Parashat Vaetchanan






The
unique
revelation
to all of

Israel

Closeness to and Fear of God

«  Which set of Commandments did the Israelites
hear from God’s mouth?

e When did the Israelites ask Moses to transmit
God’s word rather than have God speak to them
directly?

« Why did they become afraid of the experience of
revelation after they had already withstood it?

A. Introduction

In Parashat Vaetchanan, Moses goes back and recounts
the Convocation at Mount Sinai (Deuteronomy,
chapter 5). This convocation was of great power and
influence upon the Jewish nation, the climax of which
is God revealing Himself to the entire nation.

Generally, God does not reveal himself to humans
and does not speak to them. The only communication
between God and His creations is accomplished
by prophecy, and only unique people merit this.
Prophecy is a powerful experience which is difficult
to withstand.! The only person who reached the high

1 Inanumber of places, prophecy is described as enervating for
the prophet, e.g. Ezekiel 1:28-2:2 and Jeremiah 20:9:
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This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the
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Israel’s
fear of rev-

elation

level of “With him will 1 speak mouth to mouth,
even clearly, and not in dark sayings; and the form of
the LORD shall he behold” (Number 12:8) was Moses
himself. At the Convocation at Sinai, all of Israel,
even the simplest person, apprehended the unique
revelation of God.?

This experience is a great privilege, but it is difficult
to withstand, as Moses describes in Deuteronomy 5:

And it came to pass, when you 5§ DoUnwy M
heard the voice out of the midst of Jwnz S Hpa
the darkness, (for the mountain did w3 w3 70
burn with fire,) that you came near 5 > p9pm
unto me, even all the heads of your oyvw’ WKy
tribes, and your elders; And you 17 YINM DN
said, Behold, the LORD our God has  wi>-x7 w877
showedushisgloryandhisgreatness, 73 ny) 1733 ny

LORD. And when | saw it, | fell upon my face, and | heard a
voice of one that spoke. And he said unto me, Son of man,
stand upon your feet, and | will speak unto you. And the Spirit
entered into me when he spoke unto me, and set me upon my
feet, that | heard him that spoke unto me.
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But his word was in my heart as a burning fire shut up in
my bones, and | was weary from holding it back, and I could
not.

2 Rabbi Isaac Abarbanel (Commentary to Exodus, p. 175), believes
that the Israelites experienced a lower level of prophecy —
sensory prophecy. According to Maimonides (Guide of the
Perplexed 11, 33) not all of Israel reached a level of prophecy,
while the 15®"-century R. Shem Tov ibn Shem Tov in his Sermons
(29a) argues with Maimonides and claims that all of Israel
received prophecy at Sinai. (R. Eliezer Ashkenazi in his book
Maaseh Hashem, Maasei Torah, VI, holds the same position.)
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and we have heard his voice out
of the midst of the fire: we have
seen this day that God does talk
with man, and he lives. Now
therefore why should we die?
For this great fire will consume
us: if we hear the voice of the
LORD our God any more, then
we shall die. For who is there
of all flesh, that has heard the
voice of the living God speaking
out of the midst of the fire, as
we have, and lived? Go you near,
and hear all that the LORD our
God shall say: and speak you
unto us all that the LORD our
God shall speak unto you; and
we will hear it, and do it.
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A parallel description appears in the Book of
Exodus, chapter 20, after the convocation itself:

And all the people saw the
thunderings, and the lightnings,
and the noise of the trumpet,
and the mountain smoking: and
when the people saw it, they
moved, and stood far off. And
they said unto Moses, Speak
you with us, and we will hear:
but let not God speak with us,
lest we die.
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Before the
Ten Com-
mand-

ments

After the
Ten Com-
mand-

ments

The Israelites felt that the power of the revelation
was beyond them and were concerned that if they
continued to hear God’s voice, they would be likely to
die. Because of this, they requested that Moses act as
their intermediary, transmitting God’s word to them.

B. The Timing of the Request

According to Nahmanides’ even before the Ten
Commandments, the Jews made the request to have an
intermediary (Moses), but God did not grant this, and
they were compelled to hear the Ten Commandments
from God’s mouth.

