SEEING IS

BELIEVING

Parashat Shemot
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13 Moses sald to God, “So I will go to the Israel:tes and sa v, ‘Your fathers’
God sent me to you.” They will immediately ask me what His name is. What
shall 1 say to them?”
141 will Be Who I Will Be,”” replied God to Moses.
[God then] explained, “This is what you must say to the Israelites: T Wil
Be sent me to you.”
1% God then said to Moses, ““You must [then] say to the Israelites, “YHVH,*
.the_God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and _}acob j@t_me to

__you.” This is My eternal name,” and this is how I am to be recalled for all
generations.

- 16 ““Go, gather the elders of Israel * and say to them, ‘YHVH, the God of
your fathers, appeared to me—the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. He
said, “‘I: have granted you special providence® regarding what is happening to
you in Egypt. 17 I declare that I will bring you out of the wretchedness of
Egypt, to the land of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and
Yebusues—to a land flowing with mllk and honey.”’

then go to the king of Egypt. You must tell hlm ‘YHVH, God of the Hebrews,
revealed Himself to us. Now we request that you allow us to take a three day
journey® into the desert, to sacrifice to YHVH our God.

19 ] know in advance that the Egyptian king will not"allow'you to leave
unless he is forced to do so.* 2 I will then display My power” and demolish

'Egypt through all the mlraculous deeds that I will perform in their land. Then

[Pharach] will let you leave.

N
'.When Moses [was able to] reply, he said, * But they will not believe me.
They will not listen to me. They will say, ‘God did not appear to you.'"
? “What is that in your hand?” asked God.
_UA staffl”
8 "Throw it on the ground.”

When [Moses] threw it on the ground, it turned into a snake, and Moses
ran away from it

* God said to Moses, ‘‘Reach our and grasp its tail.”” When [Moses] reached

out and grasped [the snake], it turned back into a staff in his hand.
5

This is so that they will believe that God appeared to you,” [He said].
“The God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and LacoB ”
bﬁ God then said to Moses “Place your hand [on your chest] msn:le your
robe. '
‘When [Moses] placed his hand in his robe and removed it from his chest, it
was leprous, [as white] as snow. -
7 ““Place  your hand in your, robe again,” said [Gdd]
{Moses] placed his hand [back] into his robe, and when he femoved it from_

-~

‘his chest, his skin had returned to normal.

& “If they do not believe you,” [said God], “and they do not pay attention

to the first miraculous sign, then they will believe the evidence of the second
sign.

? “And if they also do not believe these two signs, and still do not take you

seriously, then you shall take some water from the Nile and spill it on the

© 2L will give the people status ameng the Egyptians, and whiei YDU atl-ground. The water that you will take from the Nile will turn into blood on the
finally leave, you will not go empty-handed” ?? Every woman shall borrow .ground. .

articles of silver and gold, as well as clothing, from her neighbor or from the
woman living with her. You shall load this on your sons and daughters, and
you will thus drain Egypt [of ire wealthl.”

)
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: demonstr:;ted the miraculous proofs before the people.

¢ *! The people believed. They accepted the message that God had granted
spECLal providence to the Israelites, and that He had seen their misery. They

howed their heads and prostrated themselves.
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2 Moses and Aaron went [to Egyptl, and they gathered all the elders of
Israel. ® Aaron related all the words that God had told Moses, and he
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The comment of the Gemara is: B D*TRRD SR70 @ THOD 3

—from here we learn that the Israelites were believers.

deduction is on the surface surprising.

Such a
Tt would seem that a

belief in God that rests on miracles and wonders is at best a

. conditional, dependent form of faith. The need for external proofs
and signs is a token of inner wcakness how then can the Gemara -%-

_deduce from this verse thaL the Israclltcs had a true Emunah,
were ‘bcllevers in the fullest sense?



3|
e The point, however, is that
even miracles are not in themselves conclusive. All the experiences

of life, all the phenomena that man meets on his travels, do not
1rrcvocab1y force him to one conclusion. A man sees what is already
within_him: the 1merprctat:p_g_1__t_1'_lc selection of experience is a

sub]cctlvc qumately a moral issue, and not an objective, or an
_intellectual one. The Gemara in Shabbath puts it like this:

PRI BYY L. 03 DADINI NRN DAIPIRY TRT ba f=iialls} *1ombn

$.072 NEDIN3 MWBY DAPIAT (0T ba
_Age, experience, even events that with hind-sight' we might call
mlracles, affect each man according to his individual tendencies.
‘The saint will find evidence for his world-view all around him, in
every detail of his life: but then, so, equally, will the atheist and
the hedonist. The moral choice is the basis: from then on, life
will only serve. to conﬁrm lhc original decision. A rcligjous view

to_its own_particular magmetism. For him, they are proofs, ‘they
are signs, they are miracles: on another man, with other preoccupa-
tions, they exercise no pull: his heart is in search of other gods.

Seen in this light, our original question becomes clearer. The
Israelites are declared to have had faith in God: and this is shown
by the very fact of their secing miracles and believing. The
miracles do not detract from the merit of their faith. Instead, their
_acknowledgement of the miracle was a sure token of their own
“state of mind, of their ever-present longing to see God manifest in
HIS world. The verses relating God’s promwc to Moses that his
pcople would have faith are illuminating in this connection.
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The ‘Chovoth Halevavoth'’ makes this point as well. He
describes the process by which the sage grows in knowledge and

understanding of God: _th_;'_gl_]lg_l}__-Es_-.Elscemment, his mind is

naturally attracted to those sciences and experiences that will

illustrate and decpen his faith and his gratltude for all the kindness

of God. In this way, his intellectual and his splntua] development
“move on parallel lines; but the frivolous person turns all the

powers of his mind to frivolous things, to the ephemera of the
‘world, and his position in it. And his spiritual personality is quite

_neglected.

