JEWISH NATURE

Water in the Jewish Tradition
Hebrew/English Source Sheet

This material was prepared by Rabbi Yonatan Neril and Evonne Marzouk of Canfei Nesharim, as part of the Jewcology project.
Outline of Sources:

a) Introduction 1. Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 10a
1. Tractate Avot d’Rabbi Natan, section two 2. Deuteronomy chapter 11, verses 11-17
chapter 43, translation by Rabbi Neril
d) Appreciating Rain and Water

b) Water in the Desert 1. Dr. Jeremy Benstein, “Forgotten Language of
1. Numbers 20:1-8 Rain,” Jerusalem Report, Fall 2005
2. Rashi, commentary to Numbers 20:2, based 2. Deuteronomy 32:1-2
on Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit 9a and 3. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit, p. 6b
Midrash Tanchuma Bamidbar 2 4. Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit 7b
3. Numbers 21:17-18 5. Jeremiah 17:13
6. The blessing over drinking water,
¢) Rain in the Land of Israel transliteration and translation from chabad.org

All translations are from Judaica Press unless otherwise noted.
I. Introduction

The Midrash equates water with “life.”
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Tractate Avot d’Rabbi Natan, section two chapter 43, translation by Rabbi Neril
Water is called life, as it says (Zechariah 14:8), “Water of life went out [from Jerusalem].”

Discussion Questions:
1. In what ways is water is equivalent to life?
2. What other things would you put in that category (equivalent to life) today?

II. Water in the Desert

In the desert, uncertainty about water resources inspired numerous complaints and lessons for the wandering
Jews.
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Numbers 20:1-8

1. The entire congregation of the children of Israel arrived at the desert of Zin in the first month, and the
people settled in Kadesh. Miriam died there and was buried there.

2. The congregation had no water; so they assembled against Moses and Aaron.

3. The people quarreled with Moses, and they said, "If only we had died with the death of our brothers
before the Lord.

4. Why have you brought the congregation of the Lord to this desert so that we and our livestock should die
there?

5. Why have you taken us out of Egypt to bring us to this evil place; it is not a place for seeds, or for fig
trees, grapevines, or pomegranate trees, and there is no water to drink.

6. Moses and Aaron moved away from the assembly to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, and they fell on
their faces. [Then] the glory of the Lord appeared to them.

7. The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

8. "Take the staff and assemble the congregation, you and your brother Aaron, and speak to the rock in their
presence so that it will give forth its water. You shall bring forth water for them from the rock and give the
congregation and their livestock to drink."

The Midrash teaches that in the merit of Miriam's song, a well appeared in the desert which accompanied
the Jews wherever they went and was removed when she died.
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Rashi, commentary to Numbers 20:2, based on Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit 9a and Midrash
Tanchuma Bamidbar 2
“...had no water” From here [we learn that] all forty years they had the well in Miriam’s merit.

After almost 40 years in the desert, the Israelites sang an exultant song about their appreciation to G-d for
water.
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Numbers 21:17-18

17. Then Israel sang this song: "'Ascend, O well,' sing to it!

18. A well dug by princes, carved out by nobles of the people, through the lawgiver with their staffs, and
from the desert, a gift.

Discussion Questions:

1. What did the Israelites learn from their experiences with water in the desert?
2. What are we learning from our experiences with water today?

II1. Rain in the Land of Israel



The Talmud teaches that G-d personally waters the land of Israel and the rest of the world is watered by a
messenger
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Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 10a

The Rabbis taught: ...G-d waters the land of Israel Himself, and the rest of the world through a messenger,
as it says, "Who gives rain upon the face of the land and sends water upon the face of outside places” (Job
5:10).

Thus when rain is withheld in Israel, it is because of Divine intervention in response to Israel's actions, as
the second paragraph of Shema makes clear.
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Deuteronomy chapter 11, verses 11-17

11. But the land, to which you pass to possess, is a land of mountains and valleys and absorbs water from
the rains of heaven,

12. a land the Lord, your G-d, looks after; the eyes of Lord your G-d are always upon it, from the beginning
of the year to the end of the year.

13. And it will be, if you hearken to My commandments that I command you this day to love the Lord, your
G-d, and to serve Him with all your heart and with all your soul,

14. I will give the rain of your land at its time, the early rain and the latter rain, and you will gather in your
grain, your wine, and your oil.

15. And I will give grass in your field for your livestock, and you will eat and be sated.

16. Beware, lest your heart be misled, and you turn away and worship strange gods and prostrate yourselves
before them.

17. And the wrath of the Lord will be kindled against you, and He will close off the heavens, and there will
be no rain, and the ground will not give its produce, and you will perish quickly from upon the good land
that the Lord gives you.

Discussion Questions:
1. How is rain an incentive in the land of Israel to inspire us to act righteously?
2. What would you do for rain today?

IV. Appreciating Rain and Water
Dr. Jeremy Benstein notes that Biblical Hebrew contains at least six different words to describe liquid
precipitation (geshem, matar, yoreh, malkosh, revivim, se'irim), which denote different times and intensities

of rainfall. Four of them are mentioned in the following verses:
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Deuteronomy 32:1-2

Listen, O heavens, and I will speak! And let the earth hear the words of my mouth!

My lesson will drip like rain; my word will flow like dew; like storm winds on vegetation and like raindrops
on grass.
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Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit, p. 6b

Rabbi Abahu said, “From when do we bless on the rain? From when the groom goes out toward the bride
[an idiom for a large amount of rain—see Rashi]. What does one bless? Rav Judah said in the name of Rav:
'We give thanks to You, Hashem, our G-d for every single drop which you have caused to fall upon us.”

2 7Y T 0T YYD Noon Yvaa Tnbn
1210 DPIWY DVan DA 107V +7" WY+ ARIY L, PIRY DAY IRN2IW 213 DMAWAT 31 173 1RI9I7 2202 R 020 K
JPNRI2 RO-X 9281 KD 2°NRN2 .1°PNKRI2 7 0IR T MOREN ARTYY YWY 119% POR 1Non pIX

Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Ta'anit 7b, Artscroll and Judaica Press translation.

Rabbi Chama the son of Rabbi Chanina said: The day when rain falls is as great as the day on which heaven
and earth were created, as the verse says (Isaiah 45:8), “Cause the heavens above to drip, and let the skies
pour down righteousness; let the earth open, and let salvation and righteousness be fruitful; let it cause them
to sprout together; I, the Lord, have created it.” ‘I created them [the heavens and earth]’ is not stated, but ‘I
created it [the rain].’

The prophet Jeremiah refers to G-d as the 'Source of Living Waters.’
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Jeremiah 17:13
The Lord who is the source of the hopes of Israel, all that forsake You shall be shamed, and they who turn
away from me shall be marked out on the earth that they have forsaken the source of living waters, the Lord.
The blessing over drinking water is:
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Baruch atah A-donay, Elo-heinu Melech Ha’Olam shehakol nihiyah bed'varo.
Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, by Whose word all things came to be.
Discussion Questions:
1. How can we tell from these verses how our rabbis felt about water in rain?
2. How can we inspire this perspective in ourselves and our children?
Jewcology.com is a new web portal for the global Jewish environmental community. Source sheets developed
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