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Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life

To Drink or Not to Drink: The Lack of Potable Water at Rephidim

Rabbi Drew Kaplan
-

With the appearance of the phrase “to drink” (ninw7) appearing in this
week’s Torah portion, | was curious to discover how frequently it
appeared in the Torah and how it appears (I am hoping that readers of
this publication may also share in this curiosity). It turns out that this
week’s Torah portion features the final appearance of this word in the
Torah (Num. 33:14):

They set out from Alush and 1201 YATNR VDL
encamped at Rephidim; it was there N7 07972
that the people had no water to Dy70'N DY
drink. niny7

Appearances in Genesis & Exodus

Of the nine appearances of this word, the first three appear in Genesis, all
regarding animals drinking, whether camels (Gen. 24:19 and Gen. 24:22) or
goats (Gen. 30:38). The first three appearances of this term in the book of
Exodus concern the Egyptians unable to drink water, due to the first of
the ten plagues (Ex. 7:18, 7:21, & 7:24). The final appearance of this word in
the book of Exodus describes the lack of water for the Israelites to drink
at Rephidim (Ex. 17:1).

Appearances in Numbers
In the book of Numbers, the first appearance is in a strange complaint by
the Israelites, complaining about the lack of water to drink (Num. 20:5),
discussed previously in this space for Parashat Hukat. With this term
being absent in both Leviticus and Deuteronomy, the final appearance in
the Torah, as | mentioned earlier, is the recap of the lack of water to drink
at Rephidim (Num. 33:14), previously mentioned in the book of Exodus.

Surely, water is not only an important beverage, it is perhaps the most
important beverage to drink, not only for humans, but, as we read in the
book of Genesis, for animals, as well. So the lack of potable water in a
desert (or anywhere, really) becomes a vital issue of life and death.
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Why Only Rephidim?

When we read of this phrase in our parashah, as mentioned at the outset
of this essay, why is this the only time we read of this retelling? Moreover,
a riot broke out, but fortunately, water was able to be furnished to our
ancestors (Ex. 17:7). Interestingly, none of these details are mentioned
here, just a note on location with this lack of potable water. So, why are
these details not included in this narrative retelling?

A fascinating response to this question is provided by Rabbi Moses ben
Nahman (1194-1270) (popularly known as Ramban), who wrote (7v 1"2am
NINY7 QY7 0'n 0Y ' N7 07972 1301 0T, 77077 12TN1):

Scripture [here] does not mention the aplaninlsinai el

miracle [that occurred] with the water N71 D'nNin D1

in Marah, nor the [daily] wonder of 1V 1’0 127N

manna [which took place] in the 112V 72N NN

wilderness of Sin. But [it mentioned the D791 71V nirn

giving of water at Rephidim] because 101¥ 7171 12T
this episode at Rephidim was an N1j721 ' NN
important event, since they tried G-d non ni7nn
[there], and that place was therefore w721 n2Nni
called Massah (Trying) and Merivah N'NINT DNVY7
(Strife), wherein He was sanctified in y70n o'n on7
their presence by bringing forth water 0w DN'78 NNal
for them out of the rock, and it was 77Ny nnn'n
there that they were attacked by the DM P 7Y
Amalekites. Therefore, He [only] NN N7 NN
described it here in brief, [saying], and nyv70'n oY
there was no water for the people to NIN D NINYY7
drink, since it was the place which was 1210 07NN
recognized and known by this [fact]. 1 yTanl

Having a riot break out and being attacked by Amalek were not significant
enough to be mentioned, but not having water to drink, however, is,
according to Ramban. Clearly, for the Torah to mention this incident, it
surely stuck out as a memorable moment (this was a compelling enough
explanation for Rabbi Ya'akov ben Asher (1270-1340) to quote it in his
commentary, as well (Om n'n N71 0972 N N"T,T7:377 12T NN 110N
niNw'7 nvy)).

{continued on next page}

If you have any comments, compliments, or suggestions, he may be reached at RabbiDrewKaplan@gmail.com
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If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are

resources out there to help: JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse
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Water vs. No Water

A simpler explanation is provided by Rabbi Levi ben Gershon I_ead | ng u p to AV 9th

(1288-1344) (popularly known as Ralbag), who wrote (WIN2A"200

DVH 0 DY A K91 DT N AT, T 12a,NINN Y Nivnn Rabbi Drew Kapl_an

nmwo): Beginning this week, a beverage from which many of us will be abstaining is
Behold, [the mention of] this nnn nrnan wine. | say many of us, since it is true for Ashkenazim, but not Sefardim. This
[incident] points [to the juxtaposition] 551D My time of abstaining from wine was initially only on the eve of Tisha b’Av (m
that all of the locations to which they  Ixaw nimipnn Ta’'anit 4:7), so that we do not enter into Tisha b’Av in a happy mood. While it
arrived from the moment that they ~ 0'X> DNIANYN would seem that neither meat nor wine should be able to be consumed for the
arrived at Elim, they found water, but n'n N1 oM INXN entirety of the day leading up to the 9th of Av, the Sages permitted
this incident was the first place that [IUXIN DIpNN consumption of wine and meat in the morning (Ta’anit 30a), so that one would
they did not find water. 0OM 12 INXN RO not have to be with neither meat nor wine that day.

