What's Wrong With a Miracle?
The Natural vs. the Supernatural — How Does Divine Intervention work?

There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle.
The other is as though everything is a miracle (Einstein)

l. Miracles in Tanakh

Regarding each of the following miracles, we see a spectrum of opinions within commentaries. There are
those who embellish the miracle and those who minimize it, or even suggest that there was no miracle
at all. What is driving all sides of the debate?

Case 1. Splitting of the Sea

A) The Verses: Shemot 14:16, 21-22
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B) Commentary
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An Israelite woman would pass through the sea with her son in her hand, crying. She would stretch forth her
hand and take an apple or pomegranate from within the sea and give it to him
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The splitting of the sea as told in Torah was a miracle mixed with natural matters, for if God did not want to
utilize natural forces, why send a strong east wind? Some say that Bn"Y passed through Yam Suf at its
northern edge by the Suez, and they passed through at time when the tide was returning and the waters
waning, but when Moshe stretched forth his staff , Hashem sent a strong wind from north to south and delayed
the waters from returning to their place so that the lack of water lasted for many more hours than normal...
and Clericus brings an example of a similar phenomenon that happened in Holland in 1672 when the British
were at war with Holland and a strong wind blew, keeping the water at bay for 12 hours so that the British
could not come to shore, resulting in a great victory for Holland...

3) Y. Breslavi: On the Splitting of the Jordan
(Summarized from: 777°77 nn*A3 o1, Beit Mikra 35 (1968): 23-38)

Y. Breslavi suggests that the splitting of the Jordan in the time of Yehoshua might have been a totally natural
phenomenon, which has been attested to in later history as well. In 1546 an earthquake and ensuing rock
falls led to a build-up of debris in the Jordan, effectively creating a dam which dried up the river below.
During intense periods of flooding (typical of the season in which the nation crossed the Jordan), the same
phenomenon might occur, as trees are uprooted and block the water flow. This might have been what
happened when Bn"Y crossed.

Case 2 - Did the Sun Really Stand Still?
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(12) Then Joshua spoke to Hashem on the day when Hashem delivered the Amorites before the Children of
Israel. And he said in the sight of Israel, "Sun, stand still in Gibeon; and Moon, in the valley of Aijalon." (13)
And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed until the nation had avenged themselves of their enemies. Is this

not written in the book of Jashar? And the sun stayed in the midst of heaven and did not hasten to go down

about a whole day.

|. Full Miracle
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There are seven wonders that were done in the world and were unparalleled... from the time of creation, the
sun and moon and stars have come to illuminate the world and have never stopped until Yehoshua came... It
was Shabbat eve and he saw that Bn"Y were distressed lest they desecrate Shabbat... What did he do? He
stretched forth his hand... and each stood in its place for 36 hours until Motzaei Shabbat...
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I1l. Minimized Miracle
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Ibn Chiquitilla believes that the sun never stopped, rather only its reflection remained, so that the light would
continue. | once asked him, "Isn't the reflection a product of the body which causes that impression, meaning
the sun?" He said, "Yes. So it is". | said: "If the cause ceases, should not the impression as well?" He replied
that that was itself the miracle; that the brightness stayed even though the source of light itself had
disappeared and set. | asked him what led to this belief of his. He replied: "I cannot fathom to myself that the
sun's continuous movement would ever cease..." And all this contradicts the explicit text... and this is part of
his mistaken beliefs...

How does 1bn Balaam understand the miracle? How, in contrast, does ibn Chiquitilla read it? What
does he say is motivating him to read it in this manner?
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miracle involving the sun and its movement, but rather

in the creation of a new entity of light, and as such the
miracle occurred in Givon alone, not throughout the
world. [The Rambam was motivated to say this] for
miracles and wonders must be proportionate to the
needs that require them, and not more than them...
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To what miracle does Abarbanel (in explaining Rambam) compare this? What does he say is the
reason that Rambam wants to belittle the miraculous nature of the event?

I11. Hypernatural
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The scholar Yosef Barzilai suggests that there was a solar | ava wnwi mph 0w ww “9112 70 voonn 'nm
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and the moon stood in its way to block its light.

