CONCENTRATED CONTEMPLATION
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M;fﬁe;ﬂ?;esf;ephe;dm the sheep of Jethro, his father-in-law, the priest of Midian: he
sheep far into the wilderness, and he arrived at th i ;
. g e Mountain of God, t
go,:ell;' /;\n angel of HASHE.?! appeared to him in a blaze of fire from amid the busl{.n. He safuw:r:g
em old! t e.bush was burning in the fire but the bush was not consumed, @VI
w ; [:er aside now and look at this great sight — why will the bush not be bumed?"
. ‘;S:gm ;;;U e;ha,\; he tufnedda’.:ide to see; and God called out to him from amid the bush
, . Moses, " and he replied, “Here | am!" * He said, "Do not come cl
he.ei"e, remouve your shoes from your feet, for the place upon which you stand is ho[; ;‘;ﬁﬁ

R

2.5, Moses’ first prophetic vision. The Torah describes
Moses' vision in three different ways: a fire, an angel, and,
finally, as God. Because this was Moses' first prophecy, he
had to be exposed to it gradually, like someane in a daik
room, whose eyes cannot tolerate an immediate exposure to
blinding sunlight. First, Moses was shown a fire that was
strange because it did not consume the bush. This excited
his curlosity to investidate, something he would not have

oses thought, ‘I

done had he realized that a Godly holiness was resting upon
it. Then it was revealed to him that an angel was in the fire,
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The connotation of mpx is “I will turn aside from here to
approach there" The Midrash discusses the extent of Moses’
approach:

YW ANIND W Yo niv1os Ak 1ant 121 — R’ Yochanan says:
Moses took three steps toward the bush at that time, =nx
"IN K3 PR — as it is stated, ‘Y will turn aside now and
look_MlS?I
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‘,1 ; aidSl;;niafliJs :«::t::lfls:lhsa;ti:l He'- merely turned his face and
s i in the following verse, HASHE
he turned aside to see"™ ) B

S

and once he had become accustomed to this ~ew phe-
nomenon, he was given the vision of God Himszelf (R’
Bachya). Thus, too, God introduced Himself (v. 6) as the God
of Moses' father, Amram; only then did He say that He was
the God of the Patriarchs.
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he question being asked here seems quite simple and ob-

vioys, something that would be unremarkable even if it were
#8_ asked by a small child. It is even less remarkable when asked
by a great wise man. Why does the Torah bother to tell us about it?
What possible significance is there to our knowing that Moses asked
why the bush was not being consumed by the fire?

Let the Torah skip this detail and immediately proceed to what
seems most important — that God called out to him from the midst
of the fire and spoke to him.
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!hThere are, therefore, two distinct outlooks in the world. On the
one hand, there is Toras Hashem, which is complete truth, and there
is falsehood on the other. All the so-called ‘religions’ of the world
fall into the latter category. They draw their power by depriving their
adherents of their intellect, mystifying them in ways that cause them
to surrender themselves to the source of their mystification, which,
due to its inexplicable nature, is evidently worthy Qf worship.

Ultimately, there is nothing more awe-inspiring than the Torah, for

it contains the total knowledge of every event, form, function and re-

lationship thal ever was, is and will be, on every level, from the lowest

to the highest possible dimension of created existence. Though there

exist realms of the Torah that lie beyond mortal grasp, the Torah is a

complete and unified system, and to grasp a part of Torah is to grasp

_ the whole of it. It is awe, and not mystery, that a Jew should feel whep

’wjt_:ontemplating the infinite greatness of our holy Torah,

Indeed, the very word “Torah” is associated with the concept of

“directive” Tt is impossible to direct and give guidance without first,
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driving away confusion and clarifying whatever is being scrutinized.
This is the purpose of the Torah HaKedoshah, and the theme which ’
oppased all the other streams of thought in the world at that time. |

—

Mind over mystery
" 'The Torah was given to us at a time when all other human beings were
lost in the confusion of false beliefs, Through the Torah we are em-
o powered to drive away the mists of confusion from the world, to reveal
the One, ultimate truth, that Hashem is God; there is no other.
Thus, the man chosen to teach this truth to Klal Yisroel was Moshe
Rabbeinu, and he was chosen for this task at the very moment that
1e turned awav Lo observe the burning bush. As he turned to see il, \

Moshe Rabbeinu bore witness to his complete rejection of the false
mysticism of this world. Even casual curiosity could not have been his /
consideration in doing so: “Let me turn aside and see this great sight;
why does the bush not burn?” Moshe Rabbeinu wanted to know why.
He was intent on investigating the phenomenon, wishing to contem-

(4
< =

,-’:’/p\late it and to understand it. Anyone but Moshe would have been so
overwhelmed by the mysterious sight, that he would have submitted
__’i’l awe and lerror to the inexplicable power before him. Only one
whose intellect was molded by Torah thinking could have reacted to

this vision as did Moshe Rabbeinu.

