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When Moses Was Afraid to Gaze Upon G-d

In his greatest moment Moses chose Earth over Heaven

By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson
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1. Class Description:

The ‘inauguration’ of Moses occurs in this week’s Torah portion—not on the White House lawn
in front of two million people—but with Moses alone at a thorn bush in a desolate desert. From
amidst a burning bush, G-d appoints Moses as His man to set the Israelites free.

Yet the Sages tell us that exactly at this moment Moses forfeited a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. G-d offered to reveal to Moses the greatest revelation of all; G-d offered to
answer for Moses the most unanswerable of questions: The mystery of human suffering. The
greatest minds, and the greatest believers, have grappled with this throughout history to no
avail, yet Moses unequivocally refused the once-in-a-universe chance.

Why?

The answer sheds light on the true meaning of leadership, and on the depth of Moses’
relationship with the Jewish people.
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2. Sources: MHIPn
1. Exodus vy .1
) P9

Chapter 3:4-7

4. The Lord (Havaya) saw that he [Moses] had turned to
see, and G-d (Elokim) called to him from within the
thorn bush, and He said, “Moses, Moses!” And he
[Moses] said, “Here | am!”

5. And He said, “Do not draw near here. Take your
shoes off your feet, because the place upon which you
stand is holy soil.”

6. And He said, “l am the G-d of your father, the G-d of
Abraham, the G-d of Isaac, and the G-d of Jacob.” And
Moses hid his face because he was afraid to gaze upon
G-d (Elokim).

7. And the Lord (Havaya) said, “I have surely seen the
affliction of My people who are in Egypt, and | have
heard their cry because of their slave drivers, for | know
their pains.
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2. Talmud Berachos
7a

‘And He [G-d] said ‘You cannot see My face.” (Exodus
33:20) A Tanna taught in the name of R. Yehoshua b.
Korcha: The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses:
When | wanted, you did not want [to see My face] now
that you want, | do not want.

This is in opposition to [the interpretation of this verse
by] R. Shmuel b. Nachmani in the name of R. Yonasan,
for R. Shmuel b. Nachmani said in the name of R.
Yonasan: As a reward for three [acts] Moses was
privileged to obtain three [favors]:

In reward of ‘And Moses hid his face’, he obtained the
‘brightness of his face.’

In reward of ‘For he was afraid’, he obtained the
privilege that ‘They were afraid to approach him.’

In reward of ‘[He was afraid] to gaze upon [G-d,
Elokim]’, he obtained ‘He beholds the image of the
Lord [Havaya].’
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3. Bamidbar
Chapter 12:7-8

7. Not so is My servant Moses; he is faithful throughout
My house.

8. With him | speak mouth to mouth; in a vision and not
in riddles, and he beholds the image of the Lord
(Havaya). So why were you not afraid to speak against
My servant Moses?
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4. Rabeinu Bachya
Exodus 3:6

In the merit of this that Moses was now afraid to gaze
at G-d, Elokim, which is the Divine attribute of
Judgment and is called the ‘Translucent Mirror’, at the
end he merited to gaze upon the ‘Transparent Mirror’
which is the Divine attribute of Mercy (Havaya).
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5. Shemos Rabbah 139 MY .5
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If not for the fact that Moses hid his face [and refused
to look], G-d would have revealed to him ‘what is
above’ and ‘what is below,” and ‘what is destined to be.’
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6. Exodus
Chapter 5:22-23

22. So Moses returned to the Lord (Havaya) and said,
"O Lord! Why have You harmed this people? Why have
You sent me?

23. Since | have come to Pharaoh to speak in Your
name, he has harmed this people, and You have not
saved Your people."
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7. Exodus
Chapter 6:2

2. G-d (Elokim) spoke to Moses, and He said to him, “I
am the Lord” (Havaya).
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8. Shemos Rabbah
6:1

G-d had already informed Moses that Pharaoh would
not allow them to go, as it is written (Exodus 3:19)
‘However, | know that the king of Egypt will not permit
you to go... And | will harden his heart.” Yet Moses did
not accept this and began to challenge the decree of G-
d, as he said, (Exodus 5:22) “O Lord! Why have You
harmed this people? Why have You sent me?”...

And because of this the Divine Attribute of Judgment
wanted to harm Moses. This is why it is written ‘And G-
d (Elokim) spoke to Moses.” [Not Havaya.]

However since G-d saw that it was on behalf of the
suffering of Israel that Moses spoke that way, He
retracted and treated Moses with the attribute of
Mercy. This is why it is written (Exodus 6:2), ‘And He
said to him [Moses] | am the Lord (Havaya).’
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9. Job
Chapter 42:7

7. Now it came to pass after the Lord had spoken these
words to Job, that the Lord said to Eliphaz the
Temanite, “My wrath is kindled against you and your
two companions because you did not speak correctly,
as did My servant Job.”
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3. Questions and Exercises:

1. Why was Moses scared to gaze at G-d?

2. Why did G-d choose Moses as the leader of Israel? What is the common feature of all the

vignettes the Torah shares with us about Moses?

3. How do you deal with the Question of all Questions: Why do good people suffer?

4. What is the response of the atheist to this question? What is the response of the believer?

5. What was the meaning of G-d’s words to Moses from amidst the burning bush: “l am the G-d

of your father?” Why did Moses hide his face?

6. What was/is the most painful experience of your life? How did/do you deal with it? How

did/does it affect your relationship with G-d?
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