 

much imaginative th:Lnking. "Be asked Him, 'How shall I 

brine; upon them ten plagues?' He answered, ''I1a.ke this 

staff in your hand.' R. Judah said the staff weighed forty 

seah and was of sapphire. The ten plagues were engraved 

upon it in abbreviation. The Lord said unto him, 'In this 

manner bring upon him the plagues. ' 11 6 

4. Guttmann, Alexander The S n:i.ficance of Mira.cles_!Qr, 
~lmu~~&-~~a~i~fil, HUOA #20 P. 401. 

;. Tanchumah on Exoaus 7:19. 

6. Exodus Rabba.h 8 on Exodus 7 :1, see also .Ex R 9 on .Ex 7 :21. 

32 



Wha.t waa probably the most important B:lblical miracle 

to the Midrashic sages was that of the Splitting of the 

Red Sea, because of its significance in the birth of the 

Israelite nation. Certainly the reBearches necessary for 

this work uncovered more material re la ti11g to this miracle 

than to any other. Therefore, as might be expected, the 

Midrashic legends and embellishments which have been woven 

about the original Biblical narrative are many in number 

and rich in content. 

In one instance we have the emphasis on Israel's 

great trepidation and the consequent necessity for the 

Almighty to completel~ reassure them as to their safety: 

11 And the Holy One Blessed Be He worlted ten miracles for 

them at the Sea. He made thewater to stand as walls. 

There is no wall without a tower, there is no tower without 

a guara, ana the ministering angels were guarding Israel 

that they might not be injured. Moses said to them (Israel) 

'Come and cross over' '.t1hey answered 'How can we pass 

through these walls? 1 
••• He congealed the heart of the 

sea and the sea rose and filled all its boundaries as a, 

man cups one hand above and one below, thus did the Holy 

One Blessed Be He congeal the heart of the sea and fill 

all its boundaries and make it like an archway ••• Moses 

said to them, 'Come and pass through. ' 1l1hey answered, 

'When the water was two below and one above, we were un-

able to pa.ss, now that there are two above and one below, 

how much the more so?' He made it like a plateau ••• 
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He brought them sweet water out of salt water and they and 

their animals drank ••• He made it lilre clay ••• He made it 

like straw ••• like a pile of straw between two stacks. And 

He made it into many fragments ••• a.nd He made it into· 

sections •.• and He made it like dry land ••• a.nd He made it 

like a plain ana brought forth grasses and Israel pastured 

there on •..• u'7 

Another development concentrates on the punishment of 

Egypt and is adorned with angels: "During the night 

Gabriel wanted to murder Egypt. The Holy One Blessed Be 

He said, 1 Let them wa,1 t until the same hour when Abraham, 

their father (Israel's) labored for me 1 as 1t is wr:l.tten 

'And Abraham a.l:'ose early in the morning. ' When Gabriel 

heal:'d this, he a1a not smite them all night... The Egypt ... 

ians would ha.ve worked magic and a.risen from the sea~ but 

the sea considered that it had received a mandate from 

the Lord ••• and the water went after every single Egyptian 

a.nd brought him a own to the sea... . There were two 

magicians in Egypt, Jochan1 and Mamre and they mad.e them

selves wings through magic and flew in the air and were 

reaching the heights of the universe. Gabriel saia, 'Your 

great pride wi 11 des troy your height. 1 Immediately the Holy 

One Blessed Be He sa.id to Michael, 'Go ana give them their 

7 4 Midrash 'rehillim 114. For same story with slightly 
different aeveloEments see the following: Aboth de R. 
Nathan (version tr'l Schechtel:') 33; Ya.lkut Shimoni I 233 on 
Ex 14:16; Mek1lta 5 on Ex 14~16; Pirke de R. Eliezer 
on Beshalach. 

