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Shabbat Shalom! From our Passover haggadah: “Bechol dor v'dor...In
each and every generation a person must view themself as though they
personally left Egypt, as it is stated in our Torah: “And you shall tell your child
on that day, saying: It is because of this which the Lord did for me when |
came forth out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8).' This teaching is at the heart of our
Passover seder. We tell the story each and every year so that everyone, in
each and every generation, feels as if this story is about us, not just our
ancestors. As if we personally left Mitzrayim, Ancient Egypt, and began our
journey to the Promised Land. As if we, ourselves, witnessed God’s miracles

unfolding before our very eyes.
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Over the past two nights, we have spent time recounting all of God’s
miracles in our Passover story: Appearing before Moses as a burning bush
that was not consumed; turning rods into serpents; raining down the ten
plagues on Pharaoh and the Egyptians; and, finally, splitting the Red Sea,
allowing our people to move toward freedom and liberation. This is a holiday
filled with miracles and of us commemorating those miracles as if we
witnessed them ourselves. And so then it’s interesting that our Torah portion
this week, specifically for Chol Hamoeid Pesach, the days in between the
beginning and end of Passover, features God promising even more miracles
in the future. We read in Torah:

“I hereby make a covenant. Before all your people | will work such

NNY9), such wonders or miracles, as have not been wrought on all the

earth or in any nation; and all the people who are with you will see

how awesome are God’s deeds that | will perform for you.” 2
Even after all of the miracles brought forth by God during our Passover story,
there are more miracles yet to come. And these wonders, these miracles are
bound up in our covenant with God, our covenant that we have maintained
throughout the millennia, across countries and continents, all the way
through to this very moment. Through this covenant, according to our Torah,

miracles are real.
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Now, we’re getting into tricky theological territory when we explore
miracles in our tradition. The word used in our Torah this week to describe
wonders or miracles, NX'791, comes from the root X-7-9, meaning to be
wonderful or marvelous. It also means to be beyond one's power, or to be
difficult to understand. The miracles that come to mind, both from Torah and
the modern day, the splitting of the Red Sea to modern inventions,
surprising medical recoveries, surviving war or natural disasters, they are all
wonderful and marvelous, and also seemingly beyond our power and
difficult to understand. Sometimes we try to make sense of them;
sometimes we don’t believe our very eyes; sometimes, we just express
gratitude for these miracles that appear before us. And yet, miracles still
raise difficult questions for us about their nature and appearance in our

world today.



As | was preparing for Pesach this week, | listened to an interview with
Rabbi Burt Visotzky, the Appelman Professor Emeritus of Midrash and
Interreligious Studies at the Jewish Theological Seminary, who could help us
think about or better understand miracles. In this interview with Dr. Yehuda
Kurtzer, President of the Shalom Hartman Institute, they discussed the
seminal DreamWorks movie, The Prince of Egypt.’ Rabbi Visotzky had the
opportunity to serve as one of the lead consultants on the film, working
directly with the producers to ensure the film could capture the essence of
the Passover story. In one part of the interview, Rabbi Visotzky discusses the
classic song from the film, When You Believe. This song was such a big part of
the movie that Whitney Houston and Mariah Carey would later sing it as a
duet, adding their voices to the studio alboum. When You Believe is sung as
the Israelites are triumphantly crossing the Red Sea, and includes Hebrew
from the Song of the Sea, YTpa VTN NIND A Nin' D7XA NN, words that

are familiar to us from our Shabbat and daily prayers.*
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https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/a-hollywood-midrash-the-making-of-the-prince-of-egypt/id1500168597?i=
1000758347707
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The final version of the song has the lyric, “There can be miracles
when you believe.” This statement describes a theology in which God isn’t
necessarily present, but one must believe in something - themselves, their
loved ones, God, the universe, something - in order for miracles to occur.
Although this was the final lyric, Rabbi Visotzky revealed in this interview
that the creators of the film almost featured two other versions of the song
that reveal two other ways of thinking about miracles.

