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Erasure 

Rabbi Ari Kahn 

There may be no more frightening possibility in the religious imagination 
than hester panim, the hiding of God’s face. Not punishment in its ordinary 
sense. Not even suffering. Absence. The sense that the One who once 
accompanied us has withdrawn beyond sight, and that the silence itself 
cannot be interpreted. In this week’s portion the Torah introduces that 
possibility for the first time in language that is stark and unsettling. 

  )ךליו תשרפ( אל קרפ םירבד
 תוֹבּ֖רַ תוֹע֥רָ וּהאֻ֛צָמְוּ לכֹ֔אֱלֶֽ ה֣יָהָוְ ם֙הֶמֵ ינַ֤פָ יתִּ֨רְתַּסְהִוְ םיתִּ֞בְזַעֲוַ אוּההַ֠־םוֹיּבַ וֹב֣ יפִּ֣אַ הרָ֣חָוְ )זי( 

ֹלהֲ אוּה֔הַ םוֹיּ֣בַּ ר֙מַאָוְ תוֹר֑צָוְ   :הלֶּאֵֽהָ תוֹע֥רָהָ ינִוּא֖צָמְ יבִּ֔רְקִבְּ י֙הPַאֱ ןיאֵ֤־יכִּֽ לעַ֣ א֗
My anger will burn against them on that day, and I will abandon them 
and hide My face from them. They shall be as prey, and many evils and 
troubles shall befall them. And they shall say on that day: Is it not 
because my God is not in my midst that these evils have found me? 
(Devarim 31:17) 

The people will interpret their suffering correctly and still find no relief. They 
will know that God is not among them. That knowledge is part of the 
punishment. 

The next verse does not soften the first. It intensifies it. 

    :םיִֽרחֵאֲ םיהLִ֖אֱ־לאֶ הנָ֔פָ יכִּ֣ השָׂ֑עָ רשֶׁ֣אֲ העָ֖רָהָ־לכָּ לעַ֥ אוּה֔הַ םוֹיּ֣בַּ י֙נַפָּ ריתִּ֤סְאַ רתֵּ֨סְהַ יכִ֗נֹאָוְ )חי(

And I will surely hide My face on that day because of all the evil that it 
has done, for it turned to other gods. (Devarim 31:18) 

Haster astir — I will hide, I will hide. Concealment itself deepens. The Face is 
hidden, and then hidden again. The distance grows so great that even the 
memory of intimacy begins to fade. 

The offense is not described first as a legal violation. Israel turns to other 
gods. The language is relational before it is juridical. A covenant that 
demands exclusivity encounters betrayal, and the hiding of the Face is the 
covenantal response. 
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These verses are often read as a continuation of the tochacha. The formal 
tochacha, however, belongs to the previous portion. Only a few verses earlier 
Moshe is told: 

ֹיּוַ )די(  ה֙שֶׁמֹ ^לֶ֤יֵּוַ וּנּוֶּ֑צַאֲוַ דעֵ֖וֹמ להֶאֹ֥בְּ וּב֛צְּיַתְהִֽוְ עַשֻׁ֗וֹהיְ־תאֶ ארָ֣קְ ת֒וּמלָ R֘ימֶיָ וּב֣רְקָ ןהֵ֣ השֶׁ֗מֹ־לאֶ 'ה֜ רמֶא֨
 דעֵֽוֹמ להֶאֹ֥בְּ וּב֖צְּיַתְיִּֽוַ עַשֻׁ֔וֹהיוִֽ

Behold, your days approach to die. 
(Devarim 31:14) 

Moshe will disappear. The Torah then predicts what will follow: the people 
will rise and go astray after the gods of the land. Then the Face is hidden. 