\ 

\ 



just desserts. 1 Michael grabbed them by their pigtails 

and dashed them into the sea. 118 Angels again pla.y a role 

in this version, which lays stress on the delivery of 

Israel from a threatening enemy: "Moses sa:Ld to the Al-

mighty, I r11he enemy is behind them and the sea is in front 

of them, how shall they go?' What did the Holy One Blessed 

Be He do? He sent forth the great prince, Mic ha.el, and he 

became a. wall of fire between Israel and Egypt. And Egypt 

sought to chase Israel, but they could not because of. the 

fire. 11 9 

Without creating any legendary stories and without 

joining any non-textual miracles, our original miracle of 

one sea splitting is carried up to a. univer>sal level by 

the Midrash: "'And the waters split' all the water in 

the universe split ••• even the water that was in cisterns, 

ditches, caves, cups, glasses and ja.rs was split ••• the 

heavenly waters and the earthly waters were spl.1t .... and when 
. 10 

they returned, all the waters 1n the universe returned. 11 

The Midrash is far from content to leave us with ao 

f'ew details concerning the manna as we a.re able to garner 

from the story Xn Exodus. We have three separate descriptions 

of its descent, with varying details: '' ••• ~north wind 

9. Pirke de R. E11ezer on Bes.alach. 

10. Yalkut Shimoni I 234 on .Exodui~ 14: 21; see also Exodus 
Rabbah 21 and Mekil ta on Ex l'-H16; for more legends and 
grea.ter expansion of this miracle see Yalkut Sh1mon1 I 235 
on Ex 14:25 from Mekilta 5 ana age.in P1rke de H. Eliezer 
on Beshalach. 
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would come and sweep the wilderness, rain would come and 

wash the ground, then the dew would rise and the wind 

would ca.toh it and make 1 t like tables of gold. 'flhe manna 

would descend upon them a.na fr.om them Israel would take 

it •.• 1111 11 And you might think that since it came from 

heaven, it came down cold, but this teaches us that it was 

warm, and how do we know tha.t it landed only ln the ves-

sels? 1112 'rhe manna that descended to Is:r•a.el would grow 

and rise up until all the k:l.ngs of east and west sa.w it •.• '•13 

The Rabbis, however, were not only lnterested in supplying 

the details of how it came, but they also were intent on 

explaining what a truly marvelous food it was. Given only 

the cryptic words 11 Tsa.ppichis bid 'vash11 in the text they 

let us know that: "Not as the elderly tasted it a id the 

infants taste it. 'rhe infants tasted it as milk ••• the 

youths tasted it as honey ••• and the elderly tasted it as 

bread ••• ana the sick tasted it a.s fine flour mixed with 

oil and honey like the pearl-barley that they prepare for 
1114 " the sick.... Even a.s a. matter that one did not voice, 

only thought in his mind wha.t he would like, the Holy 

One Blessed Be He did his will and he would taste what he 

11. Yalkut Shimoni I 259 on Ex 16:12 also Mid~ Teh. 78 
a.na Me k11 ta. 

12. Yalkut Shimoni I 260 on Exodus 16:13 

13. ibid. 

14. Yalkut Shimoni I 258 on Ex 16:4 also Yoma 75b. and 
Tanchumah. 
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wanted to taste. 11 15 We are also a.ssured that the manna ha.a 

a ma.rvelous effect on those who ate it: 11 rrhey would eat 

and not bring forth anything. 1116 To the authors of the 

Midrash the descent and unusual taste of the ·manna were 

not its only great qualities, for it did not descend unac

companied: uThat there came down to Israel precious stones 

and pearls along with the manna. 1117 But this wealth did 

not only serve the generation in the wilderness: 11 rJ.1hree 

divisions were made of the wealth of the manna., One third 

went to the scholars, a third to Mordecai and Esther, and 

a third to the constriuction of the Temple. 1118 

'11he story of the destruction of Nadab and Abihu 1a 

graphically presented in this fashion: "Two streams of 

flame came out of the Holy of Holies a.nd divided into four 

and two entered this one's nose and two entered the other's 

nose ••• it burned them and not their clotbes. 11 19 In the 

somewhat similar story of the destruction of Korach and his 

band, we find that the Midrash is interested in impres

sing upon us the completeness of the catastrophe, so the 

following legendary tale ls told: "Even if some of their 

clothes were at the laundry they rolled and came and were 

15. Exodus Rabbah 25 on Exodus 16:4. 

16. Midrash Tehlllim 78. 

17. Yalkut Shimoni I 260 on Exodus 16:21. 

18. Midrash Tehillim 78. 

19. B.T. Sanhedrin 52a; Sifra. 
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swallowed with them.*.even a needle that bad been bor-

