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The Jewish people behave badly, despite their having been witness to numerous miracles. 

Each time I read Parashat BeShalach, I find it remarkable how rapidly and completely 

the Jewish people appeared to put behind them all that had been supernaturally done on their 

behalves during the course of the Exodus from Egypt, and proceeded to engage in a series of 

complaints and challenges to Moshe, and God Himself.1 2  

 

Human beings are by nature fickle, particularly newly-freed slaves. 

Yeshaya Leibowitz3 notes that the behavior of the newly-freed slaves confirms the 

following truism: 

 

A miracle, revelation, even when a person is moved to song/poetry4 upon being 

present at a miraculous revelation—all this is only a passing episode and does 

not leave an impression upon what follows. What is constant is not the 

poem/song of life, but rather the prose of life...  

And in contrast to this, we know from history, that many generations after this 

massive failure (in Shemot), there have been many among the common people, 

not necessarily exceptional individuals, who clung to HaShem and His Tora to 

the point of being ready to sacrifice their lives for Him… 

                                                           
1
 See my essay, “What have You Done for Me Lately?” at http://text.rcarabbis.org/parshat-beshalach-

what-have-you-done-for-me-lately-by-yaakov-bieler/  
2
 a)  Shemot 14:11-12 And they said unto Moshe: 'Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast thou taken 

us away to die in the wilderness? Wherefore hast thou dealt thus with us, to bring us forth out of 
Egypt? Is not this the word that we spoke unto thee in Egypt, saying: Let us alone, that we may serve 
the Egyptians? For it were better for us to serve the Egyptians, than that we should die in the 
wilderness.'   

b) Ibid. 15:24 And the people murmured against Moshe, saying: 'What shall we drink?'  
c) Ibid. 16:3 And the children of Israel said unto them: 'Would that we had died by the Hand of the 

LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the flesh-pots, when we did eat bread to the full; for ye 
have brought us forth into this wilderness, to kill this whole assembly with hunger.'  

    d) Ibid. 17:3 And the people thirsted there for water; and the people murmured against Moshe, and 
said: 'Wherefore hast thou brought us up out of Egypt, to kill us and our children and our cattle with 
thirst?'  

    e) Ibid. 7 And the name of the place was called Massa, and Meriva, because of the striving of the 
children of Israel, and because they tried the LORD, saying: 'Is the LORD among us, or not?'  

3
 HeErot LeParshiot HaShavua, Akadamon, Yerushalayim, 5758, p. 48. 

4
 The Hebrew word “Shira” connotes both a poem and a song. In this context, Shemot 15 in which is 

recorded the song that the Jewish people sang at the Sea of Reeds after the Egyptian enemy no longer 
posed a threat, would constitute the song that was sung, immediately prior to all of the complaining and 
challenges to both Divine and human authority. 

http://text.rcarabbis.org/parshat-beshalach-what-have-you-done-for-me-lately-by-yaakov-bieler/
http://text.rcarabbis.org/parshat-beshalach-what-have-you-done-for-me-lately-by-yaakov-bieler/
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This implies that there is no connection between the historical environment in 

which a person exists and his perceptions and decisions to accept upon himself 

the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven and the yoke of Tora and Mitzvot. Such a 

perception and decision can only come from within the person himself , and if it 

does not come from within him…even Divine Intervention cannot bring him to 

acceptance of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven and the yoke of Tora and 

Mitzvot. 

 

Just because the Generation of the Desert “didn’t get it” doesn’t mean that we have to 

be equally insensitive. 

 Nevertheless, even if the miracles performed on behalf of the Jewish people did not 

move most of them to feel gratitude and loyalty towards HaShem over the long term, studying 

the accounts of these amazing happenings can reveal to us important and deeply spiritual ideas 

that can inspire us to reflect upon our own religious beliefs, resulting hopefully in growth with 

respect to our personal religious commitments.5  

 

The miracle of Mara. 

The Tora writes that the first occasion upon which the Jews tested HaShem following 

the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, was when they came to the place called Mara (lit. bitter), so 

named  due to the non-drinkability of the water found there (Shemot 15:22-26). If we assume 

that all of the people were thirsty, then an incredibly large water source had to be found for not 

only the 603,550 men above twenty (Shemot 38:26),6 but also the women, children and the 

mixed multitude that left Egypt with them. Consequently the miracle that would be required to 

provide water for all of them would have had to been on a massive scale.7 In the end, the water 

was made potable by Moshe being shown a particular tree by HaShem, whose branch upon 

being thrown into the waters of Mara, made these waters drinkable and thereby quenched the 

people’s thirst, at least for the moment.  