The prediction is not abstract. The people have already lived this trauma. 
When Moshe delayed on the mountain— 

 רהָהָ־ןמִ תדֶרֶלָ השֶׁמֹ שׁשֵׁבֹ־יכִּ םעָהָ ארְיַּוַ
 

The people saw that Moshe delayed in coming down from the 
mountain. 
(Shemot 32:1) 

—they concluded he was gone, and the calf followed at once. In Vayelech 
the Torah does not merely announce that Moshe will die. It declares in 
advance that the original crisis will be replayed. 

Yet before the announcement of death stands another commandment. 

ֹזּהַ הרָ֥וֹתּהַ־תאֶ ארָ֞קְתִּ רחָ֑בְיִ רשֶׁ֣אֲ םוֹק֖מָּבַּ RיהLֶ֔אֱ 'ה֣ י֙נֵפְּ־תאֶ ת֙וֹארָלֵ לאֵ֗רָשְׂיִ־לכָ אוֹב֣בְּ )אי(  דגֶ נֶ֥ תא֛
  :םהֶֽינֵזְאָבְּ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־לכָּ

When all Israel comes to appear before the face of the Lord your God 
in the place that He will choose, you shall read this Torah before all 
Israel in their hearing. 
(Devarim 31:11) 

Hakhel. At the end of the sabbatical year, on Sukkot, the entire nation is to 
gather and hear the Torah. They are commanded to see the Face of God. The 
same word that will shortly be hidden is here the object of pilgrimage. 
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In the absence of Moshe, the experience of standing before God must 
somehow endure. Hakhel transforms a singular revelation into a recurring 
national encounter. Before hiddenness is announced, the Torah provides a 
way for future generations to place themselves once again before the Divine 
Face. The children who never stood at Sinai will hear. The stranger at the 
gate will hear. The people will still be able to stand before God when the 
man who first brought them there is no longer among them. 

The two phrases stand only a few verses apart. One commands the people to 
come and see the Face. The other warns that the Face will be hidden. 

The same turning appears a chapter earlier, not as a national fate but as a 
private one. In Nitzavim the Torah imagines a man who hears the curse and 
tells himself that he will be at peace. The language that follows is no longer 
only the language of hiddenness. 

  )םיבצנ תשרפ( טכ קרפ םירבד
 תכֶלֶ֣לָ וּניהPֵ֔אֱ 'ה֣ ם֙עִמֵ ם֙וֹיּהַ הנֶ֤פֹ וֹב֨בָלְ ר֩שֶׁאֲ טבֶשֵׁ֗־וֹא החָ֣פָּשְׁמִ וֹא֧ השָּׁ֞אִ־וֹא שׁיאִ֣ םכֶבָּ֠ שׁ֣יֵ־ןפֶּ )זי(
ֹר הרֶ֥פֹּ שׁרֶשֹׁ֛ םכֶ֗בָּ שׁ֣יֵ־ןפֶּ םהֵ֑הָ םיִ֣וֹגּהַ יהPֵ֖אֱ־תאֶ דבֹ֔עֲלַ  ירֵ֨בְדִּ־תאֶ וֹ֩עמְשָׁבְּ היָ֡הָוְ )חי( :הנָֽעֲלַוְ שׁא֖
ֹזּהַ הלָ֜אָהָֽ  ־תאֶ הוָ֖רָהָ תוֹפ֥סְ ןעַמַ֛לְ ^לֵ֑אֵ יבִּ֖לִ תוּר֥רִשְׁבִּ יכִּ֛ ילִּ֔־היֶהְיִֽ םוֹל֣שָׁ ר֙מֹאלֵ וֹב֤בָלְבִּ ^רֵ֨בָּתְהִוְ תא֗
 הלָ֔אָהָ֣־לכָּ וֹ֙בּ הצָבְרָ֤וְ אוּה֔הַ שׁיאִ֣בָּ וֹ֙תאָנְקִוְ 'ה֤־ףאַ ןשַׁ֨עְיֶ זאָ֠ יכִּ֣ וֹ֒ל חPַֽ֣סְ 'ה֘ הבֶ֣אֹי־אֹל )טי( :האָֽמֵצְּהַ
 :םיִמָֽשָּׁהַ תחַתַּ֖מִ וֹמ֔שְׁ־תאֶ 'ה֙ החָ֤מָוּ הזֶּ֑הַ רפֶסֵּ֣בַּ הבָ֖וּתכְּהַ

