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E_&E&S\ of E_N..:nb handwritten letter

D1D MOSES THWART GOD’S PLAN?

A Study of the Application of Avar Rahok

OSES STOOD IN AWE AT THE SITE OF THE BURNING BUSH.

Even as he hears God’s attempt to appoint him leader of the

enslaved Israelites, Moses offers many reasons as to why he is
not the ideal candidate. God insists and Moses relents. At some point after
Moses’s return to his father-in-law’s home, the Torah tells us: -

The Lord said to Moses in Midian, “Go, return to 32 1703 Y™ N T8
Egypt, for all the people who seek your life have D3 ™ onen Y

died.” (Exodus 4:19) ; LI DURIDT

Who are these people who sought Moses’s life? It would seem that the
obvious answer is Pharaoh, whose death is recorded immediately before
the account of the burning bush. 2

Now it came to pass in those many days that the D33 DA
king of Egypt died, and the children of Israel sighed b= MmN DD D
from the labor, and they cried out, and their cry  DRRW SYmpyR aTeeTn
ascended to God from the labor. Moses was pastur- WD TR D D RTOR
ing the flocks of Jethro, his father-in-law, the Chief DR T NS IR y a
of Midian; he led the flocks far into the wilderness, O INETI AT P D
and he came to the mountain of God, to Horeb. An £~y 773 I 22700

From correspondence dated 18 Tevet 5737/December 20, 1976, and conversation with
Nechama Leibowitz 12 Adar, 5756/March 3, 1996.
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angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire by [y~ S U w1
from within the thorn bush, and behold, the thorn RPYWPIT im U203
bush was burning with fire, but the thorn bush was TP WA W2 mprT
not being consumed. (Exodus 2:23-3:2) "_uua "R

Indeed, the Ibn Ezra states that Pharaoh was the one seeking Moses’s life.
The plural reference in 4:19, “all the people,” includes his advisers, who
had also died in the meantime. However, Rashi, in his commentary on this .
verse, disagrees:

“Who were they? Dathan and Abiram. They were alive, but they lost
their property, and a pauper is considered dead.”
(Talmud Nedarim 64b)

Why would Rashi deviate from the apparent plain meaning to record a
metaphoric explanation of death?

In December 1976 (Tevet 5737), I wrote to Nechama Leibowitz to
propose that the application of the avar rahok principle — or the lack of™
it — might explain the basis of this dispute between Rashi and the Ibn Ezra.

The opening verse of Exodus 3 states:

Moses was pasturing the flocks of Jethro, his father- 19 INS"n iy = vy
in-law, the Chief of Midian. He led the flocks far IN¥"PR 3P 270 102 B
into the wilderness, and he came to the mountain  73"% N3 3Tea NN
of God, to Horeb. (Exodus 3:1) ByRpialalab s

Note that contrary to normal biblical usage, the subject (Moses) precedes
the verb in the above verse. If we understand the phrase 7y my nvo,
“Moses was pasturing,” as an instance of avar rahok, Moses’s tending to the
flock, the burning bush and (likely) God's command to return to Egypt
all precede Pharaoh’s death. Therefore, Rashi was forced to find another
explanation for the plain meaning of the text.

Nechama Leibowitz rejected my suggestion. She said the factor that
motivated Rashi to identify those who had “died” as Dathan and Abiram
— who were actually alive — is the terminology that the Torah uses: “those
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who seek” (2'Wp317). The present tense indicates the action is currently
under way. Dathan and Abiram are perpetual antagonists. They continue
their campaign against Moses, but no one pays attention to them because
they have lost their wealth and their influence along. with it.

Twice more I argued for the application of the avar rahok principle to
this verse. Each time, Nechama rejected my idea. Two decades later, I
renewed my proposal, this time suggesting that the avar rahok explanation
served a purpose.

I shared with Nechama Leibowitz a thought from Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik zt”l. In a lecture entitled “The Philosophy of Prayer,” the
Rav suggested that God is often prepared to provide humans with what
that they need, but they must ask Him first. The human being must recog-
nize that something is lacking and articulate this need. Only after one has
put one’s need into words does one truly understand it, and only then is
God more committed to a positive response.

During the time of the Egyptian slavery, the Israelites did not sense the
immorality of theirenslavement. Theyaccepted their statusinsilence. Moses
was the first to highlight the injustice by striking the Egyptian taskmaster.
The Israclites’ first expression of dissatisfaction with their lot follows the
death of Pharaoh. It is then that the nation groaned and cried to God.

“God heard their cry,” the Torah tells us. “God remembered His cov-
enant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. God saw the children of
Israel, and God knew” (Exodus 2:24—2 s).

What happened then? The Torah records that while Moses was pastur-
ing Jethro’s flock, he happened upon the burning bush. At first, Moses did
not agree to God’s request that he lead the Jewish people out of slavery.
Offering a string of reasons why he was not the proper choice, Moses,
according to the Midrash, extended the dialogue between himself and God
for seven days.

Imagine the scene. After decades of enslavement, the Israclites ask God
for relief. God is prepared to initiate the process of redemption through
His designated emissary, Moses. But Moses is unwilling. Did Moses thwart
God's plan? According to Ibn Ezra's reading of the verse, one would have
to say yes: Moses was responsible for delaying God’s plan for His people’s
salvation.
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However, according to Rashi, with the application of the rule of avar
rahok, the episode at the burning bush occurred before Pharaok’s death.
By the time Pharaoh died, Moses had already accepted God’s appointment
and may even have been on the road to Egypt. There was no delay. As soon
as the Jewish nation cried out with the recognition that something was
wrong in their lives and that only God could help, God put His plan of
response into immediate action.

As the episode of the burning bush occurred before Pharaok’s death,
God could not have been referring to him when he said: “Go, return to
Egypt, for all the people who seek your life have died.” Hence, Rashi sug-
gests that Moses’s antagonists were Dathan and Abiram.

After my twenty-year c ign, Nect Leibowitz d my

PE P

suggestion.!

1 1 later discovered that the Malbim, in his commentary to Exodus 3:1, also identifies
the phrase 7y 717 7w (“Moses was pasturing”) as an example of avar rahok.

RECOGNIZING AN ENCOUNTER

WITH GOD

NE OF THE MOST FAMOUS EPISODES IN THE TORAH PRESENTS

Abraham sitting at the entrance to his tent on an extremely hot day.

According to the Talmud (Bava Metzia 86b), Abraham was recu-
perating from his brit milah (circumcision). In fact, our sages say that it was
the third and most painful day of recuperation. God appears to Abraham in
this setting. Why? Why, we may also ask, does the Torah choose to share
this encounter with us?

Strangely absent from the Torah’s record of this event is a statement
from the Almighty. While the Torah states, “God appeared to him
[Abraham],” nowhere are we told what, if anything, God said to him.
Nechama Leibowitz endorsed the opinion that God did not say anything.
The whole purpose of God’s appearance, said Nechama, was for God to be
present with Abraham, to be at his side during the healing process.

The foundation for the concept of a silent appearance, nxm_&bnm
Nechama, is found in the Ramban’s commentary to Genesis 18:1. The
Torah states:

God appeared to him on the Plains of Mamre and X1 2oR3 N7 PPN KT
he was sitring at the entrance of the tent in the heat BN IR NITR W KM
of the day. R

The Ramban observes, “Divine revelation here . . . is not for the purpose

From conversation with Nechama Leibowitz on 3 Tevet §753/December 27, 1992.



