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Parshat VaEtchanan - Shabbat Nachamu

To See or Not to See
Simon Wolf

The Torah records the revelation at Sinai and the
Aseret HaDibrot in two places, once in Sefer
Shmot, where it chronicles the historic event, and
once in Parshat VaEtchanan, where it is
subsumed in Moshe’s recap of Bnei Yisrael's
history, trials and tribulations under his leadership.
In Sefer Devarim, Moshe indicates that this was a
uniqgue and singular historical event. “Inquire
about bygone ages that came before you, since
the day God created man on earth, from one end
of heaven to the other: has there ever been
anything as grand as this to happen, or has
anything similar ever been known? Has any
people heard the voice of God speaking from
amidst a fire, as you have, and survived?”' It was
such a powerful experience that Moshe declares
its impact as unequivocal, “It has been shown,
clearly demonstrated (nyT7 nx1n) to you that God
alone is the Lord; there is none else besides him."”
According to the Ramban, there is even a Torah
injunction not to forget this encounter at Sinai and,
moreover, a requirement to convey this
experience to future generations.®> “But take
utmost care and watch yourselves scrupulously,
lest you forget the things that you saw with your
own eyes (3'3'W IX1~wiX) and so that they do not
fade from your heart as long as you live. And
make them known to your children and to your
children’s children: The day you stood before your
God, your Lord, at Chorev, when God said to me,
‘Gather the people to Me that | may let them hear
My words, in order that they may learn to revere
Me as long as they live on earth, and may so teach
their children.”*
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Moshe warns Bnei Yisrael that though they
witnessed this incredible revelation, nevertheless,
when “God spoke to you out of the fire; you heard
the sound of words but perceived no shape or
form (n'x2 DPI'X nynmi) just a voice.” A few
verses later Moshe reiterates this point, “For your
own sake be most careful; for you saw no shape
or kind of form (n3mn-% bn'x1 §% '3) when God
spoke to you at Chorev from amidst the fire.”® He
warns against mistakenly thinking you saw an
image during this encounter and replicating it as a
means of worship or extrapolating the experience
to permit one to create idols in order to worship.”
A similar admonition is implied in the juxtaposition
of the verses at the end of Parshat Yitro. “God
said to Moshe: ‘Thus shall you say to Bnei Yisrael:
You yourselves saw (nn'x1 nnx) that | spoke to
you from the heavens; therefore, you shall not
make alongside of Me: any gods of silver, nor shall
you make for yourselves any gods of gold.”®

All of this seems strange given that there are
numerous verses, including those previously cited
above, that indicate that Bnei Yisrael did see
something at the revelation at Sinai. The
command to not forget the Sinai revelation
emphasizes that one should not let slip form their
memory that which “you saw with your own eyes
(3M'y 1x1wix).”  In describing the irrefutability
(nyT? nxn) for Bnei Yisrael of the divine
omnipotence, Moshe says it is because “from the
heavens He caused you to hear the divine voice
to discipline, instruct you; on earth, He caused you
to see (AxN) the great divine fire; and from amidst
that fire you heard God’s words.” In addition, the
introductory verse to the Ten Commandments
states that “God spoke to you face to face ( Inn9
n'192) on the mountain from amidst the fire.”°
After the initial divine revelation where Bnei
Yisrael beseech Moshe to act as an intermediary
between them and God, they state that they have
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no doubts with regards to God because “God, our
Lord, has just shown us (1a&n) His majesty and
presence, and we have heard God’s voice from
amidst the fire; we have seen (12'k1) this day that
man may live through being addressed by God.”""
Similarly, in the aftermath of the narrative in
Parshat Yitro, it describes Bnei Yisrael’s
experience of receiving the Decalogue as, “All the
people witnessed (n'X1 byn~721) the sounds and
lightning, the blare of the horn and the mountain
smoking; and when the people saw it (bya x11),
they fell back and stood at a distance.'?

Moshe’s chastisements about what Bnei Yisrael
observed almost seem as if this is an attempt at
witness tampering. When the witness is told by
the perpetrator of the crime, “you did not see
anything, right?!” everyone knows that such a
statement intimates that one did observe
something, but is being warned not to disclose the
information. One does not need to tell someone
who did not view an event that they did not see it;
that is patently obvious. The fact that Moshe is
warning Bnei Yisrael that they did not see
anything clearly implies that they did witness
something. While some of these “sightings” can
be dismissed by explaining that the verb “to see”
is being used in a more euphemistic manner to
mean “to understand” or “to experience,’
nevertheless, there are still a large number of
instances where it is clearly speaking about
physically observing.