 

The Lord will not be willing to forgive him, for then the anger of the 
Lord and His jealousy will smoke against that man, and every curse 
written in this book will lie upon him, and the Lord will erase his name 
from under heaven. 
(Devarim 29:19) 

The person who hears the words of the curse and blesses himself in his heart, 
saying he shall have peace though he walks in the stubbornness of his heart, 
receives no forgiveness. The anger of God and His jealousy will rest upon 
him. His name will be erased. 

The verb is striking: umachah — erase. It will appear again and again in the 
texts that follow. 
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Bitterness. A curse written in a book. Jealousy. Erasure. 

These are the terms of the woman suspected of betrayal. 

The rite begins with concealment. She has secluded herself. Visibility has 
broken down. The husband no longer knows. The wife is no longer 
transparent. Trust has become hiddenness. The Torah then does something 
astonishing. It takes that hiddenness and answers it with erasure. 

  )אשנ תשרפ( ה קרפ רבדמב
 ןתַ֥נָוְ ןהֵ֖כֹּהַ חקַּ֥יִ ןכָּ֔שְׁמִּהַ עקַ֣רְקַבְּ ה֙יֶהְיִ רשֶׁ֤אֲ רפָ֗עָהֶ־ןמִוּ שׂרֶחָ֑־ילִכְבִּ םישִׁ֖דֹקְ םיִמַ֥ ןהֵ֛כֹּהַ חקַ֧לָוְ )זי(
  :םיִמָּֽהַ־לאֶ

The priest shall take holy water in an earthen vessel, and from the dust that is 
on the floor of the Tabernacle the priest shall take and put it into the water. 
(Bamidbar 5:17) 

 :םיִֽרמָּהַ ימֵ֥־לאֶ החָ֖מָוּ רפֶסֵּ֑בַּ ןהֵ֖כֹּהַ הלֶּאֵ֛הָ תL֥אָהָ־תאֶ בתַכָוְ֠ )גכ(

The priest shall write these curses in the book and wipe them into the 
bitter waters. (Bamidbar 5:23) 

God’s own name is dissolved into those waters. The erasure is not first an act 
of condemnation. If she is innocent, the waters vindicate her. The Name is 
wiped so that she may be cleared, so that the marriage may continue. A 
husband who no longer cares does not initiate such a process. The ordeal 
exists because the marriage is still worth saving. 

The rite of the suspected wife is therefore itself a response to hiddenness. It is 
the legal mechanism created for a relationship that can no longer see. 

The two tablets face one another. Rashi, following the Midrash on the Song 
of Songs, reads them as twins: five words against five words. 

 תא חקת השיא תחת תפאנמה השא ךרד הרז הדובע רחא הנוזהש - ףאנת אל דגנכ ךל היהי אל
 םירז

“You shall have no other gods” corresponds to “you shall not commit 
adultery,” for one who goes after idolatry is like a woman who commits 
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adultery against her husband and takes strangers. 
(Rashi, Shir HaShirim 4:5) 

Lo yihyeh lekha faces lo tinaf. Idolatry is not a second religion. It is a second 
lover. The worship of other gods is not only the violation of a commandment. 
It is adultery against the relationship. Once that is seen, the ordeal of 
suspected betrayal becomes the language in which national unfaithfulness 
can be spoken. 

The last time Moshe disappeared, the people made a calf. What he did when 
he came down now reads differently. 