However, most commentators* do not agree with
Nahmanides. According to them, we should not
change the order of the verses without a sufficient
reason, and therefore we should say that the Israelites’
request was only after the Ten Commandments;
thus, it relates to the other laws and rules that God
wanted to tell Israel subsequently. According to this
explanation, Israel heard directly from God all of the

3 He writes this in his commentary to Exodus 20. We will deal
with this at length below.
4 See ibn Ezra, 20:16, and see Abarbanel to Exodus 20:
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I am astounded by Nahmanides, who writes that this was all
before the Ten Commandments; for no compelling reason,
this twists the verses to put the later event earlier. The other
commentators, however, do not say this, but rather that
after the Israelites heard the Ten Commandments, all of this
occurred.
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Ten Commandments, and only the rest were from

Moses
In the The roots of this exegetical dispute are in a
Midstof ~ Tannaitic dispute in the Midrash, in which we find a
theTen  third, intermediate view (Pesikta Rabbati [Ish Shalom],
Command-  ch. 22, s.v. Kamma):
ments
How many Commandments 5N Wow maaT o
did Israel hear from the mouth 297033700

of the Almighty?

Rabbi Joshua [ben Levil says,
“Two Commandments.” But
the Rabbis say, “All of the
Commandments were heard
by Israel from the mouth of
the Almighty.” After all the
Commandments, what s
written? “And they said unto
Moses, Speak you with us, and
we will hear: but let not God
speak with us, lest we die.”
How does R. Joshua ben Levi
respond? Hemay positthatthere
is no chronological order in the
Torah; or | might say that after
two or three Commandments,
“they said unto Moses, Speak
you with us,” etc.

Said R. Azariah, R. Judah of
the house of R. Simeon and R.
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The first
setisin
first per-

son.

Simeon of the house of R. Joshua
ben Levi (Deuteronomy 33:4):
“Moses commanded us a law
(torah), even the inheritance of
the congregation of Jacob.” The
Torah in its entirety includes six
hundred and thirteen mitzvot,
but the word “torah” only adds
up to six hundred and eleven.
Hence, Moses gave us six
hundred and eleven mitzvot,
but “I [am the LORD your God]”
and “You shall have no [other
gods before me] were not given
to us by Moses.

M NN 05 13 Y
neap v own wb
(0% o) “apy
vy mon amnn 5
PN LMD XY IRD
NOR oW WR “mn”
SV DANY MND WY
MY 93T MIH NN
N N D

ST MY 93TRY P

According to R. Joshua ben Levi, after the Israelites
heard two Commandments from God, they felt that
they were not capable of continuing to listen, and
then they asked Moses to be their intermediary.

It appears that the basis for this exegetical approach
is that the first two Commandments are stated in the
first person. Thus, we find in the beginning of Exodus
20:

I am the LORD your God, I
who have brought you out of
the land of Egypt, out of the
house of bondage. You shall

WY PN TN
DIED YIND IO
72 T N> DTy e

have no other gods before
me. You shall not make unto

yourself any graven image,
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The sec-
ond set is
in third

person.

or any likeness of any thing that is in
heaven above, or that is in the earth
beneath, or thatis in the water under
the earth. You shall not bow down
yourself to them, nor serve them: for
I the LORD your God am a jealous
God, visiting the iniquity of the
fathers upon the children unto the
third and fourth generation of them
that hate me; and showing mercy
unto thousands of them that love
me, and keep my commandments.
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On the other hand, as the chapter continues, we

find the third person:

You shall not take the name
of the LORD your God in vain;
for the LORD will not hold him
guiltless that takes his name in
vain... But the seventh day is the
Sabbath of the LORD your God...
For in six days the LORD made
heaven and earth, the sea, and
all that is in them, and rested
the seventh day: therefore the
LORD blessed the Sabbath day,
and hallowed it. Honor your
father and your mother: that
your days may be long upon the
land which the LORD your God
gives you.
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Even the verses which express the stress and
concern that the lIsraelites have about hearing the
voice of God (“Now therefore why should we die? For
this great fire will consume us”) appear to indicate
that they are referring to the Commandments in this
passage, not a generic issue of avoiding convocations
such as this in the future, as Nahmanides explains.

Retreating An additional Midrashic source (Mekhilta de-Rabbi
andre-  Ishmael, Yitro, Ba-chodesh 9) expresses in a unique way
turning  Israel’s hesitation about hearing God’s word.