Why would an eclipse have been helpful? Can this be supported by the wording of the verse?
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1VV. No Miracle
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And | think that Yehoshua said that before the sun
moves form Givon and the moon from Emek Ayalon,
he should finish avenging his enemies
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Since the victory was with such strength and so
quick, it seemed to them that the day had been
lengthened, for they had accomplished so much...
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Ruth Walfish
(summarized from: "jlvaaa wnwin N'xu NwNa2a [1v", Megadim 38 (2003):43-52)

R. Walfish suggests that the description of the sun's standing still is simply a metaphoric way of expressing
how the forces of nature aided Israel in battle. Both verses 12-13 comprise a thanksgiving song, said after
completion of the battle, rather than a prayer said in the middle. R. Walfish compares it to that of Devorah
after her victory over the Canaanites. In Shofetim 5 Devorah says, " DY 11071 DNi?0AN D'12i30 1NN71 DY |0
N1D'D". Just as this verse is not read literally to mean that the stars actually fought with Sisera, so, too,

Yehoshua did not mean that the sun actually stopped in its tracks. Both are merely poetic flourishes.

So... What makes some maximize miracles and others minimize them?

Why not simply accept the verses, and miracles, as written?




Il. Issues with Miracles

I. Beliefs Regarding the Immutability of Nature

A) Nature Changes at God's Will
Some suggest that of course natural law can be utilized, molded, or suspended at Hashem's will.
Since it is Hashem who created the laws to begin with, He can change them as He sees fit. In fact, it

is the very existence of miracles which attests to Hashem's role as Creator:
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act signifies that the world has God as its creator

Perhaps, natural law does not really exist at all:
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foundation of the whole Torah, for no one can have a part in
the Torah of Moses our teacher unless he believes that all
our words and our events are all miraculous, there being no
natural or customary way of the world in them...
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One Shabbat evening, Rabbi Hanina ben Dosa saw that his daughter was sad. He said to her: My daughter,
why are you sad? She said to him: | confused a vessel of vinegar for a vessel of oil and I lit the Shabbat lamp
with vinegar. He said to her: My daughter, what are you concerned about? He who said to the oil that it should
burn can say to the vinegar that it should burn.

B) Nature is Immutable

Others disagree claiming that Hashem set the laws of nature, and just as He does not change, the
laws He established must be unchanging. As such, natural law, not miracles, attest to the perfection
of Hashem's original creation. Positing a change in nature is equivalent to suggesting that Hashem's
original Creation was not perfect. Moreover, it implies a change in God's will, that Hashem had not

foreseen all that was necessary.

5



1 12°0 KD w10 02wa o (R197) 721 nmnw (1

W2 07 DR WYRI 27 DR VIPRY 09 MR DR K17 TIN2 VTR 2100 Awn AR ,T00n IR 297 AR
..OPWY WP DK PRY NYAWI M ,0%% 123 9 W R (7 7n7°) 2°00m

Why is Moshe hesitant to split the sea? What does he mean that Hashem swore never to split ii?
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While the earth remains, sowing and harvest season, cold and
heat, summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease
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What was, is what will be, what was done is what will be done, there is
nothing new under the sun.
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It is impossible that nature should change from its
custom... it is not logical that something should be
created via a miracle unless it could be created in a

natural way over time...
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The desire was that from the six days of creation, the
matters would continue by their nature forever, as it
says "what was is what will be..."

If one believes in the above, how can miracles exist at all?

What might Ralbag and Rambam say?

See how Hashem responds to Moshe in the continuation of the above midrash:
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The Holy One be He said: You did not read what is written in the beginning of the Torah, "and God said:
'May the waters be gathered'. It was | who made the condition with them, so too | made a condition from the

beginning that I will split them, as it says: "The waters turned back at morning "anx>

" _ read that as " *xin®

R nanaw”, to the conditions | set forth for them. Immediately Moshe listened and went to split the sea...

How does the following Mishnah (and Rambam's explanation) work with the midrash?
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Ten things were created on Sabbath eve, at twilight. They are: the mouth of the earth, the mouth of the well,
the mouth of the donkey, the rainbow, the Manna, the staff, the shamir worm, the script [of the Torah], the
inscription [on the Tablets], and the Tablets. Some say: also destructive spirits, the burial place of Moses, and
the ram of our father Abraham,. And some say, also tongs - which are made with tongs."
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Il. Beliefs Regarding Divine Providence

a) All in the world is run by Divine Providence
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Rabbi Hanina says: A person injures his finger below only if they declare about him on high

2) Pinchas of Koretz (Pe'er LaYesharim 38)
“A man should believe that even a piece of straw that lies on the ground does so at the decree of God.