The simplest way to reconcile this apparent
disparity is to suggest that Moshe’s warnings and
reproof against assuming one witnessed any
image are referring to God or a representation of
God. On the other hand, that which Bnei Yisrael
actually observed was the pomp and
circumstance, the fire and fury surrounding God
and the divine revelation. Moshe is cautioning not
to conflate the two. This might be corroborated by
the final verses in Parshat Mishpatim which
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describes Bnei Yisrael witnessing Moshe’s ascent
to Har Sinai, “the presence of God appeared
(i 12D nxni) to the eyes of Bnei Yisrael ( 1a'yY
X' na) as a consuming fire on the top of the
mountain.”’® The deficit with this solution is that
the necessity for Moshe to enjoin against such
confusion implies that there was some semblance
of an image that was observed.

Possibly even more problematic are the verses
found in Parshat Mishpatim'# and Ki-Tisa which
are much more explicit. After Moshe wins
forgiveness for Bnei Yisrael’s sin with the Golden
Calf, he seizes upon God’s moment of leniency
and entreats God to show him His glory ( X2 'axn
3722 nX). God responds favorably, but qualifies
His revelation to Moshe, “you will not be able to
see My face (19 nx nx1Y?), for no man shall see
me (1x1') and survive...You will see My back
(mhxnx n'x11) and not see My face (X7 291
ix1).”1® While the verses are inherently difficult
and one could simply dismiss them as
allegorical,® it still points to the idea that there is
something to see. The most convincing source
that they actually saw something akin to an image
is the description of the ceremony of the covenant
at Har Sinai found at the end of Parshat
Mishpatim. “And Moshe, Aharon, Nadav and
Avihu and the seventy elders of Yisrael ascended
the mountain and they saw the God of Yisrael
(1x2wr '1x nx 1kY1) under whose feet was the
likeness of a pavement of sapphire, like the very
sky for purity...they saw God (nji'7xn~nx itn)
and ate and drank.”"” Once again here, one could
claim that the sightings are all allegorical.”® The
Ramban and others point out the similarity
between the description found here and that found
in the beginning of Yechezkel in his vision of the
Merkava.'® That prophecy is replete with images
and imagery and would imply that the same is true
of that which was witnessed at Har Sinai as well.
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The Mishna in Chagiga states that one is not
permitted to teach Yechezkel's vision of the
Merkava except to the most astute, erudite and
vetted of students.?® That is because the difficulty
in understanding the material and properly
interpreting the images can lead to errors of
comprehension that are blasphemous. Prophecy
includes two components, the actual vision and
the interpretation of that which is being seen.
From Yirmiyahu HaNavi, it is clear that even
understanding that which is being portrayed in the
vision is not a foregone conclusion. Yirmiyahu
begins his career as a prophet with two visions
where God inquires of the Navi as to what he is
seeing (1nm' NX1 nnx~nNn) and God responds
with an affirmation of Yirmiyahu identifying of the
object in the vision (nix1? mayp'qn). That would
explain Moshe’s insistence that Bnei Yisrael really
had not seen anything. They of course did see
something, but they were not equipped to know
what they actually saw and how to interpret that
which they witnessed. That is borne out by Bnei
Yisrael’s sinning with the Golden Calf which is a
derivative of Yechezkel's vision of the Merkava.
Moshe was trying to protect the people from
repeating that mistake through discounting that
which they had witnessed. That raises a more
serious question which is if Bnei Yisrael were not
equipped to deal with that which they saw and the
risks that such a vision entailed, why did God
permit them to witness such a revelation?