“And when the people saw it,
they moved, and stood far off” —
atadistance of twelve miles; this

TP WY oY N
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tells us that Israel would retreat D977 SR Y T
twelve miles and then advance »nawy ouw omnnd
twelve miles, amounting to =wyouwomod PIMm

twenty-four miles for each and
every Commandment; thus,
on that day, they walked two
hundred and forty miles. At
that time, the Holy One, Blessed
be He, said to the ministering
angels, “Lead and escort your
brothers,” as it says (Psalms
68), “The kings of hosts, they
march and they march” — “they
march” walking, “they march”
returning. Moreover, not only

~ 10 ~

YN DWY I,
NPT NT 5 5y o
N DobmD INEN
DY DNIND OPR
IR YW MmN L0
nwwn ORMS Tapn
S DNR DN WD 1T
IIN3E OO0 NI
D) “UmT T
S5m “PnT” (e
N MM pmTy

;7253 9w oDy



the ministering angels, but X 730 AN KON
even Holy One, Blessed be He wx > nnn 1oxmw”
did so, as it says, “His left hand w) “pann W

is under my head, and his right L2own
hand does embrace me” (Song
of Songs 2).

According to this source, every statement of God
causes lIsrael to retreat and flee from the place, but
God does not let them do so, and His angels escort
them back each time.

If so, the great fear of the power of God’s revelation
causes the Israelites to distance themselves at the
time of the convocation itself; according to R. Joshua
ben Levi, at the time of the convocation, God gives
Israel a pass, giving the final eight Commandments
through Moses, indirectly.

5 Maimonides (Guide of the Perplexed 11, 33, translated by
Michael Schwarz), explains that the Ten Commandments
were given in one long sound, all of which was heard by
Israel. However, they succeeded in understanding the first
two commandments alone, and the other commandments
required Moses to translate them. This great sound scared the
Israelites, and they asked Moses to be their intermediary.
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C. What Concerned the
Israelites?

Why is there a difference between the first set and the
second set of Ten Commandments? Why, according
to R. Joshua b. Levi’s view, did the people suddenly
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IT is clear to me that what Moses experienced at the revelation
on Mount Sinai was different from that which was experienced
by all the other Israelites, for Moses alone was addressed by
God, and for this reason the second person singular is used in
the Ten Commandments; Moses then went down to the foot of
the mount and told his fellow-men what he had heard. Comp.,
“I stood between the Lord and you at that time to tell you the
word of the Lord” (Deut. v. 5)... God spoke to Moses, and the
people only heard the mighty sound, not distinct words... It
was only Moses that heard the words, and he reported them
to the people.. There is, however, an opinion of our Sages
frequently expressed in the Midrashim, and found also in the
Talmud, to this effect: The Israelites heard the first and the
second commandments from God, i.e., they learnt the truth of
the principles contained in these two commandments in the
same manner as Moses, and not through Moses. For these two
principles, the existence of God and His Unity, can be arrived
at by means of reasoning, and whatever can be established
by proof is known by the prophet in the same way as by any
other person; he has no advantage in this respect. These two
principles were not known through prophecy alone... We infer
from Scripture as well as from the words of our Sages that
the Israelites heard on that occasion a certain sound which
Moses understood to proclaim the first two commandments,
and through Moses all other Israelites learnt them when he in
intelligible sounds repeated them to the people...

Then Moses, the most distinguished of all mankind, came the
second time, received successively the other commandments,
and came down to the foot of the mountain to proclaim them
to the people at that great convocation...
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request after the first two Commandments not to
hear the rest? They had just witnessed that they
could withstand the experience, as they themselves
say (Deuteronomy 5): “We have seen this day that

Their souls

flew away.

God does talk with man, and he lives.”

The Midrash Rabba (Shemot [Vilnal 29:4) states:

R. Levi said: “Two things Israel
asked from the Holy One,
Blessed be He: to see His glory
and to hear His voice. They saw
His glory and heard His voice,
as it says, ‘Behold, the LORD our
God has showed us his glory and
his greatness,” and it says, ‘and
we have heard his voice out of
the midst of the fire.” They had
no power to stand, because
when they arrived at Sinai and
He was revealed to them, their
souls flew away due to His
speech, as it says (Song of Songs
5), ‘My soul departed when he
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spoke.” However, the Torah ‘373 oz woy
asked compassion for them .. (7 DTwa )
from the Holy One, Blessed be e ——

He:‘Is there a king who marries
off his daughter while executing
the members of his household?!
Shall all the world rejoice while
your children lie dead?V’
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In the
merit of
receiving

the Torah

In the
merit of
their seg-

regation

Immediately,  their  souls N s A9F PO
returned, as it says, “The law nywpmnn T0mn”
of God is perfect; it restores the (% Do) “wos
soul’ (Psalms 19).”

