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

Visualizing a Land Flowmg with I\/Illkand Honey

Having previously described in Parashat Shemot how a land oozing of milk
and honey is a special agricultural blessing that may require work and also
connects with drinking, what might this blessing actually look like?

We get an opportunity to explore with another occurrence of this phrase in
this week’s Torah portion, as Moshe addresses the people (Ex. 13:3-5) :

Remember this day, on which you T DN ST

went free from Egypt, the house of DyAN DNNY! N

bondage, how The LORD freed you {71n2 ' 012V N'an

from it with a mighty hand: no NN DN N NN T

leavened bread shall be eaten. You go DD YN ‘728! N7

free on this day, in the month of Abib. YTN2 O'NY! DAN

So, when The LORD has brought you AN NI 2AND

into the land of the Canaanites, the Y19 VIR D

Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivites, and 4Nl ANy mNn

the Jebusites, which was sworn to VA1 TN oI

your fathers to be given you, a land YIN 7 N7 NNT

flowing with milk and honey.... WA 270 Nnat
Within this context, this phrase is part of a promise and sets up this future
scenario helping the Israelites envision what it will be like when they arrive
and, hopefully, also have an agricultural bounty. Of course, Moshe
continues to describe abstaining from leavened products (Ex. 13:5-10).

What Does This Look Like?
As Moshe verbally paints the picture for the Israelites of what to expect
when they arrive to this land
flowing/oozing of milk and honey,
how does milk and/or honey
ooze?

It turns out we are not the only
people to be curious about this
imagery, as there are a handful of
visual descriptions in the Talmud
about how they think this looks.

Goats & Fig Trees

A description that appears in both Talmuds is that of people tying their
goats to fig trees, one version of which is the following (yPeah 7:3):

Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi Idi: "It TN 27 DW2 81N 120

happened that someone tied his goatto Wy TNNA YN

a fig tree; when he returned, he found NXIM N2 NINNT TV

honey and milk mixed." 1'21Vn 2701 et
In this description, it is simply that the honey from the figs were seemingly
oozing down onto whatever milk may have emerged from the goat. It is
unclear whether this milk happened to have simply emerged from the goat
without the goat necessarily trying to express the milk or if the goat was
simply so full that it could not retain the milk within itself. A similar
description is found in the Babylonian Talmud (Ketubot 111b):

Rami bar Yehezkel visited B'nei B'rak V7R IN7IN 12 '

and saw goats grazing beneath a fig 1NIN7 1NN j7712 1117

tree with honey oozing from the figs 11NN MIN 72877 'Y

»

&

NN NPT 90771
1NN q"o NA7NI
NN TTN TN VNI
wITI 27N N2t 12N

and milk dripping from them (the
goats), and they were mixing together
with each other. He said, "This is
'flowing of milk and honey'"

In this story, it is not one goat tied to the fig tree, but rather goats simply
grazing beneath the tree. Moreover, it is clear that the figs were oozing out
their honey, while milk was dripping from the goats, yielding their mixing. It
also seems from his exclamation that he had also struggled with
considering what this phrase would actually look like until he saw this
scene, especially since it is rare to see either of these liquids ever oozing on
their own, let alone together.

Another curious aspect of both of these descriptions is that one could
potentially consider either [fig] honey oozing on its own and [goat] milk
oozing on its own, yet both of these scenes depict these two liquids
flowing/oozing in a mixed fashion.