At that moment, “Hashem saw that he had turned aside to see, God
called to him from the midst of the bush” Moshe Rabbeinu had clearly
proven that he would apply his intellect in order to understand every-y,
thing he would encounter, from the mundane,to the wondrous. Such EJJJ
mind that sought to penetrate the mystery of all existence and reveal
its Godly source, unraveling the threads of existence, was suited to
bringing this knowledge, Toras Emes, down to mortal man. Because
he “turned aside; Moshe Rabbeinu was chosen to lead Klal YisrnebJ
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“To raise up the nation

Indeed, the Ribbono Shel Olam saw in Moshe Rabbeinu the potential
to imbue Klal Yisroel with the same lenacious commitment lo truth,

and a similar resistance to blindly accepling anything that runs con-

~J trary to the basic principles of truth, and this would prepare the Jewish

people to produce still more men of intense intellectual honesty.|
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RABBI CHAYIM MORDECHAI KATZ:

“The wise

o
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person learns from everything that occurs to him. He tries to gain

understanding from each occurrence. Even if he does not merit_

to gain a total understanding, the attempt to gain a deeper grasp
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of the matter in itself expands his mental scope. But a fool’s eyes
are focused on distant horizons. He does not pay attention to

what is happening right in front of his eyes. He misses out on
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many spiritual lessons. The wise person learns from the daily
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events that he sees and hears. His heart feels what is happening

around him, and he constantly learns from everything.

“With this we can understand why Moshe told the people to

stand a moment and reflect on the salvation the Almighty would

‘bring about by splitting the Red Sea. He emphasized the
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importance of reflecting on what was happening Without
stopping a moment to reflect, one can miss the hand Tthe

Almighty in the most miraculous of occurrences.
“By developing, your spirituality and cleaving to

the
Almighty’s Torah, you will develop a profound spiritual
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outlook in all that occurs in your life. This will | help you to Tift

yourself up from one level to the next.”
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‘A& Step Up lo Perfection R’ Aharon Kotler (Mishnas R’ Aharon I, pp.
107-109; IV, pp. 83-88) understands our Midrash to mean that the reason
God called out to Moses was that he made the effort of taking several

steps, or of turning his head, to see the burning bush. This is inferred

from our verse, which states that when HASHEM saw that he turped aside
to see, God called out to him from amid the bush. Based on this un-
derstanding, he exjiolinds a remarkable insight that emerges from the
Midrash, which indicates that God chose Moses to be Israel's shepherd :
because “he turned to gaze” at the phenomenon of the burning bush.
As the Midrash will state below, Moses had already oroven himself
worthy of becoming the one to shepherd Israel by showing himself to
be downcast upon seeing the Israelites’ affliction in Egypt. [See above,
1§27, with Insight (after note 406), “The Making of a Jewish Leader”]
Indeed, the very reason God revealed Himself at this time was to inform
Moses that he had been designated to be His emissary. Nevertheless,
(before God would actually communicate with him, Moses needed ta ;

perform one final, albeit small, act to ready himself; he had to “turn

Ve

aside to see.” He had to realize that the fire before him must be a won-

drous act performed by God, which he wished to investigate so that he.
){:puld better understand God's ways
The Midrash implies that had he failed to make this final effort by

taking these few steps or turning his head, however, God would not.

have revealed Himself to Mases, even though this would have resulted

in the postponement of the redemption of the Jewish people. Years

of dediicated achievement on Moses’ part would have come up short.

because he would have failed in this final, small effort.

_?\'—person's efforts to achieve whatever perfection he is capable of

must be_unremitting. He can never know that what he has hitherto
Ldene has been enough. He can never know whether the neyt step he.

£ ascends might be his key to achievement.

Elsewhere, the Midrash presents us with the parahle of a very deep
well, whose clear, refreshing water remained at the bottom, inacces-
sible to the people above — until one man came along and assembled |
many ropes, which he proceeded to tie together until he had a line j
long enough ta reach the water in the well (Bereishis Rabbah 93 §4).

Had the final rope been missing even a single length, the water at |
the bottom of the well still would have remained completely beyond
his reach. And so it is with attaining the summit of spiritual perfection.
if one scales the mountain and fails to make the final ascent to the
summit, he will have failed to achieve his objective. One must never
rest on his laurels and be content with his previous accomplishments.

%Every stride forward, no matter how small, is essential to one's spiritual
progress. And it is only with the final step that ones mission is truly

accomplished,
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21761 RABBI NISON ALPERT ON THE SIDRAH
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I believe that the Torah's inclusion of this question teaches us an
important fundamental of our faith.

