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

Balancing Sweet & Bitter for Drinkability
Rabbi Drew Kaplan

The need for potable drinking water is palpable in the course of the
book of Exodus. While we read of the difficulties of the Egyptians (and
possibly the Israelites) during the course of the first plague (Exodus
chapter 7), the need for drinkable water is noticeable now that they are
newly departing from Egypt. Indeed, half of all appearances of “to drink”
(nnw7 or nnY) in the Torah are found in this book, so drinking is a
notable challenge in this book.

While most of those occurrences of that term appeared with regards to
the first plague, the challenge for drinkable water reappears in our
Torah portion (Ex. 15:23-25):
(23) They came to Marah, but they
could not drink the water of Marah
because it was bitter; therefore, they
named it Marah. (24) And the people  (T2) :nn ARY N7
complained against Moses, saying, nYNn™7y Dyn 1171
“What shall we drink?” (25) So he cried (n2) :nnEaNN ANT
out to The LORD, and The LORD AN NN 7YYL
showed him wood; he threw it into the DANTTN YT YY
water and the water sweetened. He O OY 0'R1nRnRY
made for them a fixed rule there; they oy oswni 7n i7
were tested there. Hiplo)
| am not sure how this water is necessarily bitter, but, apparently, it was
bitter to the point of not being drinkable. It was so dire that the nation
asked “What shall we drink?”, indicating that there was no way that it
was suitable for their consumption. Perhaps they took a few sips and
realized it was not water that could be broadly consumed.
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After Moshe calls out to God, God guides him to some wood that
sweetens the bitter waters (curiously, we do not read of the Israelites
subsequently drinking the water there, but it’s reasonable to surmise
that they did, indeed, drink the newly-sweetened water following the
tossing-in of this wood). What was this wood that was used?
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Multiple Midrashic Miracle Possibilities
What was the wood used to sweeten the bitter water? A handful of

suggestions were considered by the rabbis ('RnI' 12 jlvnw 27T NN'7DN

YV ' nt T, nmro):
Rabbi Yehoshua said: "This was a willow 7w yv N1 nix vin'
tree." N1y
Rabbi Elazar of Modi'in said: "This was NN 'WTINN V7N M
an olive tree, as there is nothing more N7 PNNTTY YV DT
bitter than an olive." nnn
Rabbi Natan, son of Yosef said: "ltwasa n7InINgOI'121MI"
carob tree." 07 7W YV
Some say: "Even the roots of a fig tree M7'V QN 1NN W
and the roots of a pomegranate tree." 1IN M{7'VI NIRN

A parallel text not only mentions the aforementioned possibilities, but
also mentions a fifth possibility (2:n” N'72 ;7212 NNININ):

But the sages say: "It was ivy wood, 119170 DMNIN D'NONI
and there is nothing as bitter as that." ININD N 'NI,NIN YV

While three of these opinions state the possibility of various trees, it is
insightful that Rabbi Elazar of Modi’in and the sages appeal to the logic
of being the most bitter wood. What is surprising about this appeal is
that the wood in the story sweetens the water, so why would the sages
discuss bitter wood sources? One rabbi furnished an articulation as to
the rabbinic approach to regarding this wood as not being sweet, but
actually bitter (yv 'n 1mrn"71,n"2:1"0 'NNIT 12 |IVAYW 20T NN'7'DN):

Rabbi Yishmael, son of Rabbi Yohanan ]anI 171 78vnw 0N

ben Beroka, said: "Come and see how NI2NIN D72

different the ways of flesh and blood 1'wN15N Nnd NNl

are from the ways of the Almighty: A DTN 0TI DT

human being heals bitterness with j7INN 0TI w2 017NN

sweetness, but the One who spoke and ' 728 1NN NX XON

the world came into being does not act 13'N D7IVN N1 INNY

this way. Rather, He heals bitterness NIN N9 N NN D

with bitterness. How so? He places NI TY NTRD RN NN

something consumable into something N7 7O8NNN 12T

consumable to perform a miracle T2 '7ONNNN 12T

within a miracle." D1 7IN2 D1 NIWY7

{continued on the next page}
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Just a Miracle?