I 1120 rowed from them by an sraeli te was also swa.llowea •••• 

'rhe Bible tells us of one opening in the ground, but the 

Midrash is not satisfied with this: 11 At the same time, 

there were opened in the earth many l;'.toles ••• the earth be

came like a funnel and in each place where there was one 

of them or his wealth it rolled and came a.na went down 
1121 

With him •• •• 

One of the most dellghtful of Biblical stories is that 

of Jonah's sojourn within the fish. Part of the treat

ment of this story in the Midra.sh has already come within 

our purview in another connection. 22 rrhe beginning of 

this legend ls an even more extraordinary example of how 

the Rabbis were prone to expand a.nd embellish Biblical 

miracles with their own imagination. One might almost 

think that they foresaw our own aa.y with 1 ts television 

screens and their almost unlimited possibilities for use 
23 1n navigation. 

The Hagiographa affords 11 ttle op:i;»ortuni ty for the 

Midrash to exploit happenings in this oha.racteristic 

fashion. However, when such an opportunity is given as 

with the story of the three men who went through fire in 

the Book of Dan:lel, 1 t is certainly not overlooked: "And 

~O. Numbers Rabbah 18 on Numbers 16:32 

21. Ya.lkut Shimon1 I '752 from Yelamdenu on Num 16:32; Num R 18 

22. Chapter two. 

23. Yalkut Shimoni II 550 on Jonah from Pirke de R. El:l.ezer 10. 
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what do we learn from the words 'there was no hurt to 

them'? This tells us that they had been eunuchs and were 
.. 2.1.1. now healed. 

The great medieval commentator Ra.shi often alludes 

to the fact that he can f1nd no logical or rational 

reason for the juxtaposition side by side of many of the 

passages that we find in the Pentateuch. 1I1here ls an 

entirely different picture presented when we turn to the 

Midrash. Here, a definite attempt is made to bring topical 

material together. It is strilting how often we find that as 

the Midrash comments on one Biblica.l mira.cle, they will 

refer to other Biblical miracles. We remember how it was 

·ab.own that for many miracles, cond:l. tions had been made with 
25' the various parts of nature which were involved. In th1s 

case, of course, it is necessary to bring in other miracles 

for the commentator to make his point, but upon examination 

many other instances can be found where the only apparent 

connection is the fact that both storles involve miraculous 

events. Take, for instance this passage, which was located 

while looking for references to Joshua's stopping the sun: 

11 
••• The Holy One Blessed Be He created seas 1;md Moses ma.de 

the sea dry land.... Elisha came and made the dry land a 

sea ••.• The Holy One Blessed Be He created winter and 

summer and Elijah came a.na me.de the winter summer ••• Samuel 

came and rnad.e the Hummer winter.... The Holy One Blessed Be 

24. P.r.r. Shabbath Chapter 6 Halacha 9 

25., Chapter II; see also note 2 :ro:r this chapter. 
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He created the heavens for the heavenly hosts ana the earth 

for earthly creatures •••• Moses came and made the earthly 

creatures hea.venly and the heavenly hosts earthly ••.. 1126 

Or let us take the case of the interpretation of a verse 

having nothing to do with miracles, which also ciune up as 

Joshua's feat was investigated: '"To Thee 0 .Lord is the 

greatness', this is Creatlon ••• 'and the strength' this is 

the Bxodus ••• 'and the glory' this is the sun and the moon 

which stood still f'or Joshua. •••• 1127 It might be aseiumea tha.t 

1n connection with the verses describing the miracle of the 

water coming from the rock only this story is dealt with. 

This is not the case: "When Israei passed through the Sea, 

infants were thirsty and a woman would stretch forth her 

ha.nd fill her water-skin from the salty water a.nd they 

would ~ecome sweet. And another miracle occurred, she would 

strE-)tc h her hand between the waves of the sea. and gather for 

her son figs a.na pomeg.rana tes and pefaches and give them to 

her son. 1128 Nor· 1c1 this the only case we have come across 

demonstrating this point. 29 

A miraculoi.:ts object may also become the center of a 

cluster of stories connecting one miraculous event with 

26. Yalkut Shimoni II 21 on Joshua 10:12 from Deut. H 10; 
see also Koheleth R. 3. 

27. B.T. Berachoth 58a. 

28. Ya1kut Shimonl I 764 .from Ye1a.mdenu on Num 20:12. 

29. ibid I 235 on Ex 14:25 from Mekilta; ibid ·I 237 on 
Ex 14:27 from Gen R. 
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another. 'l1his ma.y be illustrated by the staff' which was 

