I note with gratitude and astonishment that this weekly Torah conversation has
now been sustained for two years. | would never find the time or energy to write these if
it were not for the regular responses, whether by email or in person, that assure me they
are actually being read, and so | wish to begin with hakarat hatov for all those who
respond, and to the rest of you who read (of whose existence | am statistically assured by
the first set).

The very first week we discussed the Netziv’s introduction to Shemot, with
particular emphasis on the way in which he makes Jewish uniqueness a service to
humanity as a whole, rather than a means of denigrating the worth of the tzelem Elokim
in nonJews. One year later we discussed Ramban’s introduction to Shemot, noting that
while he gives tremendous significance to the Land of Israel, he also indicates that the
Land is not necessarily a physical place. The collection of sources and themes we have
addressed go to the heart of the modern Jewish religious enterprise, and | venture to
suggest could help significantly in formulating and rooting a traditionally rigorous but
consciously modern Orthodox enterprise. Perhaps there is a book here; at the least, |
hope we’ll find the resources to reorganize the materials so as to make them thematically
accessible on the web, and to fill in the sourcesheets when, as this week, | ran out of time
to translate. Suggestions and help are welcome.

Having covered two introductions, | think we’re ready this week to move on to
the text itself. | want to focus this week on G-d’s self-identification to Mosheh in Shemot
4:14 as “Eh-yeh asher Eh-yeh” (henceforth EaE), and hope next week to focus on the
different self-identification that begins Parashat VVaEira. The central question is: Can too
much knowledge of G-d be bad for you?

Mosheh’s question is: “Behold, | come to the Children of Israel, saying to them:
“The G-d of your fathers has sent me to you’; if they respond: *‘What is His name?’, what
shall I say to them?” One midrash suggests that this approach is a subterfuge, that
Mosheh wants himself to know the Name but feels that G-d will more likely reply if he
gives a pragmatic reason that he needs-to-know". The question then is whether G-d
actually tells him what he wants to know, what the Children of Israel need to know, or
some combination thereof.

It is also not clear whether the response G-d gives is actually a name, rather than
a description; this is not the occasion for a philosophic analysis of those categories, but
some differences should be evident as we go on. One possible indication that it is a
name, although | have not seen any commentator note this and it is not reflected
halakhically, is way the word “Ehyeh” actually appears in the immediately preceding
verse. Mosheh had asked “Who am I, that | should go to Par’oh, and that | should take
the Children of Israel out of Egypt”, and G-d replied “because 1-will-be (ehyeh) with

! This interpretation is part of the larger question of whether, or which of, Mosheh’s
hesitations are praiseworthy or blameworthy. | have always enjoyed the way in which G-
d attracts Mosheh toward the Burning Bush, only to have the first Divine words Mosheh
hears be “Don’t come any closer!”. Some other week, or year, we will iyH explore how
well this fits with the Rav’s description of religious experience generally; not this week,
as | just realized yesterday, after reading Wikipedia on “numinous”, how much my
failure to read Rudolf Otto has limited my comprehension in that regard.



you”. Furthermore, the word “ehyeh” is, so far as I can tell, spoken by G-d every time it
appears in Chumash.

Ibn Ezra takes a fairly extreme non-name position, arguing that “asher ehyeh” is
an explanation of the first ehyeh. In his Longer Commentary he cites another instance of
such apposition, but the parallel is unconvincing. In his Shorter Commentary, he explains
that the intent is philosophical; Existence can be said only of G-d, or through G-d. | have
always been fond of Lenn Evan Goodman’s argument that defining G-d as the ground of
being is such a radical break from Near Eastern theology as to be significant evidence for
the Divinity of Chumash, but it’s not clear why that definition would be particularly
relevant in context. The same applies to abstract philosophic understandings that do not
depend on Ibn Ezra’s creative literary understanding, such as Rabbi Yitzchak’s?
interpretation as “was, is, will be”.

R. Abba bar Mamal® suggests that the answer is that G-d cannot be named, as He
cannot be directly known; He is given different names depending on which of His actions
we are discussing.

Ibn Ezra’s interpretation is likely generated by the problem of the next verse, in
which G-d apparently tells Mosheh that he should tell the Jews only that E has sent him,
leaving out the “aE”. Rabbi Yaakov bar Avina’ offers a different solution in the name of
R. Huna of Tzippori, that Mosheh did not tell the Jews the entire Name or description. In
the version cited by Rashi, Mosheh apparently convinces G-d (kbyakhol) that telling
them everything would be a bad idea. In other versions, G-d never intended to have
Mosheh tell the Jews everything.

What does Mosheh learn, but not repeat? EaE means that “as | am with you in
this exile, so I will be with you in future exiles”. Mosheh responds: “Why do they need
to know about future exiles? It is sufficient that they’ll have to endure it when it
comes!”, and G-d agrees that they need only know that He is with them now.

Ramban® understands the issue to be whether the Jews need to have a
comprehensive intellectual understanding of the Divine plan, or only the emotional
conviction that He is with them. This is a fascinating claim in its own right, but | don’t
see a cognitive/affective divide in this midrash.

I accordingly suggest a modification. The question is whether perspective is
important, or rather destructive.

I love quoting Douglas Adams’ version of an old Chassidic story, in which being
placed into a “Total Perspective Vortex” drives you insane unless the universe was
created especially for you. Similarly, looking at any human choice in full historical
perspective will make it seem ridiculously trivial; all victories are temporary. The same
is true for saving lives. So what point would there be in escaping Egypt, if the ultimate
outcome is Babylonia, and Rome, and Nazi Germany? Better for the Jews to believe that
the Redemption would be permanent.

It may be arguable — this midrash seems to argue — that part of political
leadership, at every level, is preventing followers from achieving perspective. The
question of whether to acknowledge the tentativeness of redemptions is highly relevant to

2 Shemot Rabbah 3:6

* Ibid

* Ibid

® He seems to switch the positions of Mosheh and G-d; I don’t know why



the ideology of contemporary Religious Zionism, for example. This past Saturday night,
Dr. Adam Ferziger commented in our CMTL discussion that as a historian, he
understands that the State of Israel has not yet lasted as long as the Hasmonean state, and
IS not guaranteed to last longer. This is a perspective rarely brought in Religious Zionist
circles.

I tend to strongly favor full disclosure and transparency. What, then, to do with
our midrash? 1 could simply privilege other traditional readings, but I think it more
interesting to make the following argument via analogy.

A central question regarding the Akeidah is whether we should lean from it that
we must do whatever G-d commands, however immoral, or rather that G-d would never
command anything immoral. Here as well: Should we learn from G-d agreeing not to tell
the Jews everything, or rather, should we learn from His telling us what He didn’t tell
them?

I suggest the latter. Perhaps the constant backsliding of the Jews in the face of
adversity was a product of their lack of perspective — every time things went right, they
thought the trend was irreversible. We can’t know, of course — perhaps perspective
would have paralyzed them so that they would not have been able to leave Egypt in the
first place. But given that we can’t know, I think trust is a better choice.

At the very least, the midrash teaches us that leaders must have this perspective.
Shabbat shalom!

Aryeh Klapper
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