According to this, Israel experienced not only
revelation, but the death associated with intimacy with
the Divine.® In other words, their fear of death is not
imaginary, but real — they have already experienced it
personally. The Jewish people know that there is no
possibility of remaining alive amidst such an intimate
divine revelation, and they are concerned that the
miracle which resuscitated them will not recur.

What was so special about the Convocation at Sinai
that the Jewish people merited to survive it?

According to the Midrash, it indeed appears that
a human being cannot remain alive after such a
powerful encounter as this, and the reason that Israel
survived was a special act of compassion. This was in
the merit of the Torah that the Jewish people received
and in order to prevent the universal joy from being
spoiled.

The Vilna Gaon’ explains that the Israelites were all

6 Drawing too close to the Divine Presence, without proper
preparation, can cause death, as in the case of Nadab and
Abihu who “drew close to the LORD and they died” (Lev. 16:1).
Similarly, Uzzah dies (Il Samuel, ch. 6) because he sends his
hand towards the Ark of the Covenant.

7 His words are cited in Beiur La-talmid:
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God
brought
them to

a unique

level.

on a unique level, due to the merit of the segregation
and separation which preceded the convocation, and
therefore they were able to withstand it. However,
they understand that according to the regular ways,
they would not be capable of being constantly
secluded in order to experience such a revelation.

The Meshekh Chokhma (Deuteronomy 5) believes
that at the time of the Convocation at Sinai they
were at a unique level, but this was a level to which
God brought them, and they did not arrive at it
themselves:

Our physical substance is a n¥m N1 W7
barrier, covering the soul.. But % 901 nb7ann
when they stood at Horeb and onTinya Sax ..woin
heard God’s voice, the veil of ‘7 p oypwa amm
physicality was removed and wWwynamnmmon 0N
they became spiritual, and BRw o I DM
this is what the Sages mean ..onmawy Axew 59n
when they say that their souls WUNT 900
departed... The point of human
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There are five terms for man: “man” “son of man,” “person,”
“human” and “mortal.” “Man” (adam) is the most distinguished
of these. Therefore when they said, “We have seen this day
that God does talk with man, and he lives,” that when one
reaches the level of adam, God may speak with him and he
may live, as we are today at the level of adam, after three days
of separation from all matters, but “who is there of all flesh”—
who can be separated for all his days? As he is flesh, how can
he stand for God to speak with him and live? Therefore, they
said, “Go you near,” for you remain separated all your days, as
God said about him, “But as for you, stand you here by me.”
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experience is that the soul, m2o I wo
though covered by physical mpn ozt 50 w3
substance, flies like an eagle to  mmSwn M 58 Wi
the goal of perfection and the 8 ozt 5onm
true purpose. This is true as .73 SN WwnNW
long as Israel believes in God.. =37 » o> AN P>
Therefore, He showed them pNIIDINAANDI-N
that God may speak with man, gt By 77
and that Moses’ prophecy is

true...

The Meshekh Chokhma indicates that the true level
of the nation at that time was insufficient for such a
revelation, but He wanted to strengthen their faith
via this unique revelation in order to strengthen their
faith and confirm for them the veracity of prophecy.
Therefore, God raised them up to a unique level for
this, a level at which the physical veil was lifted and
they became wholly spiritual® This, in his view, is the
meaning of their souls’ flight in Midrashic terminology;
they did not truly die, but rather they became fully
spiritual. This is not normal existence in the physical
world, and it may be described as a sort of death. The
Israelites knew that they could not experience this
revelation when they were still living in the physical
world, and that is why they were concerned.