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 It is possible to think that although these events did not impress their contemporary witnesses, the fact 

that they are recorded for posterity in the Tora itself is intended to leave an impression upon subsequent 
readers. This then becomes another manifestation of the statement in Mishna Pesachim 10:5 “A person is 
obligated to see himself as if he went out of Egypt.” Although there may have been reasons why the 
actual generation of the Exodus was unable to properly process the miracles that they witnessed, all of us 
who are called upon to be the “vicarious generation” of leaving Egypt, who blessedly are not encumbered 
with a history of being slaves, exposure to idolatry and the iniquitousness of belief in magic that pervaded 
Egypt, can more properly appreciate these miraculous events. 
6
 A Beka a head, that is, half a shekel, after the shekel of the sanctuary, for every one that passed over to 

them that are numbered, from twenty years old and upward, for six hundred thousand and three 
thousand and five hundred and fifty men.  
7
 This observation applies not only to the miracle at Mara, but also to the event at Masa and Meriva 

discussed in Shemot 17:1-7 as well as the event in BaMidbar 20 that led to Moshe being denied entry into 
Israel by God. All of these situations involved demands to provide water for the entire people. 
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Determining exactly which species of tree is being referenced in the biblical text. 

Just as the Rabbis in the Midrash debate the identity of the forbidden fruit from the 

Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil mentioned in Beraishit 2:17; 3:6,8 9 they do likewise with 

regard to the piece of wood that Moshe throws into the bitter waters: 

 

Mechilta BeShalach on Shemot 15:25 

R. Yehoshua says: This is the wood of the willow. 

R. Eliezer HaModai says: This is the wood of the olive, for there is no more bitter 

tree than the olive.  

R. Yehosha ben Korcha says: This is the wood of the oleander.10 

R. Natan says: This is the tree of the cedar.  

And there are those who say: The root of the fig tree; the root of the 

pomegranate.  

 

According to many of the parallel Midrashim quoted by R. Menachem Kasher,11 R. 

Eliezer HaModai’s hypothesis based upon which tree is the bitterest, implies that all of the 

possibilities advanced by the various Tannaim in Mechilta represented trees associated with 

bitterness, with the olive tree being considered “the most bitter”. The need to identify the  

bitter tree that HaShem Indicated to Moshe, leads to a further comment in the Midrash, 

ostensibly enhancing the miraculous occurrence:  

 

R. Shimon ben Gamliel says: Come and see how different the Ways of the Holy 

One, Blessed Be He, are from the ways of flesh and blood. Flesh and blood uses 

sweet substances to “cure” the bitter. But the Holy One, Blessed Be He, “Cures” 

the bitter with the bitter. How is it? He Places something that causes 

destruction into something that (also) causes destruction in order to bring about 

a miracle.12  

                                                           
8
 But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it; for in the day that thou eatest 

thereof thou shalt surely die… 
And when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that 
the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat; and she gave also 
unto her husband with her, and he did eat.  
9
 Beraishit Rabba 15:7 contains the following suggestions: a) wheat; b) grapes; c) etrog; d) dates. Each 

possibility is accompanied by explanations for why these particular species ought to be considered as 
candidates for the fruit in question.  
10

 Professor Yehuda Feliks, in an essay which appears as part of the Parashat HaShavua collection of Bar 
Ilan University for 5755 (1995), makes a strong argument that the “Hardufni” (oleander) was what Moshe 
was shown by God. He notes that not only is this plant bitter, but that it is actually poisonous and used in 
pesticides! This would support R. Shimon ben Gamliel’s contention that the substance in addition to being 
bitter, was actually destructive.  
11

 Tora Shleima, BeShalach 15:25, #265, Beit Tora Shleima, Yerushalayim, 5752, p. 165. 
12

 A parallel to the case of a bitter tree sweetening bitter water appears in Nevi’im: 
II Melachim 2:19-22 
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Should one engage in offering “Ta’amei HaNissim” (rational bases for miracles)?  

While Professor Yehuda Feliks13 goes out of his way to emphasize that one should not 

try to explain scientifically how this feat was accomplished, but rather should accept it as a 

complete miracle that defied and transcended natural law, others do not necessarily agree. 

