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And I was commanded by Hashem at that time to teach you statutes and regulations, for
you to do them in the land which you are travelling there to inherit.
Guard yourselves muchly with regard to your nefesh,
because you did not see any femunah on the day that Hashem your G-d spoke to you at
Chorev from out of the fire.
Lest you act destructively and make for yourselves a pesel, a temunah of any semel, the
tavnit of a male or female.
The tavnit of any cattle-species on the land; the tavnit of any winged bird etc.
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What does this Devarim 4:15 command us guard our nefesh against? In context
here, the phrase seems clearly to refer to a spiritual danger. However, in Yehoshua 23:11
the context is more ambiguous, as the overall risk is certainly to military success. In that
light, it may be that our verse should be read as primarily a continuation of verse 14 —
that failure to guard the nefesh will prevent us from reaching or maintaining ourselves in
Israel. Thus interpretation offered by a Roman nobleman on Berakhot 32b — 33a, which
sees this verse as establishing an obligation to protect one’s own life, is not that
farfetched (see also Netziv’s defense of that interpretation), although at some other time I
hope to discuss how much halakhic weight we ought to give that interpretation.

Most of rabbinic tradition, however, reads the verse as a caution against avodah
zarah, perhaps even against thoughts of avodah zarah. (Perhaps this is a backformation
from Ketubot 46a taking Devarim 23:10, “venishmarata mikol davar ra”, as forbidding
erotic thoughts?). This raises the question of the connection between the two halves of
the verse. One key question is whether the absence of a temunah (visual image?) at
Choreyv is the reason that making a pesel (sculpted image?) would be terribly wrong, or
rather a reason that the Jews might be tempted to make a pesel

Bekhor Shor suggests that, ironically, the absence of a visual image of the event,
combined with an imperative to remember the actual event, might drive us to create a
visual image as a mnemonic. Netziv accepts his psychology generally but rejects his
interpretation, arguing instead that the verse simply requires us to redouble our efforts not
to forget Revelation. Ramban may be suggesting (I don’t get the kabbalistic references)
that, in the absence of a visual image, we might be led astray by imagining the producer
of the voice we heard.

All of these readings tend to assume that visual images of G-d are simply beyond
the pale. Rabbeinu Chanan’el(?) does concede that Exodus 24:10 seems very much to
indicate that the Jews did “see G-d” at Chorev; he is therefore compelled to distinguish
beween “seeing of the heart” and “seeing of the eyes”, even though the Torah itself
recounts “the seeing of the heart” with visual detail. Devarim Rabbah, however, suggests
that there was no image at that particular event, but there were at other times; the purpose
of having no image at Chorev is not made clear.

Properly defining the boundary between the literal and the metaphorical is an
ongoing challenge in reading Jewish literature. There are complementary dangers —
rationalists who believe in Torah often read as metaphor anything in Torah that jangles
their sense of the rational, whether or not that reading is contextually plausible, and
rationalists who disbelieve in Torah often assume that the most obvious Torah metaphors
should be taken literally. Nonrationalists will do the reverse.

The point I wish to make is simply that one cannot ever prove whether an image
is intended as metaphor or literal, once one realizes that texts often use metaphor in full
awareness that simplistic readers will mistake it as literal, because metaphors can
advance understanding without making readers directly confront truths they are unwilling
or unable to deal with. It seems to me that recognizing this can have a salutary damping
effect on many sterile conversations about the relationship between “pshat” and theology.
Shabbat Shalom!