8 R. Moses Albelda (16" c.) in Olat Tamid (144b) writes this, but he
adds the explanation that revelation can also happen naturally, see
ibid. Tt may be that this also arises from the words of the Talmud
(Shabbat 146a), which states that “the Israelites who stood at
Mount Sinai, their lustfulness departed.” According to the
Zohar (11, 97b) their lustfulness departed with the dew; see
Yad Yosef (Rabbi Joseph Zarfati) 137b.
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They knew that they were not on the appropriate
level.

In his commentary to Exodus 20, the Meshekh
Chokhma cites an additional idea.

Had they been without any envy
or any division in their hearts
from each other; had the entire
congregation been tied together
with one heart and one soul,
so that they were all like one
person, they would have been
fit to receive the whole Torah as
was Moses. However, since they
were not all tied together with
one heart, each one individually
had not reached the perfection
necessary to receive the Torah.
What they saw and heard of
the Commandments was in
order to confirm their faith,
being a temporary measure.
Now, spiritual fire produces
no smoke... And Rabbi Chanina
says (Bava Batra 75a) that
anyone who is envious towards
scholars, i.e., that he begrudges
them their high status, his eyes
will be filled with smokein the
World to Come. Thus, once they
saw “the mountain smoking,”
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they understood that their -1 wyw 2,0
hearts were not pure of envy ,“pmam Yy wny”
and they were not fit to see the P omw wanTw
glory of God clearly and brightly, mSowa mmbwmm
but only in smoke. Therefore m>» o5 b
“they moved, and stood far 535 v A8 LN
off,” because they understood 195,793 ‘) M3
that they were far off from the X 937" mwnd 1N
sublime perfection of all being MY
like one person to receive the
Commandments from God,

Blessed be He, and therefore
they said to Moses, “Speak you
with us...”

According to what the Meshekh Chokhma says
here, the Jews understood that this was a unique
encounter, for the sake of which God let them live and
experience this revelation. On their own merits, they
were not worthy, since they were not su ciently
united and pure of heart. They were still far from the
perfection required for an encounter such as this.
Therefore, they knew that if they would experience
such a revelation, they would likely die.

According to the Meshekh Chokhma in both
passages, the request of the people is not only an
expression of fear, but recognition of the power of
God’s revelation and their own low level, which was
insu cient to survive such a potent experience.’

9 Why should Israel have to tell this to God, when He knows this?
Apparently, God in all cases did not intend to consistently and
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“They
have said
well all
that they
have

spoken.”

The Israelites’ realization of the gap between their
current level and the level of perfection appropriate
for the revelation of God’s glory was proper and fitting,
and perhaps this is the conclusion God wanted them
to reach as a result of the revelation itself. Therefore,
God responds in a very positive manner (in the end

of Deuteronomy 5):

And the LORD heard the voice
of your words, when you spoke
unto me; and the LORD said
unto me, | have heard the voice
of the words of this people,
which they have spoken unto
you: they have well said all that
they have spoken. O that there
were such a heart in them, that
they would fear me, and keep
all my commandments always,
that it might be well with
them, and with their children
forever! Go say to them, Get
you into your tents again. But
as for you, stand you here by
me, and | will speak unto you
all the commandments, and the
statutes, and the judgments,
which you shall teach them...
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permanently appear to them, but Israel did not know God’s
intent. Their words express the internal recognition that they
are not fit for such revelation, because of their low level.

~19 ~



Closeness
and dis-

tance

Putting
the reason

first

D. The People’s Request, in
Exodus and Deuteronomy

The Convocation at Sinai, which follows the Exodus
from Egypt, appears twice in the Torah: in Parashat Yitro
(Exodus 20) and in Parashat Vaetchanan (Deuteronomy
5). In the latter, Moses gives his version of the events,
including the people’s request for him to be their
intermediary.

Ostensibly, the request should be the same, but we
can clearly see differences between the two passages.
In Exodus, the atmosphere is one of distance and
terror, while in Deuteronomy, the atmosphere is
positive, a scene of love.

Let us consider the differences.

A. According to ParashatYitro, when the people see the
thunder and lightning, before God begins speaking,
they start to distance themselves: “then the nation
saw and moved back and stood at a distance.”
On the other hand, in Parashat Vaetchanan, the
passage opens with the people’s request of Moses:
“Go you near, and hear all that the LORD our God
shall say.”