He decrees that it should lie there with one end facing this way and the other end the other way.”

3) Ramban Bereshit 17:1
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Paraphrase: Ramban points out, that if one believes in a system of reward and punishment, one cannot escape
the conclusion that there is constant divine intervention in the world. After all, if rain is contingent on
observance of Hashem's commandments, rain does not fall just because of nature, but because Hashem is
intervening to ensure that it rains, or does not rain, in accord with our deeds. This leads to the conclusion we
saw before (see Ramban on Shemot 13), that really even seemingly natural events are in fact "hidden

miracles" and attestations of Divine providence...




Questions on the Above:
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The third opinion is those who say that there is no chance at all.. all the actions of living creatures are decreed
and it is not in man's power to either do or not do a certain thing... According to this all of Torah is not useful
at all since man can't keep what he was commanded or refrain from what he was prohibited from...

A second question: If Hashem is all good and totally ethical, and all on earth happens by His will and by
His hand, how can we explain why evil exists in the world?

b) World is Generally Run by Nature, not Divine Providence
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This matter is agreed upon by the sages, that this lower world is run by the astronomical system (ed: moderns
might refer instead to nature), except that serving God can nullify the impression obligated by it. It follows
from this that if one's merits do not warrant an overturning of the system (that it won't be overturned...)
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the greater the share is which a person has obtained of this
Divine influence, on account of both his physical
predisposition and his training, the greater must also be the
effect of Divine Providence upon him, for the action of
Divine Providence is proportional to the endowment of
intellect, as has been mentioned above. The relation of
Divine Providence is therefore not the same to all men; the
greater the human perfection a person has attained, the
greater the benefit he derives from Divine Providence.
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According to the above, how is the world generally run? What affects the amount of Divine

providence affecting each individual? [Who merits a miracle?]
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G-d does not always perform miracles... — except according to the deeds of the majority of the people. The
individual, however, lives by his own merits, and he dies in his iniquity. Thus he is saying that upon their
performance of all the commandments out of perfect love, He will do all these miracles with them for the
good. And he further says that when they worship idols He will perform with them a sign for bad. Know
further that miracles for good or bad are performed only for perfectly righteous or utterly wicked
people. For average people, however, He visits good or bad upon them in a natural manner according to
their way and by their doings...

Ill. Other Issues
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e Superiority of Moshe — Another factor which might motivate one to reinterpret supernatural events
relates only to several specific miracles, and stems from the declaration in Devarim 34:10-11 that
Moshe's miracles were unsurpassed by any other prophet. As such, miracles such as the sun standing
still, or reviving the dead, which might otherwise rival those of Moshe, need to be re-interpreted

o Disproportionate miracles? Abarbanel and Ralbag claims that the magnitude of a miracle is directly
proportional to the need (be it physical or spiritual) which prompts it. Thus, if a miracle seems
incommensurate with the benefit that it provides, there is a reason to minimize it.

e Impossibility of self-contradictions — Ralbag maintains that self-contradictory situations cannot
exist. For instance, it is impossible that an object could be all white and all black
simultaneously. Since this is logically impossible, no miracle can accomplish such a feat either. As
such, any event which appears to do so, would need to be reinterpreted.

For Further Study:
https://alhatorah.org/Philosophy:Miracles

https://mishna.alhatorah.org/Twilight Creations Module.html

https://alhatorah.org/Stopping of the Sun at Givon



https://alhatorah.org/Philosophy:Miracles/5#Devarim34-10-11
https://alhatorah.org/Philosophy:Miracles
https://mishna.alhatorah.org/Twilight_Creations_Module.html
https://alhatorah.org/Stopping_of_the_Sun_at_Givon

Supplementary Sources
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Quail Migrations and the Sinai
Almost all scholars identify the "v%%" with the common quail, a bird from the pheasant family. Every
fall and spring, on their route between Europe and Africa, quail migrate over the sea, landing in the
Sinai desert. They arrive exhausted and are easy prey for hunters. Some quail have been found to be
poisonous, causing paralysis and even death. The miracle of the "%%" in Shemot and the
accompanying plague described in Bemidbar can thus be understood on the backdrop of the quail's
natural migration patterns and characteristics.