The Ibn Ezra records that he was asked by Rabbi
Yehuda Halevi, the author of the Kuzari, as to
why God premises, as the basis for belief in Him,
the fact that He took Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt
(nan DNy YR IDRYIN WK N Lt IR
n'1ay).2" Why doesn’'t God more fundamentally
say “I am God, your Lord, who created the
heavens and the earth and created you ( 'nxNaw
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'Rl YRl omw)?”  In response, the Ibn Ezra
proposes that belief is a very subjective
experience. They are many who simply believe
that which they are told. On a higher level are
those whose belief is premised on the fact that the
information appears in the Torah which was given
by God to Moshe. Neither of these individuals can
respond to challenges or questions about their
faith. On the other hand, the highest level of belief
is one who comes to the intellectual conclusion
that there must be a God based on their
understanding and studying of the natural world
and the sciences. Those rare few are able to
undeniably discern God through their learning the
ways of God. Therefore, for those capable of such
philosophical conclusions, it would have been
sufficient to say “I am God, your Lord ( 1j* 21X
J'i77x).” For the majority of people, who cannot
attain this depth of understanding and who do not
possess the mental acuity to reach these
undeniable conclusions, they need something
more tangible to anchor their faith since mere
confessions of faith are not sufficient for belief, but
rather heart-felt understanding. The addition of
‘who brought you out of the land of Egypt ( Wux
D¥N YIXN 'NRYiN)” is a reference to the signs
and wonders that God performed in Egypt which
were sufficiently convincing to the individuals that
witnessed those miracles to understand and
believe that there is a God. Moreover, God’s
freeing of Bnei Yisrael from “...the house bondage
(0'72y nAan...'nRYin Yx)” and taking them as His
nation is sufficient grounds to obligate the
individual to follow His commands. Accordingly,
the mention of the Exodus as a basis for belief is
for the intellectually meek and the philosophically
feeble. The Ibn Ezra puts the human intellect on
a pedestal and similar to most rationalists he sees
intelligent, logical, well-reasoned conclusions as
the highest attainment of faith.?
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In the Midrash Breishit Rabba, Rav Shmuel bar
Nachmani states that any time the Torah utilizes
“Elokim (n'ji'7%)” to describe God, it represents the
trait of strict justice (*Tn n™)?3 and nature (vav),
where every action has a defined and immutable
reaction. In this context, there are fixed principles
which govern the workings of the physical and
spiritual world. It is a system comprised of logical
axioms that can be grasped and comprehended
by the intellect (7ow). Whereas, when it employs
the Tetragrammaton name of God (j), it
denotes the trait of mercy (n'mn2 nTn) and the
extra-natural. Mercy and the supernatural blur the
inflexible cause-and-effect relationship and
undermine the natural governing principles,
thereby defying logic. Itis what drove Yona to run
away to Tarshish to avoid having to tell Ninveh
that their end was near because of their evil
ways.?*  “...Therefore | fled beforehand to
Tarshish, for | knew that You are a gracious and
compassionate God, slow to anger, and abundant
in kindness, and You would relent of the evil.”?®
God can only convince Yona of the correctness of
this more benevolent approach through the
ensuing personal and emotional experience that
Yona has with the Kikayon tree.?®

Similarly, God uses an analogous methodology in
an attempt to convince Eliyahu that his declaration
that there will be no rain in the Northern Kingdom
because of their failure to worship God was too
harsh a punishment.?” At first, God provides for
Eliyahu alongside the river K'rit, but eventually the
riverbed dries up because of the lack of rain.?®
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Then God provides for Eliyahu through a widow,?®
but her son dies, seemingly because of Eliyahu’s
presence.®®  Through these emotional and
sensory experiences, God tries to convince
Eliyahu to possibly relent and be more
sympathetic to the difficult plight of the people
caused by his effective declaration and imposition
of a drought. Nevertheless, Eliyahu, a self-
declared zealot,3' refuses to waiver in his resolve
until God overrules him and forces him to allow for
rain.?> In order to comply with God’s demand,
Eliyahu asks King Achav to gather all the people
and to setup a showdown with the court
sponsored prophets of the Ba’al (the Canaanite
rain god) and the Asheira on Mount Carmel.
There, in the presence of the people, the
challenge would be to see whose God could
produce a heavenly fire to consume their sacrifice
and bring the desperately needed rain.3®* Before
beginning the confrontation, Eliyahu chastises the
people for straddling the fence ( 3'no® DRN 'Hn-TyY
d'ovon 'ny7y) and either worshipping both God
and the Ba’al or vacillating between them rather
than choosing the one true God ( D'i77xn IP' DX
MK 427 7wan-oxl 1Mnx 1Y), Asis described in the
conclusion of the Haftorah for Parshat Ki Tisa,
Eliyahu soundly and miraculously triumphs in the
showdown. “Then a fire from God descended and
consumed the burnt offering, the wood, the
stones, and the earth; and it licked up the water
that was in the trench. When all the people
witnessed this, they fell on their faces and cried
out: ‘God is the Lord, God is the Lord ( x40 pi
DiF7XD NID P Dii7an).” The people are so
moved by this experience that when Eliyahu asks
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them to grab all the false prophets in attendance
in order to kill them, they fastidiously comply.
What Eliyahu could not achieve with three years
of extreme drought, the direct logical result of
sinning ( JXVI...0"NKX D'N7X DNTAVL...VINY DX D0l
nmw nx), he was able to accomplish in one
experiential moment.