9

anecdotes of Rabbi Akiva’s life, from which his individual
attitude emerges, very distinctly from that of his colleagues. One
story is told of a group of scholars, including Rabbi Akiva, passing
a bustling Roman city. _The others began to_cry. whereas Rabbi
Aklva va_laughed. They asked him, ‘Akiva, why do you laugh"’.
And he answered, ‘Why do you cry?’ ‘Should we not weep to see
thcse idolators prostrate themselves before statues ‘and molten

Each man sees in fact what he wants to see. There are many

Tcrnp]e burned?’ _Rabbi_Akiva answered, ‘This is why I am
laughing! For if those who_traverse the paths of God to _anger
"_Him, receive such a reward, then how much good awalts those who
fulfil ‘His desire!”’

2 God’s angel appcared to [Moses] in the heart® of a fire, in the middle of a
thorn-bush.* As he looked, [Moses] realized that the bush was on fire, but was
not being consumed. * Moses said [to himself], “‘I must go over there and
investigate this wonderful phenomenon. Why doesn’t the bush burn?”

* When God saw that [Moses] was gomg to investigate, He called to him

from the middle of the bush.
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Rashi’s explanation is that the temporar
_punishment to Moses for speaking evil ol

the right to say a word against-His people,

long decades of slavery the one

suffering was just a chastisement, a punishment of love.
hearts thirsted for one sign of this care and love: when would the
‘hand of the Father appear at last? They were ready, ripe with

and in the ‘second sign’ of

“longing to receive this token of love;

which God spoke they at once recognised the devotion for which
state of readiness that led fo their
Insta jon g without the willingness to sce,
they might have seen nothing. This was the faith that was

they had longed. Tt was this
instant recognition of the ‘sign’:

attributed to them—because they- saw miracles,

-

y leprosy was a
]——“They will not
believe me’—just in the same way as Miriam was stricken with
leprosy when she slandered Moses. _According to this interpre-
_tation, the ‘second sign’ that would conclusively win over the
people is the very fact that Moses has been punished for slandering
“them. This proof of God’s love for them would be irresistible: it g
:Odﬁid'facui God’s relationship to the people as that of ai i
father who will allow no outsider to chastise his son.
punish the child for its own good, but will permit no-one else to
 harm a hair on its head, _ This was the love of God
" people: even Moses, close to both the Israclites and God. had not
so jealous was God's
love. Only God had the right to chastise; and this was through the
des ¢ hope of the Israelites, that all the
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Hashem is a light for me (Michah 7:8).
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Had I not fallen, I would not have arisen, had I not sat
in darkness, Hashem would not have been a light for

e

me (Midrash Shocher Tov, Tehillim 5).

43

i

aradoxical as it may seem, Israel’s lapses and dark nights serve as
both preparation to and prerequisite of its ascension to gre.
This is true not only of Israel as a nation, but also each individual in
his own _battle_with his_yetzer_hara (evil inclination) experiences
periods of darkness. And it is these periods of darkness which enable
_one to clearly perceive the truth, dlscemmg the. hght by its contrast to
_the darkness.
Chazal describe most vividly two people who fell to depths of
depravity, such as could only be descnbed as 11733, treason. In the

depths of the abyss they were able to perceive the light that had

escapéd them earlier and it was this perception which enabled them
to repent.

a3 Shirelauby,
1K T WA WK 73 0ng "RYD1 79,79 K '!nnwmm
K(pAfambis)]
Rejoice not over me, my ememy, for though I have
fallen, I have [also] arisen, though I sit in darkness,

to greatness.
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[The word “P133" as ‘I3’ (traitors) refers to Yosef
of Shisa and Yakum of Tzroros.] When the enemies [of
the Jewish people] desired to enter the Temple Mount,
they declared, “'Let a Jew enter first.”” They told him
[Yosef], “Enter, and whatever you bring out is yours.”
He entered and brought out a golden candelabra. They
told him, ‘It is not fitting for a commoner to use this,
but enter again and whatever you bring out is yours.’
He, however refused, saying, “Enough that I have
angered my Creator once, shall I anger him a second
time?” What did they do to hisa? They put him into a
carpenter’s vise and dragged him over it. He cried
again and again, “Woe unto me that I have angered my

9 Creator”’ (Bereishis Rabbah 65:22).

The depths of depravity to which Yosef had sunk are indescrib-

able. He dared enter the place that even Israel’s enemies feared to

enter. He emerged carrying the menorah, w1Lhout ‘the most
elementary understanding that “it is not befitting a ‘commoner to
make use of it” — an understanding that even the Romans had. It
was only when this grievous error was pointed out to him that he
became aware how low he had sunk. It was this profound awareness

of the darkness surrounding : him that caused Hashem to enlighten
him, and d prompted him to defy the Romans, proclamung, ‘Enough
that [ have angered my Creator once.” He resisted the Roman torture,
screaming not in pain but in repentance, “Woe unto me that I have

&-
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Having seen how it is sometimes sin itself that paradoxically serves
as a springboard to achievement we can understand the uniqueness

of the riaswn Yya, the penitent. -

Chazal tell us, PIiy DK D03 DPTIY TIRIY AR 2Yaw DipR3,
In the place that penitents stand, even the completely righteous
cannot stand (Berachos 34b). In a similar vein the verse heralding the
call to teshuvah, repentance — oK ‘1 ¥ YK naw, Returr
Israel, unto Hashem your God — describes teshuvah as reaching to

the throne of the Almighty (see Yoma 86a). The reason being now3 13
293, for you have stumbled by your sins (Hoshea 14:2). It is the

_stumbling itself on_the obstacles of sin that carries within it the

potential to elevate a person to the very throne of the Almighty.
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