used by Moses and Aaron: "'Take the staff' ••• thls was the 

staff which was in the hand of our fa.ther Jacob ••• and it 

was in the hand of Judah .... and in Moses' hand ••• and Aaron 1 s 

and Da.vid 1 s ••• and it was 1n the hana of each king until 

the 'l1emple was destroyed.. And thus it w111 be in the hand 

of the Messianic king to rule over the nations 01· the 

worla.u30 The consuming fire also demonstrates an object 

which the Midrash singles out to join other miraculous 

events to: 11 He sent fire against them and this same fire 

remained on the earth and C:l_id no longer return to :1. ts 

place. Rather did it enter the Tent of Meeting and a-11 the 

sacrifices that were offered in the wilderness were consumed 

by this same fire, which came out aria burned them •• "and this 

same fire went out and consumed the band of Korach ••• and 

the same fire went out and consumed Aaron's sons ••• no human 

being leaves this world until some of this same fire has 

passed over him,. 1131 

It would seem then, that in dealing with miracles, the 

Mid rash ha.s a tendency to embellish and exaggera. tei them and 

also to bring in other miracles while discussing a verse 

dealing with one. 

30. ib:1.d I 763 from Yelamdenu on Num 20:8; see also Num H 
18 on Num 17:23. 

31. Ya.llrnt Shimoni I 524 t'rom P1rke de H. El:te:?.er on Lev 
9:24; see also P1rke de R. Eliezer 53. 



CHAPTER IV 

SOURCE OF MIRACLES 

'l1he folk 11 tera.ture of ma,ny nations glorify heroes be-

cause tbey were miracle workers a.na ha.d superhuman power·. 

rrihis is especially true of religious heroes. Ofttimes 

these personages are k:nown for their goodness or their kind

ness but if they have ever had any miracles attributed to 

them, i.t i.s this p&,rticular facet of' their personality which 

iB remembered above all others. Was this true of the Mid-

rashic interpretation of Biblical miracles and those who 

worked them? Who were the personalities who worked these 

miracles? Moses is remembered primarily as a lawgiver and 

not for the many miracles that transpired while he led Israel. 

Joshua is identified, perha.ps, with the crumbling of' the walls 

at Jericho in the popular mi.nd, but the greater miracle, that 

of causing the sun to stand still, is not often attributed 

to him 1n popular thought a,nd saying. It probably is true 

tha.t Elijah is very closely identified with the wor•king of 

miracles. However, as may have been noted already, this work 

has dealt very sparingly with any of the Elijah storles. 

'I'his haB been not because of lack of research into this 

materiHl, but through a feeling that these formed a separate 

portion of the Bible and are not strictly conformant with 
1 the other miracles. A quick perusal of some of the more 

1. See Kohler, K. in CC.AR Yearbook //24 P. 297 where in dis
cussing a paper· by Enelow, H. the following is said: 11 

••• in 
the Eli,jah stories there are many Agadic elements •• 9. 11 



o-:r--tl."re-··m"CYf'®' importa.nt Midrashic passages based on these 

Elijah stories would easily· convince the reader that a 

different attitude is held here. 2 There does not seem to 

be any acknowledgment of anything extraordinary occur

ring, as was shown to be the case with most Biblical mirac

les. 3 

If one would wish to prove that the Midrash holds 

that the miracles were performed th.rough the power inherent 

in some ind1v1dua.l, this passage would be cited: "And all 

these miracles were done by Moses' hana~"4 Immediately, 

however, he would be confronted with this most graphic re

futation of his thesis: 11 He (Moses) showed him the staff, 

but he would not obey until the Holy One Blessed Be He ap

pea.red in His glory. Onoe the .Almighty appeared in His 

glory, the sea began to flee ••• He (Moses) sa.id to him, t All 

day did I speak to you in the name of the Lord and you did 

not obey' ••• he answered, 'not from you, O son of .Amram, but 

from the Master of the universe .. 111 5 Perhaps he would at-

tempt to cite those passages which in this work have been 

grouped together to indicate the rewarding of the righteous 

through mira.cles6 to prove his point. However, it was also 

2. A very fruitful source of these stories is the Seder Eliahu 
Rabbah. Chapter 17 of this work deals with the famous miracle 
of the overflowing food and oil containers. This was a very 
popular type miracle, appearing also in the New Testament. 
Also see Yalkut Shimoni II 207. 