A simple defense of this approach by the rabbis to consider this
miraculous occurrence is offered by Rabbi Abraham ben Meir Ibn Ezra
(1089-1167), albeit with a curious difference (,n"2:1"0 NINY 7V NIV 12N
VNI D"T):

We do not know what type of tree this

was. What happened can only be N79 72T 1 .M

described as a miracle. If the waters omn M 7NN

were stationary, then we would say that DMniN 12'n DTNV

they were medicinally sweetened. What 11211 'l nNI91 1T

the sages said is correct. 7"INY NN NIN
While it is interested to read of Rabbi ibn Ezra agreeing with the rabbis
regarding the miracle that occurred, although he prefers a simple
approach to considering the wood - that we do not know which type of
wood it was.
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Different Miracle Approach

A different approach to the miraculous nature of this miracle was
articulated by Rabbi Yoseph ben Yitzhak Bekhor Shor of Orléans (12th
century) who wrote (YV 'n 1mm n"7,0"2:1"0 NN 11w 1I02):

If God had wished to do this without '7n 7w 121¥1 ' DN

wood, God would have been able to 713" NN YU NT72

sweeten the water without wood. 7W DT NN 7'MNn7

Butitis God's way to do miracles ~ T'7V|'01 nIwY7 '7n

according to the way of the world: to 11nn 'n'wnw 071vn

place sweet things within bitter n"amImnn

things in order to sweeten them. li7nnn7
Whereas the sages of the midrash advocated for the miracle to have
occurred through God providing a bitter wood to be placed into the
bitter waters to yield a sweetening of the waters, Rabbi Bekhor Shor
asserts that God did not even need wood to achieve this effect, but,
rather showed Moshe the sweetening wood that would yield
drinkability (cf. also the commentary of Rabbi Hezekiah ben Manoah
(1250-1310) (‘0 1M A" T,N"2:1"0 NINY 171N 0NN 7N )78 YY),

The Natural Proximity of Sweetening Wood to Bitter

Water
Picking up on this line of thinking of God working miracles according to
the way of the world, Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (1816-1893)
articulates that this wood wasn’t accidentally nearby these waters
(YV "0 100" T L0200 NINY 7V 12T 7nuin):
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According to the straightforward
reading, this wood had already
been created near these bitter
waters to sweeten the water, just
as with all manner of nature
where there is a lack of some
necessary detail for human life,
some other thing was created
there, to make up for the lack, so
in that place a tree grew that
sweetened the water, but Moses
did not know.
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According to
Rabbi Berlin, this
was no mere
happenstance
that the wood
that would
sweeten/fix
these too-bitter-
to-drink  waters
happened to be
nearby; no: they
were
intentionally in

proximity in
order to balance
each other.

The Opposite of the Plague of Blood

Having mentioned the challenge of finding potable water with the first
plague at the outset of this essay, we now turn to the insightful
comment of Rabbi Isaac Samuel Reggio (1784-1855), who wrote (1IN2
DM 17N N"T,N"I70 NINY ,MINN 7V 1"'w):

This was the opposite of the plague 790 n'n n7,0mn 7NN

of blood in Egypt, for the waters of 1>,0M¥N2Y 07N NdN

the Nile were sweet, and they turned D'7INN NN MN

bad, whereas these were bitter and I'N 17N1,NV17 DDONI

became sweet. D'{7INN 12w 0NN

What | find fascinating about Rabbi Reggio’s comments here is that
since these two stories provide the majority of the use of the term
ninw7 in the book of Exodus, they both point out challenges of
accessing potable water. Moreover, miracles are involved in both
cases, which he seems to note: the Nile had been potable until God
miraculously despoiled it (and potentially other water sources),
whereas the waters of Marah were overly bitter so as to be unpotable
until they tossed in wood to render it drinkable.

Conclusion
Whether the wood used to render the waters of Marah to have their
bitterness balanced out was effectuated through a sweet wood, as the
text in our parashah would seem to indicate or whether, as advocated
by our sages, bitter wood was added to bitter water to render it
drinkable, balancing bitter and sweet in beverages is certainly
important for drinkability, as readers of this publication may
appreciate. Whether it’s balancing the sweet and the bitter in beer
through the use of hops to balance the sweetness of the grains or by
using bitters to balance out the sweetness from liqueurs (or even
spirits), the need is understandable. The need for drinkability through
balancing bitter and sweet is something that remains with us to this

day. .
L’chaim¥
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