An alternative description concerning water vs. no water is that

of Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888), who wrote (1"&n However, in the medieval period, Ashkenazi rabbis sought to extend this

A DM DY NN RO, T 1T, NInn Y wan): period of time of abstaining from wine (X"13pn N"IX ,nwn '>77), not only from the

afternoon of the 8th of Av, but even going back to the first day of Av(!). This,
fortunately, is exclusively a customary proscription against wine-drinking, but
not against other beverages (X":X"1jpn N"IX X"M7).

From there, the real Von da begann der
fear of the waterless eigentliche Schrecken

desert began, and, der wasserlosen Wiste,
from Horeb, they und ward ihnen vom Si iv tom that i tri th L hanics t bl
became the never- Horeb her der nie L ince 1t's a ;usbg,mM a IIS a sl rlng;gcoy,lwg)re a}ie a sbo n:et?t ar:.cs ° eni E
ending source of versiegende eniency, as lla i ostes sserbes ! V\llll’l esa ?Eut situa |onst|n wtlg
water, which from Wasserborn, der sie wine, as w:e y as rn”ea\b Tay. e consumed, allowing it to occur at certain
then on led them fortan durch die Wiste occasions ("X .Jpn M7IND Nom): )
through the desert.  geleitete. At a Mitzvah Meal, such as at a Brit N5 (1A NIXN NTIVOQI
In both Rabbi Gershon’s and Rabbi Hirsch’s perspectives, they Milah, a Pidyon HaBen, a Siyum of a 720N DI'DI 2N 17791
. . - Tractate, or an Engagement Meal, we eat |"22IX 'ON'R NTIVOI
had water until then, marking Rephidim as a notably waterless . .
. . meat and drink wine, all those who are "W Yo | mIv WA
occasion. Both of them also describe that there were .
. . relevant to the meal, but there is to DXNXY W' YIX NTIVOY
subsequent non-water places in which they found themselves. L -
minimize that one should not increase. a'oINY oW

Another situation that will occur is that of Havdallah next weekend - what
about the wine for that? That’s something about which Rabbi Isserles writes
stringently (ibid.):

Conclusion
Clearly, for the Torah to mention this incident, it surely stuck
out as a memorable moment. Whether it was on account of the

water lacking, in of itself, or as a reminder of which other And weare accusto.med tq be strict NowmNnG 1Al
events occurred there, as Ramban wrote. Alternatively, it sticks to drink wine for neither Birkas IMmA N1 " NN
out, since they had not lacked water prior to Rephidim, yet HaMazon nor Havdalah (Teshuvos NAYN) N5TINI NI
experienced shortages of water periodically afterwards. Maharil §106); rather, we give to a NON(I"p "D "N

child. And in a situation where there  DIpnal pIaM> 0NNl

Hopefully, none of us are without water to drink, for, if we were, ; . : .
is no child, one can drink the wine  INXY2 NN PIIM NODT

like our ancestors, would surely remember it. May we never lack

water to drink (or anything else). themselves for Havdalah. NYTan NINWO
L’chaim¥ Further describing how one should approach Havdallah for next Shabbas,
Rabbi Yehiel Mikhel HalLevi Epstein (1829-1908) wrote (N"IX [NSwn Ny
° ° ° 1"2:X"p7N):
! D rl n kl n g D u rl n g For Havdallah, there are some who [N v NYTaNa
@ w are accustomed to drink it, but we do |'N 1INIXI ,NINYY
9 il not drink [the cup of wine], rather, we D'YIVI ,DMIY
T h e 9 D ays make Havdallah on beer. And for ... 0wn Yy nbTan
R those who have written to give the N 12n0w N1l
e« » £ cup of wine for Havdallah to children, -nipimMd n5T1ann
Wla.ch .The 9. Days @Tm EE}B@CE)@E this is on account of him being able INXV1 DAY 19N INT
begmnmg this week, - _,{' S (O 3 to drink it, as we have written; but if N> ,NINWS 1NN
you can check out . there is no child around, then one ['N DNT,11aNDW
the episode on * should drink the cup of wine for nnY' - pimn
c Ly . . Havdallah. However, when thereis a Y'Y N ,INXya
d‘r|nk|ng during t.hIS child around, it is preferable that the 0N - pnm
time of The Jewish child should drink the wine for PIMA NNV
Drinking Show. Havdallah rather than the adult. S1TAN NNW'wn

The episode is available on YouTube and wherever you Thus, beer seems to be the preferred route for next Saturday night...and,
prefer listening to podcasts, as well as at let’s be honest, probably also for the rest of the week.
s .
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