Going back to the Ibn Ezra, who suggests that
intellectual comprehension and deduction that
brings to belief in God is the ultimate form of faith,
one would then expect to find the Har Sinai
experience dominated by the usage of “Elokim
(ny77x)” as God’s name. Instead, we find just the
opposite. In the lead up to the Aseret Hadibrot in
Parshat Yitro, one could possibly loosely suggest
that the Tetragrammaton name of God () is
utilized with regards to the experiential parts of the
revelation at Sinai whereas the usage of “Elokim
(o))" is associated with the actual conveyance
of content ("MXY7 N7XD DNATAT72 MK DYFIY NAT).
One could then explain that these different
mediums were tailored to the different parties
mentioned by the lbn Ezra. Nevertheless, this
distinction does not persist into the actual Aseret
HaDibrot nor in the prologue. Moreover, in
Moshe’s retelling of the Sinai experience and the
content of the Decalogue in this week’s Parsha,
there is a clear conflation and even combination
(using both at once) of the names of God by
Moshe Rabbeinu. This would seem to mitigate
against the Ibn Ezra’s position and suggest that
one needs more than intellectual understanding
as the foundations for their belief. The Ibn Ezra
himself already implicitly admits to the deficit with
this type of belief when he notes that the wise of
the other nations and the Aristotelian philosophy
deduced that there was a singular God, but not
that He necessarily created the heaven and earth
since they believed that the world is eternal,
without beginning or end. If even the most
intelligent individuals cannot inevitably reach the
proper conclusion, then how could this be the
ultimate form of faith for Bnei Yisrael.

The truth is that even those whose faith in
premised on philosophical deduction require “a
leap of faith” since by definition an individual’s
comprehension cannot reach the level of divine
understanding.3* Therefore, as the conflation of
the names of God in this week’s Parsha imply, one
requires both intellectual and emotional
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connection to attain true faith in God. The
absence of one is a significant deficit in the belief
system and practice of the individual. One who is
steeped in wisdom and Torah knowledge, but
does not have a sense of love or emotional
experience when they pray or does not treat
others with care and sympathy, results in practice
devoid of meaning and an individual who is a
soulless vessel. In the reverse, a person whose
sole faith is driven by their emotional connection
to God without being anchored and bounded in
and guided by the principles of the Torah, is
practicing a man-made religion and not that which
God commanded. That means that the premise
for one’s belief is just a matter of gradations — it is
a question for each individual as to what is the
balance between the intellectual and emotional,
but both are necessary ingredients for proper faith
in God. That is why it was necessary for the
revelation at Sinai to be both an experiential and
sensory encounter — seeing is believing3® — and
an intellectual and guiding experience — the
content of the Torah — in order for it to be an
everlasting emotional and philosophical faith
inducing experience. That dual function of
Ma’amad Har Sinai is captured and emphasized
by the utilization and conflation of both the
Tetragrammaton name of God as well the name
“Elokim (n'j7'7%).” It is also why it was necessary
for Bnei Yisrael to “see” visions that left an
indelible mark on them, but as Moshe warns
should not be confused with the tangibility of God.

It is interesting to note the people’s response to
their witnessing the event with Eliyahu which was
to cry out “God is the Lord (n'j77xn & ii7t).” That
formulation is a statement that what they
experienced sensorially and emotionally (j7157!) had
penetrated to the point where it was also
intellectually apparent to them (n'j77x) that there
was one unequivocal omnipotent God. This
declaration is the same way that we conclude the
Yom Kippur service, a day which commemorates
the giving of the Torah, the second Luchot. It is
the climactic moment where the culmination of the
experience of the day brings one emotionally and
intellectually to be able to decisively and
emphatically understand and declare, similar to
those that stood at Har Sinai or at Har Carmel,
“God is the Lord (n'77xn »in 1i).”

Shabbat Shalom
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