RaLBaG14 suggests that the miracle was inherent in the process’ intensity and extent: 

 

RaLBaG on Shemot 15:25-6 

…And it seems to us that this wood had qualities that would cause a positive 

change to the water, but on its own it could not have made the entire vast 

quantity of water drinkable. If it had the quality to sweeten, it sweetened only a 

small amount… 

 

He therefore clearly leaves room for the conclusion that the water treatment, at least in 

essence, qualitatively rather than quantitatively, could be explained by some type of scientific 

process that is supported by existing laws of nature.  

 

             NeTzIV goes even further, and suggests that the miracle was not the process of water 

treatment at all, but rather the timely identification of which tree to use.15  

 

HaEmek Davar on Shemot 15:25 

“And He Showed him a tree”—According to the literal meaning, there was 

already created in the place of the water a tree that could sweeten it, like all of 

nature, whereby in a place where there is a lacking of some necessary substance 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And the men of the city said unto Elisha: 'Behold, we pray thee, the situation of this city is 
pleasant, as my lord seeth; but the water is bad, and the land miscarrieth. And he said: 'Bring me 
a new cruse, and put salt therein.' And they brought it to him. And he went forth unto the spring 
of the waters, and cast salt therein, and said: 'Thus Saith the LORD: I have Healed these waters; 
there shall not be from thence any more death or miscarrying.' So the waters were healed unto 
this day, according to the word of Elisha which he spoke.   

It could either be maintained that these are two separate miracles that share a similar outcome, or that 
Elisha’s act was informed by what took place in Shemot 15, where the antidote to a certain situation is the 
introduction of a substance that shares the problematic quality.  
13

 See fn. 10. 
14

 In a presentation that I once heard, an authority on Jewish philosophy stated that Gersonides was even 
a greater Aristotelian than RaMBaM. Aristotelians preferred to explain miracles in rational, scientific 
terms rather than attribute them to purely supernatural causes. While the Precipitator of the miracle is 
Divine, the methodology that the Creator Uses is part-and-parcel of the natural world, which He too 
Created. 
15

 A parallel overall debate regarding miracles is whether in general natural laws are suspended, or were 
these phenomena built into natural law, the miracle then being constituted in when the conditions that 
give rise to a particular happening come into play. In other words, even if one were to accept Velikovsky’s 
surmise in Worlds in Collision that the Egyptian plagues resulted from a large meteor coming close to the 
earth and disrupting tides and other natural phenomena, the fact that this happened exactly when it did 
was still miraculous. 
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for the life of man, something is created there that will make up for that 

lacking.16 So too in this place, a tree was growing that could sweeten the water, 

and Moshe was unaware of it until Directed to it by HaShem.  

 

General implications of the naturalistic approach to miracles 

The approaches of RaLBaG and NeTzIV suggest that not only was this immediate 

situation at Mara solvable by a natural process whereby some other element of nature, perhaps 

even a bitter, poisonous one, would be combined with the water that people wished to drink, 

and this combination would result in potable water, but that this postulate is true of the natural 

world in general. If man suffers from some deprivation or disease, the appropriate response 

involves identifying something(s) in the world of nature that would serve as a supplement, 

antidote or medicine.17 And when man makes such a discovery, he is in effect emulating God,18 

Who first Modeled this activity by showing Moshe which wood to use in order to solve the 

problem of Mara. The recent developments in medical research encouraging study of 

alternative native and folk medicines which appear to wholly depend upon natural substances 

fully reflects the assumptions of RaLBaG and NeTzIV vis-a-vis  the biblical text.  

 

In light of this approach, how ought we to approach the natural world that comprises our 

environment? 

                                                           
16

 See e.g., Megilla 13b where the Rabbinic principle of HaShem’s Creating the antidote prior to his 
unleashing the disease or the punishment appears. 

