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accompanied us has withdrawn beyond sight, and that the silence itself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.
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My anger will burn against them on that day, and | 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.
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And | 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 — | will hide, | 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.



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:
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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—
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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.
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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.



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.
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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.



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.
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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)
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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.
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“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



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:
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He intended to test them as one tests a suspected wife.
Rashbam agrees.
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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:
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And | 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 | cast its dust into the brook that descends from the mountain.
(Devarim 9:21)



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.
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“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:
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And now leave Me alone, that My anger may burn against them and |
may consume them. (Shemot 32:10)
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“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:
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“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:
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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



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:

(X" nwnD) 7 -2 P0D 2% PD 22T

DiP7X NN OOR DY DX WY 07D DYTITY W NIdPRITI IR TG TAN ()
T DT BRWTNN BRTINY TYTA) DTN 2091 W3 19N DR onagn
DT T2 12 YYD (7)

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.
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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



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.