B. In Parashat Yitro, the request “Speak you with us”
comes first, and only then do we have the reason:
“lest we die.” On the other hand, in Parashat
Vaetchanan, the Torah starts with the description
of the experience, “Behold, the LORD our God has
showed us his glory and his greatness,” afterwards,
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we find the reason for the request, “Now therefore
why should we die?” Only then do we have the
actual appeal: “Go you near, and hear all that the
LORD our God shall say.”

In Parashat Yitro, the Torah stresses the visual
dimension, referring to sight three times and
hearing only once. On the other hand, in Parashat
Vaetchanan, the Torah stresses specifically the
sounds, referring to hearing eight times, speaking
six times and sound six times! The speaking and
listening are not one-way: Israel both hears and
speaks to God, and vice versa.

In Parashat Yitro, we speak of “God,” while in
Parashat Vaetchanan, He is “the LORD our God,”
which indicates unique intimacy.

In Parashat Yitro, the Jews approach in order to
hear God, but in Parashat Vaetchanan, this is only
an intermediate step: “and we will hear it, and do
it.”

In Parashat Yitro, the Torah stresses how Moses
initially rejects Israel’s request and tries to
convince them not to be afraid and to withstand
the test: “Fear not: for God has come to prove you,
and that his fear may be before your faces, that
you sin not.” However, the people do not accept
this. On the other hand, in Parashat Vaetchanan,
the Torah stresses that God accepts this good idea
of the people.

In Parashat Yitro, the request to stand at a distance
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is the people’s initiative; on the other hand, in
Parashat Vaetchanan, it is God’s initiative: “Go say
to them, Get you into your tents again.”

H. Finally, in Parashat Yitro, the stress is on the great
awe and terror of the people: “and that his fear may
be before your faces, that you sin not;” in Parashat
Vaetchanan, on the other hand, there is a positive
aspect: “that they would fear me, and keep all my
commandments always, that it might be well with
them, and with their children forever!”

The common denominator for all of these
distinctions is stressing the atmosphere of fear in
Parashat Yitro, as opposed to the atmosphere of
uplifting love in Parashat Vaetchanan.

According to the description in Deuteronomy, the
Israelites retreated from the power of the experience
of God’s revelation and closeness, and they do not
want to experience it a second time, due to the
concern that they cannot survive it, but there was
no retreat from the actual desire to draw close to
God. Similarly, it is clear that the nation had already
experienced God’s speech to them, because the verse
which opens it is “And it came to pass, when you
heard the voice” — hearing the voice is what brings
them to this request. They describe in their words
the voice of God, the experience of hearing and the
divine speech as an amazing experience, relating
to God as “the LORD our God,” a term of closeness.
Their request is only not to continue to hear God’s
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voice, out of the worry that they will not survive it
a second time (from the reasons mentioned at this
lesson’s beginning).

On the other hand, in Exodus, the entreaty is born
out of the fear which befalls them when they see this
prophetic experience, and the fear causes them to
recoil from the desire to experience such awesome
visions. Because of this, they request that God not
speak with them — at all. They prefer to stand far off.
Due to this, Moses’” attempt to bring them close does
not succeed, and they remain distant. The essential
impression is one of fear.

E. Fear and Love

What is the meaning of the distinction between the
two descriptions?

According to the Nahmanides, these are different
stories: the description in Exodus reflects the fear
of the people before the convocation, before God
speaks; and the description in Deuteronomy reflects
the request of the people afterwards.10

10 Indeed, Nahmanides writes this, in his commentary to Exodus
20:
77 NPT (0,0 DY5) P D1 11 DR M 1 paa °0, 509373 ..
“PR ONRYT 035 P e, (o 2% D95) DN DI MR DY T LY
=DM DBRH NI PANND DY DAY, (P BW) 0 ORI 18 Dh-R1 INY
(N, “T07737) SO 1y TN oW 35 TP Wy S, (7 ow) wRI I Y T D
(IND) PITT YT AN WA DY INT IN L. (0% DUB) YT wsy 1 TIm
NI I 10 99 oh-NT oy 937 NOw 05 YRR 1IN W, 51an o
DRI WY N AT W DN, (W, SNT) 11D 18Y N oDy oS 100
X5°3,(N2 “DD) DTHYIHI PN DY TP PON WH (0 ‘DD) TR N DY N
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LT WY DTD-N 93T N D190 DN 29p0m5 11T 553180