Moshe descends with the tablets, the writing of God. He sees the calf and the 
dancing and shatters the tablets. He burns the calf, grinds it thoroughly, 
scatters it on the water, and makes the people drink. Rashi states the intention 
without ambiguity: 

  )אשת יכ תשרפ( כ קוספ בל קרפ תומש י"שר
 .תוטוסכ ןקדבל ןיוכתנ - לארשי ינב תא קשיו

He intended to test them as one tests a suspected wife. 

Rashbam agrees.  

  )אשת יכ תשרפ( כ קוספ בל קרפ תומש ם"בשר
 :תוטוסכ ןקדב - לארשי ינב תא קשיו

Ibn Ezra (Shemot 32:20)notes that the water mixed with the dust of the calf 
corresponds to the water mixed with dust taken from the floor of the 
Mishkan. In Devarim Moshe himself uses the decisive word when he retells 
the event: 

  )בקע תשרפ( אכ קוספ ט קרפ םירבד
־רשֶׁאֲ דעַ֥ בטֵ֔יהֵ ן֙וֹחטָ וֹת֤אֹ תכֹּ֨אֶוָ שׁ֒אֵבָּ ׀וֹת֣אֹ ףרֹ֣שְׂאֶוָ י֘תִּחְקַלָ לגֶעֵ֗הָ־תאֶ םתֶ֣ישִׂעֲ־רשֶׁאֲ םכֶ֞תְאטַּחַ־תאֶוְֽ
 :רהָֽהָ־ןמִ דרֵ֥יֹּהַ לחַנַּ֖הַ ־לאֶ וֹר֔פָעֲ־תאֶ ֙^לִשְׁאַוָֽ רפָ֑עָלְ קדַּ֖

And I took your sin, the calf which you had made, and I burned it with 
fire and crushed it, grinding it thoroughly until it was as fine as dust, 
and I cast its dust into the brook that descends from the mountain. 
(Devarim 9:21) 
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The calf becomes afar — the same substance the priest takes from the 
sanctuary floor. Rabbi Avraham ben HaRambam adds that Moshe acted in 
order to erase the memory of the calf. 

The Midrash in Bamidbar Rabbah does not treat this as a passing analogy. It 
reads the entire rite of the suspected wife as a commentary on the calf. 

 השמ הז — ןהכה הלאה תולאה בתכו
 חולה הז — רפסב
 םהילעמ בתכה חרפו תוחולה תא רביש לארשי ןועבש יפל — םירמה ימ לא החמו
 םימב םשנוע לארשי ותש בתכה תייחמ התואבו
 תוטוסכ ןקדב לארשי ינב תא קשיו אמיתד המכ — השאה תא הקשהו

 
“The priest shall write these curses” — this is Moshe. 
“In the book” — this is the tablet. 
“And wipe them into the bitter waters” — because through Israel’s sin 
he broke the tablets and the writing flew off them, and in that wiping of 
the writing Israel drank their punishment in the water. 
“And he shall give the woman to drink” — as it is said, “He made the 
children of Israel drink,” testing them as suspected wives. 
(Bamidbar Rabbah 9:48) 

The writing leaves the stone. The people drink that disappearance. Those 
who were guilty die. Those who were not involved are spared. The drinking 
of the water at Sinai was not theater. It was an attempt to save the people — 
to distinguish, to exonerate the uninvolved, to keep the covenant from ending 
in a single undifferentiated judgment. 

The breaking of the tablets belongs to the same attempt. The writing of God 
flies off the stone. The Divine Name, in the language of the Midrash, is 
wiped. Moshe does to the tablets what the priest later does to the scroll: he 
dissolves the sacred writing so that the relationship might still be tested rather 
than simply destroyed. 