3.. Chapter II. 

4. Exodus Rabbah 21. 

5. Yalkut Bhimoni I 234 on Ex 14·:21; also Mekllta 5 on Ex 1Lt:l6* 

6. Chapter II; see the commentary on J'oahue. 10 :12 in Yelkut 
Shlmoni II 21 and 22; t;1.J.so Pirke de R. Iniez,er 52. 
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ra.i..~so shown in this connection that the punishment of the 

wicked could also come in this fashion. T~e great prepender-

ance of references indicate to us that for the masters of the 

Midrash the true source of all miracles is Goa and none else~ 

11 And the Lord opened the mouth of the a.ss, to let you know 

that voice and tongue a.re in His province, that if he (Balaam) 

had sought to curse, his mouth was in His power. 117 The crown

ing sta.tement, which can leave no doubt that miracles are tb.e 

work of Goa is this: ".All that the Holy One Blessed Be He de

sires to do, He does, because all is His in the heavens and 

the e~rth. 118 

One more sidelight, which is not rea.lly within the scope 

of this work may be brought to show that the Rabbis felt that 

they could not overemphasiz.e God 1 s role in the working of 

miracles~ This was an attitude on their part that many of the 

ordinary doings of the Almighty were even greater and more 

wonderful tha.n the miraculous events recorded in the Bible. 

The story in tbe Midr~sb telling about the Roman lady who 

questioned His providence and who sought to show, by forcibly 
9 mating her slaves tha.t she was as powerful as He, is a 

vehicle used to demonstrate this point. It was shown to the 

lady that the proper ma.ting of men and women. is actually more 

7$ Numbers Ra.bbah 20 an.a Tanchuma.h on Num 22:29. 

''"'"' 8.~Habbah 25; for God's omnipotence in working miracles see 
also Ex R 22, Yalkut Shimoni I 235, Tanchumah on Korach, Num R 
18 and Mid Teh 114. 

9 ~ G·enesis Habba h 68; Levi tic us Rabba.h 8. 



difficult ·bhan the spl:l tt;ing of the Red Sea. Oertalnly, 

it would follow that if the Mid.rash believes explici·tly 

in the Creation by the word ot God, it would also be ... 

lieve that FJ.e has power over all and can use this power 

e..s I:Ie sees f':tt; ~ 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Let us now briefly summarize what has gone before and 

e:xa.mine what conclusions may be dre,wn, if' any., In the first 

place it was seen that the contributors to and the compilers 

of the Midrash had both an implicit and an explicit belief 

that all the events described in the Bible which might be 

questioned because they do not occur in the normal course of 

events did occur. Occasionally there might be some question-

ing as to whether these e-vents were in defiance of natural 

law, or whether they were pre-orda.ined from Creation.. It 

was a.lso seen that there was a definite recognition by the 

Midrashic wrlters that there exists something which we call 

Natura.I Law. 

Furthermore, the Midrash recogn:1.zes that mire.oles play 

a very important role in the religion of the p~ople aside 

from any effect they might have had in aiding Israel to save 

themselves from dire straits at the time that they took 

place. The Midrash interprets miracles in such a manner so 

as to strengthen the fa:t th,, the ethics and the mora.l and 

devotional life of the people~ It ta.kes for grs.nted ·that 

this was one of the main reasons for the inclusion of 

miracles in Scripturee 

Finally, it ha.s been seem that P.entateuchal miracles 

play a. much larger role in the Midrash than miracles a.ppear

ing in other sections. Not only is there much more materia.l 
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, I 

ava:t.le.ble on those verses containing miracles which appear in 

the Pentateuch, but <;llso the commenta.ry is fuller, In the 

list of categories which was drawn up, Pentateucha.l miracles 

a.re far more likely to appear in all of the categories, whj.le 

non-Pentateuchal miracles are more likely to appear in only 

one or two categories~ Along this same line of thought it 

ia well to add that those miracles which are most vitally 

connected with important aspects of J"udaism~ av.ch as the 

whole complex of miracles which we find in the story of the 

Exodus, are given a fuller treatment than any other m:lracle, 

whether they be Pentateuchal or non-Pentateuchal~ 
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