The first version of the song had the lyric, “You can do miracles if you
believe.” This statement puts the creation of miracles directly into the hands
of us, individual people and communities, to bring about miracles in our
lives. In terms of our Passover story, this is tricky. For as much as we lift up
Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, it was ultimately God that brought the people
out of Ancient Egypt. Even in the Midrash or rabbinic story of Nachshon, an
Israelite who courageously waded into the water by himself to make the
waters part, it is through his total faith in God that he leads the Israelites to
freedom. This statement, “You can do miracles if you believe”, may be
comforting to those of us who struggle with God, or don’t believe God
actively creates miracles. It may also feel empowering, reminding us that we
have agency in the world. And, in a world that surrounds us with chaos and
challenges, it can feel difficult to make even the smallest of changes, let

alone miracles.



These difficulties led to Rabbi Visotzky and other consultants
suggesting the second version of the lyric: “God will do miracles if you
believe.” Now, this version aligns directly with our Torah, in which the people
believing in God and God’s powers in the world leads to God forcefully taking
the people out of Ancient Egypt. And yet, in our modern day, this one too is
difficult. For those of us who struggle with God, does this mean that no
miracles will ever happen in our lives? What do we make then of all the Jews
killed in the Holocaust or other tragic times throughout our history? They
weren’t miraculously saved because they didn’t believe enough in God? For
many reasons, this theological statement is challenging; and, for the
producers of the film, it was too explicit about God.

Which brings us to the final version of the lyric: “There can be miracles
when you believe.” Again, the words are ambiguous about who is bringing
about the miracles, whether in Torah or in the modern day. And, it’s also
ambiguous about belief - belief in oneself, in others, in governments, in
humanity, in God, these are all options for belief. But it’s clear that belief is
still at the center of this theology; and through that belief, miracles can

happen.



Our Passover seder features miracles of enormous proportion; but
what if we experienced miracles on a much smaller scale? What if the
miracles that exist because we make them, or God makes them, showed up
in our everyday lives? Our morning liturgy features this idea, providing us
with a list of things we can show gratitude for in our lives, including waking
up, giving us strength, having land to walk on, clothing ourselves, making us
in the image of God, making us Jewish, and more. This list of prayers is called
DI' 722 0'01, or Daily Miracles, daily reminders that many of the things we
take for granted - waking up, breathing, eating, having strength, and more -
are in and of themselves miracles. | feel most attuned to this idea of small
daily miracles when | spend time with Ida, my 10-month old daughter as she
figures out the world around her. For her little self, feeling the wind blow,
crawling to pick up a single toy, trying a new food, these are all new
experiences worthy of gratitude. They are small daily miracles. But it doesn’t
take being around a baby to rediscover the small daily miracles in our own
lives. What would it look like to move through our world with this
acknowledgement, with the ability to feel these daily miracles in our lives?
And, if we bring miracles down to this size, what are the small daily miracles
that each of us can make happen for other people in our community?

As we consider the nature of miracles, their size, their significance,
their creator, | will close with the words of Yehudah Amichai, Israel’s most
renowned poet. This is his poem, Miracles, as translated by the bible scholar,

Robert Alter:



From a distance everything looks like a miracle
but up close even a miracle doesn’t look like that.
Even someone who crossed the Red Sea when it split
saw only the sweating back

of the man in front of him

and the swaying of his big thighs,

or at best, in a hasty glance to one side,

fish in a riot of colors inside the wall of water,

as in a marine observatory behind panels of glass.
The real miracles happen at the next table

of a restaurant in Albuquerque:

two women sat there, one with a diagonal

Zipper, altogether lovely,

and the other said, “I kept it together

and didn’t cry.”

And after in the red corridors

of the foreign hotel | saw

boys and girls who held in their arms

tiny children born of them,

and they held

sweet little dolls.

There can be miracles when we believe; and when we dare to feel them in

our lives, and create them for others, each and every day. Shabbat Shalom!