The Midrash is careful about the order. God first seeks to consume them all: 

 םלֵּכַאֲוַ םהֶבָ יפִּאַ רחַיִוְ ילִּ החָינִּהַ התָּעַוְ
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And now leave Me alone, that My anger may burn against them and I 
may consume them. (Shemot 32:10) 

 שׁוֹדקָּהַ אנֵּקִוְ םהֶבָ וּיהָ םירִשֵׁכְּ הבֵּרְהַשֶׁ האָמָטְנִ אֹל איהִוְ וֹתּשְׁאִ תאֶ אנֵּקִוְ האָנְקִ חַוּר וילָעָ רבַעָ וֹא
 םיעִרָהָ םעִ םיבִוֹטּהַ תוֹלּכַלְ םהֶלָ שׁקֵּבִּשֶׁ םלָּכֻלְ אוּה ^וּרבָּ

“Or a spirit of jealousy came upon him and he was jealous of his wife, 
and she had not been defiled” — for there were many who were 
worthy among them, and the Holy One was jealous for all of them, 
seeking to destroy the good together with the wicked. 
(Bamidbar Rabbah 9:48) 

Moshe’s first act is not the water. It is advocacy. Only after the face of wrath 
is turned aside does the drinking begin: 

 םעַזַ לשֶׁ וינָפָּ ריבִעֱהֶוְ םהֶילֵעֲ הלָּחַתְנִּשֶׁ רחַאַ — הקֶשְׁיַ רחַאַוְ
 תוֹטוֹסּכַּ ןקָדָבְּ ןכֵּ רחַאַ ,השֶׁמֹ דרֶיֵּוַ ןפֶיִּוַ אמָיתֵדְ המָכְּ

“And afterward he shall give her to drink” — after He was entreated for 
them and He removed the face of wrath, as it is said, “He turned and 
Moshe went down”; afterward he tested them as suspected wives. 
(Bamidbar Rabbah 9:48) 

The waters are not the decision to destroy. They are the means of saving 
those who were never concealed. 

After the tablets are broken and the calf reduced to dust, Moshe turns back to 
God and says: 

  :תָּבְתָֽכָּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ R֖רְפְסִּמִֽ אנָ֔ ינִחֵ֣מְ ןיִאַ֕־םאִוְ םתָ֑אטָּחַ אשָּׂ֣תִּ־םאִ התָּ֖עַוְ )בל(  

And now, if You will forgive their sin — and if not, erase me from Your 
book that You have written. (Shemot 32:32) 

The tablets are shattered. The calf is ground to dust. Moshe offers his own 
name. 

None of these acts are first punitive. All are attempts at rescue. Every act of 
erasure ordinarily signals destruction. Here each erasure serves the opposite 
purpose. Something sacred is sacrificed so that something more sacred may 
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survive. The tablets that bore the Divine Name are shattered — to save the 
people. The rival is ground to dust and drunk — to save the people. Moshe 
offers his own name — to save the people. The ordeal of the suspected wife 
exists for the same reason: to save the marriage. The Name is erased so that 
she may be vindicated. 

He has already done to the Name what the Torah elsewhere forbids: 

  )האר תשרפ( ד - ב קוספ בי קרפ םירבד
 םהֶ֑יהPֵאֱ־תאֶ םתָ֖אֹ םישִׁ֥רְיֹ םתֶּ֛אַ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םיִ֗וֹגּהַ םשָׁ֣־וּדבְעָֽ רשֶׁ֧אֲ תוֹמ֞קֹמְּהַ־לכָּ־תאֶֽ ןוּדבְּאַתְּ֠ דבֵּ֣אַ )ב(
־תאֶ ם֙תֶּרְבַּשִׁוְ םתָ֗חֹבְּזְמִ־תאֶ םתֶּ֣צְתַּנִוְ )ג( :ן נָֽעֲרַ ץעֵ֥־לכָּ תחַתַ֖וְ תוֹע֔בָגְּהַ־לעַוְ ם֙ימִרָהָֽ םירִ֤הָהֶ־לעַ
 :אוּהֽהַ םוֹק֖מָּהַ־ןמִ םמָ֔שְׁ־תאֶ םתֶּ֣דְבַּאִוְ ןוּע֑דֵּגַתְּ םהֶ֖יהPֵֽאֱ ילֵ֥יסִפְוּ שׁאֵ֔בָּ ןוּפ֣רְשְׂתִּ ם֙הֶירֵשֵֽׁאֲוַ םתָ֔בֹצֵּ֣מַ
ֹל )ד(  :םכֶֽיהPֵאֱ 'ה֖לַ ןכֵּ֔ ןוּשׂ֣עֲתַ־אֽ