"man mon avs 'm
As early as the 4th century BCE there is evidence that some quail are poisonous. Although there is
disagreement as to the cause of this, one theory is that toxins accumulate in the bird during the long
flight and dissipate only several days thereafter. This would explain why the Israelites who "desired"
meat and ate it immediately upon its landing would have been affected, while those with patience
would have been fine. In modern times, quail poisoning is known as coturnism (from the scientific
name for the bird, coturnix coturnix). A. Paz describes a modern poisoning episode that occurred in
1980 when quail, seeking refuge from a storm during their trek across the sea, landed on a boat. The
unfortunate sailors who ate from them felt the consequences within a few hours, suffering breathing
difficulties and paralysis, with some even dying.

A Natural Theory of the"Manna"

The record of the oldest local traditions of "manna" in Sinai comes from Flavius Josephus and the early
monks of the St. Catherine monastery. These reports link the manna with the tamarisk thickets in the
wadis of the central Sinai mountains. Here year after year in June appears a granular type of sweet
manna from pinhead to pea size... A chemical analysis reveals that this type of manna contains a
mixture of three basic sugars with pectin. ... This manna was regarded until recently as a secretion of
the tamarisk. Ehrenberg, however, about 120 years ago connected it with an insect which he described
as Coccus manniparus. ... his manna is none other than the well-known honeydew excretion of so many
plant lice and scale insects. The honeydew drops are excreted mainly by the growing larva and
immature females. Rapid evaporation due to the dry air of the desert quickly changes the drops into
sticky solids. These manna pieces later turn a whitish, yellowish, or brownish color. ... when the sun is
strong, they melt again, into liquid....

What in the above fits the descriptions in Tanakh?
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The Makkot (http://www.reasons.org/articles/ten-plagues-of-exodus)

Our thesis is that the ten plagues of Egypt may have been a series of hypernatural miracles... John
Marr and Curtis Malloy published the most recent and definitive article in 1996.* It approaches the
plagues from an epidemiological perspective. Obviously, this article doesn’t have all the answers, but
it does present a plausible scenario that we can place in the context of hypernaturalism. Since we
cannot know the mind of God, plausibility is all we are seeking to achieve.

Analyzing the Ten Plagues

1.

10.

The Nile River. We begin with the assumption that the first plague, which turned the Nile
River into “blood” (Exodus 7:17, NASB), was actually toxic red algae that killed the fish and
fouled the river.

Frogs. The putrid environment in the Nile probably caused the frog invasion.? The profusion
of toxic red algae set up a cause-and-effect chain of events through which this happened
naturally.

Gnats. Marr and Malloy conclude that this pest was a particular strain of gnats, known as
Culicoides, which “feed on abundant microorganisms in decomposing detritus, such as the
remains of fish and frogs.”

Swarms of insects. Analyzing the biblical account in the context of science, Marr and Malloy
conclude the culprit was the stable fly, which naturally occurred in large numbers with the
ebbing of the river.* The flies occurred in even greater numbers in Exodus because “abundant
rotting vegetation fosters ideal harborage for its emerging larvae.”

Death of Egyptian livestock. Marr and Malloy believe African horse sickness and/or
bluetongue—both viral diseases transmitted biologically by the Culicoides gnat—caused the
animals’ death. Both diseases affect the hoofed animals mentioned in Exodus, but not
humans.®

Boils. Marr and Malloy suggest these boils were actually glanders, a bacterial disease
transmitted through stable fly bites. In humans it presents as “nodular eruptions on the face,
legs, arms.”’

Hail. This plague illustrated God’s power over the forces of nature: sending the hailstorm at a
precise time, place, and intensity.

Locusts. Swarms of desert locust are not an unusual occurrence; however, they require wet
soil, which attracts millions of insects to settle and lay their eggs.® This is surely a
consequence of the rain which “poured on the earth” (Exodus 9:33b, NASB) in the hailstorm.
Darkness. This plague was so oppressive that the Egyptians could not leave their homes. The
scientific consensus seems to be that the darkness was due to a khamsin, hot southerly winds
from the Sahara which “cause massive drifts and dunes of ultrafine sand in the lees of houses,
making entrance and egress impossible” and which “commonly last for two or three days.””
Death of the Egyptian firstborns. Marr and Malloy attribute these deaths to mycotoxins in the
grain supply as a result of mold brought on by the hailstorm.*° Other scholars propose
typhoid fever'! and anthrax.'? In any case, this plague is not as easily connected to a natural
explanation as the earlier plagues. It is highly possible—perhaps likely—that this was a true
supernatural miracle: that the LORD literally “pass[ed] through to smite the Egyptians™
(Exodus 12:23, NASB).
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