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“Your shirt did not wear out from upon you, nor your feet swell, this forty years” (Devarim 8:4).

We rely on our commonsense to determine the 'pshat’ of the world around us, all the while recognizing
that existence has deeper meanings. Is this the proper way to understand Chumash? Or is it better to
understand the world of the Desert Generation as one in which miracles are commonplace, and time
has no true dominion?

Rambam and Ramban have deeply opposed sensibilities on this issue. Rambam makes every effort to
naturalize the Biblical narrative, particularly by claiming that all scenes involving visible angels take
place within the mind of a prophet. Ramban, by contrast, emphasizes that the miraculous and the
ordinary are fundamentally indistinguishable, so that the search for “natural” explanations can never
yield more than a useful but superficial fiction.

Simple readers of Tanakh can be forgiven for adopting neither approach. Instead, they enter a world in
which the rules of nature are real, but can be suspended without notice, and in which miracles become
part of the causal flow. One can investigate genuine miracles and ambiguous events forensically to
determine whether they were truly miraculous.

Ibn Ezra reads our verse in this way. Why did their clothes not wear out for forty years?

Some say: In the manner of a sign (i.e. miraculously).
But others say: Because they took many garments from Egypt.!
And it is plausible that the production of sweat is not among the effects of manna.

In other words: They may have worn the same clothes, or they may have changed often. But either
way, forty years is a long time for clothes to survive under ordinary usage. It follows that their fabric
was likely not subject to the usual stresses, such as bodily secretions. Why not? Well, the Jews ate
manna, and perhaps manna-eaters do not sweat. The durability of their wardrobes is therefore the
consequence of a miracle, rather than a direct miracle.

Ramban, in character, criticizes Ibn Ezra as follows:

But his words are incorrect,

as Moshe calls this to their attention in order to say that they will receive food and clothing and lasting
strength from the doing of mitzvot,

just as they lived forty years on manna and had the same clothes and no foot-weariness,

all miraculously,

1See also Pesikta Zutrata.



because it is “on all that emerges from Hashem's mouth that a person lives”,

and if you were to cover a beam for forty years with a new shirt, it would wear out, even though the
beam has no sweat,

even though the human being is a worm.

Moving on to Rashi, who seems to be coming from an entirely different place. He adds more
supernatural elements and complexity to the miracle of the clothes' endurance:

The Clouds of the Glory would scrub their clothes and rinse them like rinsable garments,
and their small children — as they grew their clothes grew with them
like the clothing of the chomet? that grows with it.”

What is Rashi's motivation for introducing the Clouds into the conversation? On one level, he is
responding to the same question that motivates lbn Ezra and Ramban — even if the clothes didn't wear
out, why weren't they filthy? And for good measure, what happened when a person changed sizes? On
another level, as Ramban footnotes, he is simply citing a midrash.

The truth is that the midrash subtly sets the agenda for Ibn Ezra and Ramban as well. A Jewish
analogue to “Don't look a gift horse in the mouth” is “You don't ask questions about miracles.” If the
shirts lasted forty years miraculously, why would 1bn Ezra bother to ask about sweat, specifically, if the
midrash had not already asked? Ramban's mention of worms is likewise a reference to a later
challenge in the same midrashic story.

And the truth is that the appropriation of the midrash for purposes of pshat-commentary largely
eviscerates it. Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Ramban all essentially ignore the question of why? Why does G-d
maintain specifically their clothing miraculously? | want to argue that this is the key point of the
midrash, but that it can only be seen if one reads the complete version.

But before we look at that version, | want to ask one more question about the snippet Rashi cites.
Where did the midrash get the idea that the Clouds functioned as laundry? There is not, so far as | can
tell, any textual hint to the involvement of the Clouds in this matter.

We can of course evade the question by saying “they had a Tradition that the Clouds did laundry”, and
leave it at that. But that seems shallow. A better answer, | think, would be that they had a tradition that
saw the Clouds as givens whose miraculous contributions could be assumed and need not be
enumerated in the text.

With that introduction, we can now turn to the text of the midrash itself.

Rabbi Elazar son of Rabbi Shimon asked of Rabbi Shimon son of Yose son of Lakunya his father in law,
saying to him: “Did Kklei korios (Jastrow, Gur Aryeh: leather work clothes. Korban haEidah: Weaver's
looms) go out with the Jews to the desert?