You shall utterly destroy all the places... and you shall erase their name 
from that place. You shall not do so to the Lord your God. (Devarim 
12:2–4) 

The names of other gods may be destroyed. The Name of God may not. Yet 
Moshe shatters the tablets on which that Name was written. He does so for 
the same reason the Divine Name is erased in the waters of the suspected 
wife: for the possibility that the marriage might still be saved. 

After the crisis the Torah records that God spoke with Moshe panim el panim. 
Presence is restored to the mediator. The distance between God and the 
people, however, remains. The pattern first enacted at Sinai is projected 
forward in Devarim: the command to see the Face, the disappearance of the 
mediator, the prediction of betrayal, the hiding of the Face. 

  ח - ו קוספ הכ קרפ והיעשי
 םירִ֖מָשְׁ םיִ֔חָמֻ֣מְ ם֙ינִמָשְׁ םירִ֑מָשְׁ התֵּ֣שְׁמִ םינִ֖מָשְׁ התֵּ֥שְׁמִ הזֶּ֔הַ רהָ֣בָּ ם֙ימִּעַהָֽ־לכָלְ תוֹא֜בָצְ 'ה֨ ה֩שָׂעָוְ )ו(
 :םיִֽוֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַ הכָ֖וּסנְּהַ הכָ֥סֵּמַּהַוְ םימִּ֑עַהָֽ־לכָּ־לעַ טוֹלּ֖הַ ׀טוֹלּ֥הַ־ינֵֽפְּ הזֶּ֔הַ רהָ֣בָּ ע֙לַּבִוּ )ז( :םיקִֽקָֻּזמְ
 יכִּ֥ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־לכָּ לעַ֣מֵ ר֙יסִיָ וֹמּ֗עַ תפַּ֣רְחֶוְ םינִ֑פָּ־לכָּ לעַ֣מֵ העָ֖מְדִּ 'ה֛ ינָ֧דֹאֲ החָ֨מָוּ חצַנֶ֔לָ ת֙וֶמָּ֙הַ עלַּ֤בִּ )ח(
 פ :רבֵּֽדִּ 'ה֖

On this mountain He will destroy the covering that covers all the 
peoples and the veil that is spread over all the nations. 
He will swallow up death forever, and the Lord God will wipe away 
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tears from upon all faces. 
(Yeshayahu 25:7–8) 

The covering — massekhah, the same word used for the molten calf — is 
removed. The same root that threatened to erase a human name, that 
dissolved the Divine Name so that a wife might be vindicated, and that 
Moshe invoked against himself, now erases tears. The last act of erasure is 
not directed at Israel at all. God removes the veil itself. He erases the tears. 
He swallows death. The last thing destined to disappear is not the covenantal 
partner but everything that stood between the partners. 

A husband who no longer cares does not initiate the ordeal of the suspected 
wife. The ordeal exists because the relationship still matters. Hiddenness here 
is not indifference. It belongs to the painful work of repair. The Face is 
withdrawn because the relationship remains worth restoring. God’s 
concealment is not the dissolution of the covenant. It is what a covenant 
looks like when it is wounded but not abandoned. 

Between the command to see the Face and the warning that the Face may be 
hidden stands the dangerous middle term: erasure. Names, texts, and even 
the Divine Name are placed at risk so that the covenant itself will not be 
erased. At the end of days God performs one final act of erasure, wiping 
away the tears that hiddenness left upon every face, and removing everything 
that stood between the partners, so that the Face may be seen once again. 

 

 