DAY WK 53 POR 139p MNTI NN 3 D PO (20,11 02737) MR A,
WY 3 NOW T OWI-R T DR AN yowd BN D00y o8 19 17BN oIph
9375 DY-R ARTW 1WA 3, D-R 93T K 1305 Ty 5o Xow wmwesd
9370 FINY RSN €T IINY TR 53 DN P AN 390 170K 5 mmsian 5o oo
199,197 TR 512 TR BPIATY T TR, (15 DY) W DY WON

0% W N MNP ARy Y oyine N mo5 yom
The explanation of the matters is that in the morning there
was thunder and lightning and a strong sound of the trumpet
(19:16) and still the Presence did not descend... and the nation
in the camp trembled in the place of their stations. But Moses
was strong in heart and brought them out to greet God, and
they stood at the foot of the mountain (v. 17). When they were
at the foot of the mountain assembled and watching, God
descended on the mountain in flames (v. 18) and its smoke
ascended to the heart of heavens, darkness, cloud and mist
(Deut. 4:11), and the mountain trembled and shook (Ex. 19:18)...
then the nation saw and moved back and stood at a distance
behind the boundary, and then they all said to him that God
should not speak to them lest they die. Because of the vision,
their sorrows were turned upon them, and they had retained
no strength (cf. Daniel 10:16), and if they would hear the speech
they would die. But Moses strengthened them and told them
not to fear (v. 20), and they listened to him and the nation
stood at a distance in their place (v. 21), for they did not want
to draw close to the boundary.... And then God spoke the Ten
Commandments...

In  Deuteronomy, Moses mentions that after the
Commandments, all of the tribal heads and elders drew close
and they said “If we hear the voice of the LORD our God any
more, then we shall die,” for they measured their souls that
they could not bear the burden of the word of the LORD our
God, because they thought that God wanted to state all the
commandments to them, and therefore they said, “Go you
near, and hear all the LORD our God shall say, and speak you
unto us all the LORD our God shall speak unto you; and we
will hear it, and do it.” God conceded this point and said “they
have well said,” because His desire was to tell them only
the Ten Commandments and nothing more, and this fear is
appropriate before Him.
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glory descending to the earth causes the entire world
to shake. Therefore, the people were very terrified,
and they were worried that hearing God’s voice would
cause an even greater quake, which they would not
be able to withstand. However, God did not remit:
they had to hear His voice and experience the divine
revelation in all its power. They might stand far off,
but they had to hear God’s voice.

After hearing God’s voice, as described in
Deuteronomy, they indeed felt the great fear and
worry that if they would again hear God’s voice,
they would die. Nevertheless, their relationship to
revelation had become totally different. They no
longer were fearful; they felt close to God. They were
stunned to realize that they had heard God’s voice and
were still alive. Therefore, they described this twice,
with great emotion. They felt close to “our God” and
declared that they would put into practice what they
had heard. Consequently, God’s relationship to them
was loving and positive, expressing hope that their
relationship would stay this way: “O that there were
such a heart in them, that they would fear me, and
keep all my commandments always, that it might be
well with them..”

If so, according to Nahmanides, before God spoke
to them, the Israelites felt mainly fear, so much so
that they were ready to give up the experience and
not hear God’s words at all. After they heard God’s
voice, on the other hand, they felt the awe of this
great closeness, the great privilege of hearing God’s
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voice and remaining alive, something which bound
them to God with cords of love.

Sometimes, a person may flee the “voice of God”
out of terror and fright. The Convocation at Mount
Sinai teaches us that even though coming close to
God is inevitably terrifying, the desire to flee and to
retreat is a shallow initial response displayed by one
unaware of the significance and poignancy of that
trepidation. However, after hearing God’s voice, there
is a great desire which is aroused to come close to
God, despite the apprehension and anxiety of the
encounter. The element of fear does not disappear,
but it is transmuted into. It is no longer the fear of
punishment, but awe of loftiness, the natural response
to such powerful intimacy with the Divine."

L O e e N e

11 This tension is found also within Exodus, between the
description of the convocation in chapters 19-20 and the
covenant of the basins in chapter 24. In this context, see Rabbi
Chanoch Waxman’s “The Covenant at Sinai” on Yeshivat Har
Etzion’s Virtual Beit Midrash website.
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