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

Did Our Ancestors Drink Only Water in the Desert?
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

While in the desert, what did our ancestors drink? Certainly, we are
reminded of the stories where we read of the difficulties of securing
potable water in various parshiyot, however, was water the only beverage
our ancestors consumed? Ostensibly, when we read of the following in
this week’s parashah, it would seem that water was, indeed, the only
beverage (Deut. 29:3-5):

The LORD has not given you a mind ny1727 027 'NiNIN7I

to understand or eyes to see or ears DITNI NINT7 D1

to hear until this day. (4) | led you (7) :n10 DD TV Vne'7

through the wilderness forty years; niw 0WaIx DXNN J7INI

the clothes on your back did not ~ DmnpYw 72787 12TR2

wear out, nor did the sandals on NN72°N777v11 00'75n
your feet; (5) you ate no bread and N7007 (N) 71 7vun
neither wine nor beer to drink—that N7 12U "1 DTN
you might know that I, The LORD, "IN '21UTR VN7 DN'MY
am your God. DR'7N N . = - -
In his continuing explanation, he offers (ibid.):
From this verse, it is clear that our ancestors enjoyed neither wine nor Now, it could not mean that they 175N N7W INVO NI
beer while making it through the desert for forty years. But is that really did not eat bread at all, as N7 0NY INd 770 nnY
s0? Scripture [says of Moses], “I MM N7 D'NIN7IN
neither ate bread nor drank 1D (00 01T
Ramban’s Perspective water” (Deut. 9:9), for, on some 7' 0MYn Ny
According to Rabbi Moses ben Nahman (1194-1270) (popularly known as occasions, Israel did have bread DN7 727N 787
Ramban), no. In his commentary on Deuteronomy 29:5, he begins by in the wilderness, as it is written, ~ N>210) 2N>Y IN>
explaining this verse as follows (1" DN7oK N7 ON7 1"T,N:0" 0NAT 7V "2 “Thou shalt sell me food for qo>31 73N (02
ON'MY N7 DwI): money, that | may eat; and give 0'ni'M7oN1'11en
The meaning thereof is “You have not  ON7oX N7 DYLN @ me water for money, that | may MTYI 7 NN 9001
eaten [sufficiently] thereof thatyou — nin7 Ii72mw nn drink; as the children of Esau that  1wV/1127 1BV 1WND
should be able to live by it,” for their Dn'nn 7w > 1IN 4 dwell in Seir, and the Moabites vwanavn
principal sustenance was the manna. 1vn7 N na “ that dwellin Ar, did unto me” DA DaRINa|
“That you might know that | am The NN N IWTN (Deut. 2:28-29). wa
LORD, your God” Who keeps you alive A'NNR 0DO'MYN Thus, he is clearly arguing from these other verses in Deuteronomy that
miraculously. D11 NYYN1 DONN the manna supplied to them by God, as well as their potable water, were

not the only items they were consuming. He then moves on to cite a

In so doing, he positions this bread, wine, and beer verse as meaning that ] e
Talmudic claim (ibid.):

these consumptives were not the primary items consumed in the desert,

but not not consumed. And our Rabbis mentioned that the NNIY) DTN 1ML
merchants of the peoples of the world My 01T (NY
Rosh brought them [various foods] in the 0O'N'2N 071V NININ
desert. 72Tna DNy
H a Shana h This comes from a statement of a second century sage (Yoma 75b):
578 5 A r ) By Rabbi Elazar ben Perata says: "The NUT9 12 TV7N 0
AL AL manna caused even items that the ~ MInY DN2T N NN
Pour Simehaltleyary gloss his gentile merchants sold them to be 112in 07ivi) NinIN
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If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are
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Ramban concludes his commentary on this verse with the following

(ibid.):

It is further possible that, from the
time the manna descended until
they came to Seir, they did not eat
bread at all, for they travelled
through the great and dreadful
wilderness. But, in the fortieth year,
they approached inhabited land,
and it was said to them, “You are to
pass through the border of your
brethren the children of Esau; you
shall purchase food of them” (Deut.
2:4,2:6). There it is written, “these
forty years The Lord, your God has
been with you; you have lacked
nothing” (Deut. 2:7). And, from that
time on, the Edomites and the
Moabites met them with bread and
water where prominent Israelites
would buy from them for pleasure,
neither for necessity, nor for satiety,
because their principal sustenance
was [still] the manna.
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Indeed, it is certainly an intriguing possibility to divide the timing of
when these items became available, which makes a lot of sense of the
interactions with the Edomites and the Moabites. One thing that
seems peculiar, however, in Ramban’s concluding commentary
regards their beverages.

If our ancestors were already being supplied with manna, | could
understand why they would be interested in purchasing bread from
these merchants. However, if they already had a supply of potable
water, why would prominent Israelites, according to Ramban, buy
water “for pleasure”? While it could be that they wanted a classier
water, why not suggest that, just as the Israelites of means purchased
bread for pleasure, why not also beer and wine for pleasure? Indeed, if
we found ourselves in the wilderness for decades, subsisting off of
water and manna, wouldn’t we purchase bread, beer, and wine for
some consumptive variety?
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Further Possibility

Building off of Ramban, Rabbi Yaakov ben Asher

It is also possible that the period when N7 TV IWONI
the Israelites subsisted exclusively on a TVwnunn
diet of manna began 30 days after the TV NN DN7
Exodus when the manna fell for the first VY 7N DN
time, and it continued into the fortieth ON7 70X N7
year when the Edomites sold them food 127012770
and drink, around the time when they 7ITan 12T
made war against Sihon, after which 72N NN
they possessed normal lands, land on ""Y1INND NI
which crops were growing and on which W7 120y7
cattle were grazing. At that time, God TINI DN7 NN
had said to Moses: “Command the ANNT IX DVUN
people you are passing through the DN2IY ONN

territory of your brethren, the children
of Esau, you may buy food from them
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and you may dig for water in their soil, DWI 'l DNNN
etc.” (Deut. 2:4). In that context, the D'V2IN 2D
Torah had also written that God had NN N N
blessed them during the forty years they nvn \niny
traversed a fearsome desert, etc. From ' NN
that point onwards, the people had D'NITNN
enjoyed access to normal food and DaNInnl
drink, but presumably in very limited ONIN D'N'TN
quantities. Whatever normal food they I'nl 0'Nal oN72a
consumed, or the wealthy ones among 127 TN 71T
them consumed, was in the nature of 1"72IN1 DN
indulging themselves, not something TIN7 N7 2135N7
they relied on for survival. Their basic nuaw'7 N7
food continued to be the manna until n'NNNA7I
they crossed the Jordan River. 1M on7w

(1270-1340)
(popularly known as the Tur) also offered a further possibility (h1on
DO'N7N "N AN 1D IVTN WN7 0T ,/N:0 02T ) NNN):

According to the Tur, our ancestors were able to access normal food
and drink after a certain point, albeit in small quantities. However, it is
interesting that he mentions the wealthy amongst them who may have
had further access with further resources to purchase not only water,
but wine, as well. Nevertheless, the Tur agrees with Ramban that the
sense of the verse is meant to express our reliance of subsistence on
the manna that God provided our ancestors; not that there was an
absolute absence of either bread, wine, or beer.

Conclusion

Once we consider the possibility that, despite the verse expressly
describing our ancestors as having consumed neither bread, beer, nor
wine during their sojourning, there are actually ways in which our
ancestors may have consumed these items. Once that possibility
enters the picture, why not also consider that our ancestors may have
actually been eating bread, along with drinking beer and wine during
those decades? To that consideration, | say ’chaim!
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