Allow me to explain.

We are all familiar with Rav Elchanan Wasserman's famous ap-
proach as to why it is that many otherwise brilliant thinkers fail to
recognize what seems most obvious to anyone who takes a clear
look around him and sees the wonders of our universe, namely
that it is all the work of a Living God. Rav Elchanan tells us that it

'is\beﬁause they are blinded, incapable of seeing certain things in a
clear light.

Their blindness stems not from a bodily defect, but from a spiritual
one — their ongoing attachment to desires for physical indulgence.

Their rejection of God, therefore, is based not on rational thought
and careful, objective analysis, but instead is a result of their being
slaves to their passions. These passions blind the thought process,
compelling it to dvoid coming'to any conclusions that would threat-
en their chosen lifestyle

The Torah therefore warns us not to be led astray by our heart’s
passions. Rather, we must become masters of our physical drives.

Only then can we hope to have an open mind and clearly see how
God's hand is behind all of Creation. Were it not for the yetzer hara's
pull on a man'’s thoughts, there would be no heresy, for denial of God
is inherently irrational.

‘Were man to free himself of these bonds, belief would then come

easily and naturally, without the prodigious effort and struggle that
seem so commonplace for many. LI

Only a drunkard would imagine that life’s purpose is nothing
more than the pursuit of more and more liquor. Yet, that is precisely
what he thinks, due to his enslavement to alcohol. Were he to be
cured of his addiction, though, he would immediately realize how
great was his error.

Similarly, true rational thought would lead one to recognize that

his true purpose is to advance the goals of the One Who created |

him. Having acknowledged that Creation was purposeful and that,

low logically that He must have made available to us a way of know-

)“

rd

((_}od must therefore have certain expectations of man, it would fol-

ing what it is that He wants.
o This would seem to be an extremely compelling argument for To-
rah min HaShamayim, that Torah is from Heaven, .

All of us, from the most naive and unschooled to the most so-
phisticated and highly educated, are commanded to believe in God.
It would therefore follow that the process of achieving faith would
not be dependent upon highly complex arguments or exposure to a
unique, extraordinary experience of the spirit.

~ Rather, it is accessible to all — but only to those who allow them-
selves to be receptive. And, that can occur only if someone truly
wishes to know — and is willing to accept — certain simple truths.

And that is the lesson that is learned from the Torah’s inclusion of
the episode described in our verse.

Were it left to our own imagination, we might have thought that

Moses' “seeing” of Hashem must have been preceded by profound
analysis, exhaustive questioning, and subtleties of nuance that are

39

Of course, Moses was the greatest prophet and, obviously, he did
indeed attain levels of intellectual and spiritual insight that are be-
yond anything we could possibly imagine.

However, what we see here is that Hashem reveals Himself in the
walke of Moses” having made a very simple observation and having
posed a very unsophisticated question,

NThis was a guestion that any man could have asked. It followed an
observation that any man could have made.

And that is precisely why il is here.

To show us that these truths are really quite simple.

If we would only open up our eyes and be receptive to what is
right here before us.

%q further thought, also brought to mind by the question asked by
Moses:

The nations of the world often consider the continued existence

of the Jewish people to be a thorn in their sides. Similarly, our situa-
' tion might be considered analogous to that of a bush on fire.

Our enemies have repeatedly sought to annihilate us, to eradi-
cqté us from this world. Our brothers and sisters throughout history
have literally been set afire, in the course of the Spanish Inquisition,
during pogroms, and in concentration camps. Yet, the Jewish people
have continued to flourish.

Meanwhile, great empires have come and gone. And we are still here.

Our continued existence and national resurgence in the Land of
Israel represent an astounding, living miracle, testimony to the hand

_of God. B
It is a miracle that even the nations could not fail to acknowledge.

Y[ vet, sadly, we see that many of our own brethren have someho

(failed to take notice. They seem to not be following the :ways of th

Living God and appear to be quite distant from Torah.

It is not that they have openly and willingly rejected the Toral
How could they? They don't even know what it is. Without benef
of a Jewish education, and positive exposure in the home and corr
munity to Jews who are living a pure, Torah lifestyle, how could the
even’know what it is that they are missing?

For that lack of knowledge, they can hardly be held accountable.

Still, though, we have to wonder. And to dream.

~/,1f only they would ask the question whose answer seems so obv
ous. A question that does not demand any great level of prior know
edge — and which could bring them to see certain simple truths:

How is it that the bush has not been consumed?

How is it that the Jewish people are still alive?

What could possibly account for this astounding phencmenon?

Ta
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beyond the capabilities of mere mortals like ourselves. We might

have thought that only a Man of G-d, like Moses, could possibly
grasp these great truths