In those days, while Mordecai sat in the king's gate, Bigtan and Teresh were wroth.  R. Chiyya b. 
Abba said in the name of R. Yochanan: The Holy One, blessed be He, [once] Caused a master to 
be wroth with his servants in order to fulfil the desire of a righteous man, namely Yosef, as it 
says, “And there was with us there a young man, a Hebrew, etc.”;  and servants with their master 
in order to perform a miracle for a righteous man, namely, Mordecai, as it is written, “And the 
thing was known to Mordecai etc.”  R. Yohanan said: Bigtan and Teresh were two Tarsheans  and 
conversed in the Tarshean language. They said: From the day this woman came we have been 
able to get no sleep.  Come, let us put poison in the dish so that he will die. They did not know 
that Mordecai was one of those who had seats in the Chamber of Hewn Stone (the Sanhedrin),  
and that he understood seventy languages. Said the other to him, But are not my post and your 
post different? He replied: I will keep guard at my post and at yours. So it is written, “And when 
inquisition was made, he was found”, that is to say, they were not [both] found at their posts. 
“After these things”. After what? — Raba said: After God had created a healing for the blow 
[which was about to fall]. For Resh Lakish has said: The Holy One, Blessed Be He, does not Smite 
Israel unless He has Created for them a healing beforehand, as it says, (Hoshea 7:1) When I have 
healed Israel,then is the iniquity of Ephraim uncovered.” Not so, however, with the other 
nations: He smites them first, and then creates for them a healing, as it says: (Yeshayahu 19:22) 
“The Lord will smite Egypt, smiting and healing”. 

17
 Dr. Kenneth Jacobson astutely points out that even when synthesizing a substance that does not occur 

in nature, oftentimes the natural substance is mimicked and then enhanced. 
18

 Devarim 28:9 contains the directive to emulate God. Sota 14a offers examples of Divine Chesed 
activities that human beings should aspire to imitate, e.g., providing clothing for those who need it, 
visiting the sick, comforting the mourner, burying the dead. The formulation of the NeTzIV, i.e., 
discovering substances in nature that will address important needs that people have, also lends itself to 
be defined as acts of Chesed.  
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               However the story of Mara is not exclusively about the potential that man has to make 

discoveries in the natural world that will address human needs, but also how important, and 

even holy, nature itself is by virtue of its containing these substances waiting to be discovered. 

When humanity regrettably abuses nature by e.g., destroying natural settings such as rain 

forests, polluting water tables and the atmosphere, or mining irresponsibly and wastefully, not 

only do such activities constitute possible violations of the overall prohibition “Bal Tashchit”,19 

but more profoundly result in the contamination or elimination of natural substances that might 

have proven vital for the welfare continuity of humanity in general, God’s Ultimate Creation.  

 

Man, the “upside-down” tree. 

               Finally, in addition to man looking upon nature as holy, vital to his long-term interests, 

and a frontier lying before him with numerous elements waiting to be discovered and developed 

for his benefit, a beautiful image appears in the writings of the MaHaRaL 20 that makes us look 

upon man’s relationship to nature in yet another way:     

 

Truly, man is referred to as “a tree of the field”,21 but he is an upside-down tree. 

Because a tree, its roots are below, thrust into the earth, while man, his roots 

are above, because the soul, that is his root and it derives from Heaven. The 

hands are the branches of the tree, and the feet are the branches upon the 

branches, while the body is the trunk of the tree.  

 

At one and the same time, we are both above nature, and part of nature, a creature that can 

make use of nature, but also something who was Created by nature’s Creator and therefore has 

much in common with his surroundings. Respecting nature is a way to respect ourselves, and we 

ignore this at our collective peril.   

                                                           
19

 Devarim 20:19-20, stated specifically about needlessly destroying fruit trees when besieging a city, but 
extended by e.g., RaMBaM, Mishna Tora, Hilchot Melachim 6:10 to wanton and wasteful destruction of 
virtually anything. Appreciating the value of the natural world, both existentially—it is Created by God and 
therefore constitutes a manifestation of His Will and Work—as well as pragmatically—elements of this 
world were deliberately designed and intended for the betterment of humanity—should generate within 
us a great sense of respect and care for our natural surroundings. Perhaps this was the intent of the 
phrase in Beraishit 2:15 describing why God Placed man in the world in general and in the Garden of Eden 
in particular: “LeAvda U’LeShamra” (to work it and to preserve it.) 
20

 Netzach Yisrael, L. Honig and Sons, Yerushalayim, 5724, p. 47. 
21

 Devarim 20:19 “When thou shalt besiege a city a long time, in making war against it to take it, thou 
shalt not destroy the trees thereof by wielding an axe against them; for thou mayest eat of them, but 
thou shalt not cut them down; for is the tree of the field man, that it should be besieged of thee?” While 
the verse appears to be asking a rhetorical question, whose answer is that man and the tree are different, 
and therefore even if the tree is associated with one’s enemies, it should not be treated as one would 
treat a human combatant, there are those (particularly in the Zohar, e.g., Tikunai Zohar Nispach pp. 139a-
141b), who read the phrase as a positive statement, i.e., that the tree of the field is like man, and vice 
versa. It is this view that MaHaRaL is developing. 
 
  


