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B”H 

 

When Moses Was Afraid to Gaze Upon G-d 

In his greatest moment Moses chose Earth over Heaven 

 

 
By Rabbi Y.Y. Jacobson 

 
~~~ 

Dedicated by David and Eda Schottenstein 
 

In the loving memory of 
Rabbi Gavriel Noach and Rivki Holtzberg 

and all of the Mumbai Kedoshim 
 

And in the loving memory of a young soul 
Alta Shula Swerdlov 

daughter of Rabbi Yossi and Hindel Swerdlov 
 
~~~ 

Curriculum 
1. Class Description 
2. Sources 
3. Questions and Exercises 

 
~~~ 

 

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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 :Sources .2                                                                                                    מקורות

 
1. Exodus 
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 I 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, “I 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 I have 
heard their cry because of their slave drivers, for I know 
their pains. 

 

  שמות. 1
 ג פרק

 
 יםקאֱלֹ אֵלָיו וַיִקְרָא לִרְאוֹת סָר כִי' ה וַיַרְא( ד)

 :הִמֵנִי וַיֹאמֶר מֹשֶה מֹשֶה וַיֹאמֶר הַןְנֶה מִ וֹךְ 
 
 מֵעַל נְעָלֶיךָ  שַל הֲלֹם ִ קְרַב אַל וַיֹאמֶר( ה)

 אַדְמַת עָלָיו עוֹמֵד אַָ ה אֲשֶר הַםָקוֹם כִי רַגְלֶיךָ 
 :הוּא קֹדֶש

 
 אַבְרָהָם יקאֱלֹ אָבִיךָ  יקאֱלֹ אָנֹכִי וַיֹאמֶר( ו)

 כִי נָנָיו מֹשֶה וַיַסְֵ ר יַעֲקֹב יקוֵאלֹ יִצְחָק יקאֱלֹ
 :יםקהָאֱלֹ אֶל מֵהַבִיט יָרֵא
 
 אֲשֶר יעַםִ  עֳנִי אֶת רָאִיתִי רָאֹה 'ה וַיֹאמֶר( ז)

 כִי נֹגְשָיו מִנְנֵי שָמַעְִ י צַעֲקָתָם וְאֶת בְמִצְרָיִם
 :מַכְאֹבָיו אֶת יָדַעְִ י

 

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 I wanted, you did not want [to see My face] now 
that you want, I 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].’ 

 

ברכות  תלמוד . 2
 א, ז
 
( כ, שמות לג) 'ויאמר לא תוכל לראות את פני'

ל "יהושע בן קרחה כך א' תנא משמיה דר
רציתי לא רצית עכשיו ה למשה כש"הקב

  .שאתה רוצה איני רוצה
 

ר "דא ,ר יונתן"שמואל בר נחמני א' ופליגא דר
בשכר שלש זכה  ,ר יונתן"שמואל בר נחמני א

 :לשלש
 

  .'קלסתר פנים'זכה ל 'ויסתר משה פניו'בשכר 

 
  'וייראו מגשת אליו'ל זכה 'כי ירא'בשכר 

 
 .'יביט' ותמונת ה'זכה ל 'מהביט'בשכר 
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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 I 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? 

במדבר . 3
 יב פרק

 
 :הוּא נֶאֱמָן בֵיתִי בְכָל מֹשֶה עַבְדִי כֵן לֹא( ז)

 
 בְחִידֹת וְלֹא וּמַרְאֶה בוֹ אֲדַבֶר נֶה אֶל נֶה( ח)

 בְעַבְדִי לְדַבֵר יְרֵאתֶם לֹא וּמַדוּעַ  יַבִיט 'ה וּתְמֺנַת
 :בְמֹשֶה

 
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). 

  בחיירבינו . 4
ו , שמות ג

 
ובאור זה כי בשכר שנתירא עתה להביט אל 

, היא השכינה שהיא מדת הדין, האלקים
זכה לסוף  ונקראת אספקלריא שאינה מאירה

היא מדת , שנסתכל באספקלריא המאירה
 .הרחמים

 
5. Shemos Rabbah 
3:1 

 
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.’  

שמות רבה  . 5
א , ג
 

גלה לו הקדוש ברוך , שאלולי לא הסתיר פניו
ומה שהיה , הוא למשה מה למעלה ומה למטה

 .ומה שעתיד להיות
 

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 I have come to Pharaoh to speak in Your 
name, he has harmed this people, and You have not 
saved Your people." 

  שמות. 6
 ה פרק

 
 לָמָה י-אֲדֹנָ  וַיֹאמַר 'ה אֶל מֹשֶה וַיָשָב( כב)

 :שְלַחְָ נִי זֶה לָםָה הַזֶה לָעָם הֲרֵעֹתָה
 
 הֵרַע בִשְמֶךָ  לְדַבֵר נַרְעֹה אֶל בָאתִי וּמֵאָז( כג)

 :עַםֶךָ  אֶת הִסַלְָ   לֹא וְהַסֵל הַזֶה לָעָם

 

 
7. Exodus 
Chapter 6:2 

 
2. G-d (Elokim) spoke to Moses, and He said to him, “I 
am the Lord” (Havaya). 

 
 

 

 

  שמות. 7
 ו פרק

 
 אֲנִי אֵלָיו וַיֹאמֶר מֹשֶה אֶל יםקאֱלֹ וַיְדַבֵר( ב)
 :'ה
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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, I know that the king of Egypt will not permit 
you to go… And I 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] I am the Lord (Havaya).’ 

שמות רבה  . 8
א , ו
 

לפי שכבר הודיע הקדוש ברוך הוא למשה שלא 
( שמות ג יט)יניח אותם פרעה לילך שנאמר 

תן אתכם מלך מצרים ואני ידעתי כי לא י'
ומשה לא שמר את ', להלוך ואני אחזק את לבו

אלא בא להתחכם על גזירתו של , הדבר הזה
למה ' והתחיל אומר ה ,הקדוש ברוך הוא

 ...הרעות לעם הזה התחיל לדון לפניו
 

ועל דבר זה בקשה מדת הדין לפגוע במשה 
 .'ים אל משהקוידבר אל'הדא הוא דכתיב 

 
ברוך הוא שבשביל צער ולפי שנסתכל הקדוש 

ישראל דבר כן חזר ונהג עמו במדת רחמים 
 .''ויאמר אליו אני ה'הדא הוא דכתיב 

 

 
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.” 

  איוב. 9
 מב פרק

 
 אֶל הָאֵלֶה הַדְבָרִים אֶת 'ה דִבֶר אַחַר וַיְהִי( ז)

 בְךָ  אַנִי חָרָה הֵַ ימָנִי אֱלִיפַז אֶל 'ה וַיֹאמֶר אִיוֹב
 כְעַבְדִי נְכוֹנָה אֵלַי דִבַרְֶ ם אלֹ כִי רֵעֶיךָ  וּבִשְנֵי
 :אִיוֹב

 
 

 

 :מקורות להשיעור

 פרשת שמות ,רבינו בחיי

 פרשת שמות ,פנים יפות

 פרשת במדבר ,ספרי

Covenant and Conversation, Shemos 2007 
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B”H 

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: “I 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? 

 