The Novelty of Fig Honey Oozing
In both these descriptions, Rebbi Idi's, as well as Rami bar Yehezkel's, we
read of a mixture of fig honey oozing mixing with goat milk. In addition to
the surprising visual of these two liquids flowing together, there is
something going on with these scenes that is remarkable, as Rabbi Yosef
Hayyim (1835-1909) described (w2T 270 NA7T12'0 0" T,:N"{7 NIAIMND 7V VTN |2):
It seems to me, with God’s help, NINT T"D2 7 NN
that he initially thought the AINRN PATAVIN NN
"honey" mentioned regarding "a NIN B2ATI27N N7 1aa
land flowing with milk and honey" QN> 0NN wAT
referred to date honey, as is N'T YN D'I'NN Nyava
written in the seven species: "A (n,nD0MaT) YA NY
land of olive oil and honey" (Deut. N7 N7 NN DN
8:8). Therefore, it was difficult for N1 N7 NNown DN
him to understand how such a NI7N D ,wATIA7N
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mixture of milk and honey could 1'NI DN DNNN
exist. The reason is that date trees 1> DONI DY DTYN NIV
are tall, and goats do not graze 1P2IT 27 DNNNN DX
near them. If so, even if the dates 17N N'2N M YINT
ooze their honey onto the ground, 1VN'Y D DY DY
who would bring goat milk there to w1710y 217nn
mix with the date honey? After all, NTPNN7DDNNNN
this is not a place where goats ?0'1VN 12 NIV17 07N
graze! NINT IWN NNV N
However, now that he saw that fig 7> 75 DIANNNY
trees are so significant that their waIT 2w DN
sap (honey) drips to the ground, 7'1v1 DY DAl V77
and since these trees are low, 0'2IN1 NII7'N DNY
goats graze there and eat the fig DV 0'WIN 0'Yn )27
leaves. Through this, he 7V 1N 71DN7 1D
discovered a mixture of goat milk XX 2 T '7VI D1ANNN
with the honey from the figs. He INXN 27N N2nvn
then understood that the "honey" waT 0y DTNl
mentioned in this verse is not the 121N TN ,0INNN
date honey referred to in the 1IN N7 'NNT AT
seven species, but, rather, the QINNN DNNN waT
honey of figs. N7N D'2'NN Ny
Alternatively, it can be explained, .DINN AT NN
with God’s help, as follows: DTI7NT T"021 )21 IN
Initially, he questioned this praise nawa N7 N'Wi7 NN
that describes the land as "flowing TIN N2WN NINW N1
with milk and honey." Granted, the  27n nar' N'nw yIND
honey is a fitting praise for the WATN NN7w21 'waTl
land, as it comes from the trees YIND N2 1IN oY
and fruits of the land. However, NIT7'NN D NNPT D
the milk comes from goats, sheep, N YIND N'D DNY
and ewes—what connection does INYN N NXI'7N0N
that have to the land? ... 17 NN 07N 01Ty
But now that he saw goats eating -2 NA N
the fig leaves, which are D'TVUN NNIY NNV N
exceedingly rich, and because of DO'INNN '7VUN D'7DIN
these leaves, they produced an NI 0'INY DNy
abundance of milk that flowed to N78N 17VN NnNnT
the ground, he realized that even DN'7 NPV1 0O'7DINY
the abundance of milk is a praise YIN7 21¥ 12121270
of the land. Due to the richness of 17NN N2'T DA XXM
the land, even its leaves produce 211172 YN NAY NIN
such an increase in milk that it 1"7Vn D1 NN
flows abundantly, resembling a T'WIV NINN 'RXIM
flowing stream. This, then, is the NINW N1 27N '20
meaning of "flowing with milk and n27'42'0 NN 21 7N
honey"—praising the land for nawnT 'waT a7n
both! INMNNA YIND

A Few Fantastical Descriptions
Going beyond these simple descriptions, the Babylonian Talmud then
shares not one, not two descriptions, but three separate images of their
experiences (Ketubot 111b):
Rabbi Ya’akov ben Dostai said:
"There are three mil from Lud to
Ono. Once | rose early in the
morning and | walked in ankle-deep
honey oozing from fig trees."

»

TI70 'NNOIT 2 37V "N
DUD 7' NY7W 12INT
M>7NI w11 MNT7 NNN
7w w2ATA 71007 TV
DN

nar 'z ' TT7 7" NN
INENIDY 7w AT 27N
17N TON'WN "7 1oNY

Resh Lakish said: "I myself saw
flowing milk and honey by Tzippori,
and it was sixteen by sixteen mil."