RSYbYbL: No.

REDS: Then what did the Jews wear all 40 years in the desert?

2Contextually, the reference seems most likely to be a snail and its shell, although I do not know why ordinary skin would
not do as well for this metaphor.

3There is of course no definitive text of the midrash, and what follows is an eclectic version I have put together based
primarily on Shir haShirim Rabbah, with reference to versions found in Devarim Rabbah, Midrash Tehillim, Pesikta d'Rav
Kehana, and Yalkut Shimoni and Shibbolei Leket.



RSYbYbL: From what they were dressed in by the ministering angels.

See Yechezkel 16:10 “and I dressed you in embroidery ”

RebS: But didn't they wear out?!

RSYbYbL: Have you never in your life read “your shirt did not wear out from upon you ”’?
RebS: But didn't they grow?!

RSYbYbL: Go out and learn from the chilazon, that so long as it grows its shell grows with it.
RebS: But didn't they need laundering?!

RSYbYbL: The Cloud would scrub them and rinse them.

RebS: But didn't they get burnt?!

RSYbYbL: Go out and learn from the asbestos-linen, that is rinsed only in fire.

RebS: But didn't they develop worms?

RSYbYbL: If they didn't create worms in their deaths, how much more so in their lives!

RebS: But didn't they develop a bad odor from the sweat of their bodies?

RSYbYbL: They would bask in the grasses of the Well, and their aroma would waft from one end of the
world to the other,

as Shlomoh said: “And the aroma of your shirt like the aroma of Lebanon. ”

Let's take a quick inventory. The presumption of RSbYbL is that the Jews were wearing miraculous
clothing in the first place, outfits given to them by the ministering angels. This presumption is not, it
seems, share by REbS. He has a naturalistic explanation of our verse, in that the Jews simply wore
highly durable clothing, or else had the necessary tools around to keep the shirts on their backs.

In other words, we seem to find here the same clash of sensibilities as between Rambam and Ramban.
REDS is not content to let his father in-law off by accepting that the presence of a tradition makes
further disagreement pointless. Instead, he first argues that even angelic garments are subject to wear
and tear, and so the Jews must have had other clothes as well. RSbYbL responds* that the verse says
“your shirt,” singular, suggesting that each Jew had only one. Each further objection REbS makes of
this sort causes his father in law to “double down” on miracles — the clothing grows with its wearer,
Clouds do laundry via fire, bodies and clothes alike develop no infestations, and the Well produced
deodorant vegetation. (Note that the Well, like the Clouds, makes no explicit appearance in the Biblical
text.)

At first glance, we seem to find here the same clash of sensibilities as later between Rambam and
Ramban. But I don’t think this is correct — the key is that these rabbis, unlike the Rishonim, identify
the clothes under discussion.

Rabbi El'azar ben Rabbi Shimon surely knows from the outset that the Torah tells us that the Jews'
shirts (and shoes or feet) did not wear out during the Wandering. He may also know the tradition that
Yechezkel 16:10 refers to clothes embroidered by angels for the Desert Generation (the next phrase of
the verse refers to shoes). His challenge is therefore rooted in a refusal to accept that the miraculous
aspects of those clothes survived Sin.

RSbYbL sees no difficulty. Ultimately, he tells his son in-law that the life of the Desert Generation
remained one in which G-d was constantly manifest, one perfumed with the aroma of Eden. Despite
their sin, their bodies did not decompose after death. He has a deus ex machina for every mechanistic
objection.

Rabbinic tradition understands Exodus 33:6 as meaning that after the Golden Calf the Jews were forced

4 1 think — he does not flesh out his reasoning.



to abandon at Sinai the crowns they were given after receiving the Torah. The real issue here, |
suggest, is whether any of the recognition they received at Revelation survives intrinsically, or rather in
the “after-Calf” any Jewish claim to uniqueness requires constant reinforcement through proper action.
In other words, whether there is content to the status of chosenness even for those who fail to live up to
its responsibilities.

I think that the memory of the crowns of Sinai changed the Jewish people forever, and in that sense, |
sympathize with RSbYbL. But that memory is perverted when it generates complacency and arrogance
rather than responsibility. After 40 years, there is something wrong if our spiritual clothes still fit.
Shabbat Shalom!

Rabbi Aryeh Klapper, Dean
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