G
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110121721710 NN
a7n nar 7 T
NI YIN 7D 7R waTI
TV 02N 1Nd NN
2" {7227INT NN

Rabbah bar bar Hanah said: "I myself
saw flowing milk and honey
throughout all of Israel, and it
seemed to be from the city of Bei
Mikhsei until the fortress of Tulbanki:
Its length twenty-two parasangs and N'TIOI NDIIN 'O1D

its width six parasangs." 1079 NN'Y

(A mil, according to Wikipedia, "is a unit of distance on land, or linear measure, principally used
by Jews during the Herodian dynasty to ascertain distances between cities and to mark the
Sabbath limit, equivalent to about % of an English statute mile, or what was about four furlongs
(four stadia)." According to Wikipedia, "The parasang is a historical Iranian unit of walking
distance, the length of which varied according to terrain and speed of travel. The European
equivalent is the league. In modern terms the distance is about 3 or 3%2 miles (4.8 or 5.6 km).")

| am not surprised to read of Rabbah bar bar Hanah, a third-century
rabbi, here, since he is known for his tall tales (cf. Bava Batra 73a-74a),
although | am somewhat surprised to read of Resh Lakish, also a third-
century rabbi, here describing such a massive flowing of milk and honey
by Tzippori. While these two rabbis mention both honey and milk oozing,
it is interesting that Rabbi Ya’akov ben Dostai only mentions the fig
honey oozing, but not the milk.

Milk = Wine???
Moving beyond the visual aspects, another connection to drinking with
this expression is the clever possibility out there that this milk is actually
wine (Rabbi Dr. Ari Z. Zivotofsky, "What’s the Truth about..'A Land
Flowing with Milk and Honey'?", Jewish Action (Winter 2005)):
Rav Reuven Margolis offers a novel explanation of both the devash and
the chalav in “Eretz zavat chalav udevash.” He was troubled by several
points: the inclusion of an animal product in a list of agricultural
products; the juxtaposition of milk and honey, a combination found
nowhere else in Tanach; the inclusion of date honey, the last of the Seven
Species and the absence of wine in the praise. He notes that a more usual
pairing in Tanach is wine (grapes) and figs. His creative proposal is that
devash refers not to date honey but to fig nectar. This suggestion is not
so farfetched since both honey and fig nectar are the sweet products of a
fruit, and, as explained above, oftentimes, devash in the Bible refers to
any fruit extract. Indeed, Rashi identifies the honey in the phrase as both
date and fig honey (Exodus 13:5). And chalav, Rav Margolis boldly
suggests, is white wine, not the product of an animal’s udder. Rav
Margolis cites the Targum to Song of Songs 5:1, where chalav is
translated as white wine, and demonstrates that in other contexts such a
translation makes sense as well. Hence, to Rav Margolis, when stating
“Eretz chalav udevash,” the Torah is praising the Land of Israel as a land
of grape and fig (products). Grapes and figs are also the first fruits of the
Seven Species. Rav Margolis’ interpretation is also consistent with the
statement Moshe’s spies declared upon their return from the Land: “We
arrived at the Land to which you sent us, and indeed it flows with milk
and honey, and this is its fruit.” Perhaps the reference to “milk and
honey” was to the grapes and figs the Torah records the spies brought
back with them.

Conclusion
While it may have seemed simple to consider the phrase “a land flowing
of milk and honey” meant to simply convey the notion of agricultural
bounty, both in terms of the fruit yield, as well as the good grazing
opportunities for goats, how might it actually look? As we see from these
Talmudic descriptions, whether it’s a simple proximity of goats having
milk expressed from them near the oozing of growing figs, or whether it is
of a fantastical visual of miles of fig honey literally flowing alongside goat
milk throughout the land of Israel, the rabbis were keenly interested in
painting a visual for us to consider how this might look. Moreover, the
novelty here of assuming that this honey is that of dates, yet these
rabbis describe figs oozing honey, which is fascinating. Finally, of course,
it’s hard also not to consider Rabbi Margolis’ idea that maybe wine could

also be involved.... L’chaim v
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