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"Panim el Panim"
Conspiracy to Forgive

I

Nothing better illustrates the fragility of human faith than Bnei Yisrael’s worship of the Egel while the echoes of the Aseret Ha-Dibberot still resonate over Sinai. “I am Y-HVH, your Lord” (20:2), God declares as the people tremble in awe; yet, just weeks later, they turn to the work of their own hands and proclaim, “This is your god, Israel!” (32:4). Biblical commentators are much exercised in explaining how Bnei Yisrael could have slipped so far so fast.

God’s faith in Bnei Yisrael, as well, is shattered by their worship of the Egel. God had descended and revealed Himself to Bnei Yisrael with the hope that experiencing the Divine word and presence would begin their transformation into a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (19:1). But just forty days later, the Egel destroys these hopes and resolves God to destroy the nation instead.

Struggling to bridge the chasm between the nation which has forsaken its God and the God who has rejected and condemned His people is Moshe, whose job it is to reconcile them to each other. Surely, there can be no greater miracle than changing the mind of God
 – except perhaps moving stubborn, unfaithful man to repentance.
 How Moshe accomplishes these feats will be the focus of this article, emerging from a close reading of the interactions between God, Moshe, and Bnei Yisrael in the wake of the Egel.

Since Moshe’s activity takes place on two separate stages – standing either before God or before Bnei Yisrael – it is appropriate to examine his activity on those stages separately:

1) Standing before God: What strategies does Moshe deploy to blunt God’s immediate fury? What arguments does he proffer later to successfully convince God to forgive the people? In each negotiation with God, Moshe seems to simply repeat his demand that God forgive Bnei Yisrael; what subtle shifts in Moshe’s stance become apparent as God responds at each stage to his pleadings and ultimatums?
 What hints does God offer Moshe to encourage and guide him as intercessor?

2) Standing before the people: As leader of a rebellious people, Moshe must plan the process which will save them from God’s wrath and facilitate their spiritual rehabilitation. How do his goals change over time, from the “emergency” stage of God’s threat to wipe out the people to the later stages of partial forgiveness? What carefully orchestrated tactics does Moshe use to enable the people to understand the enormity of their sin and therefore to repent?

The aftermath of the Egel forever changes Moshe’s relationship with both God and the people. Ironically, by attempting to bring God and Bnei Yisrael close together, he risks alienating both sides: he faces God as defiant supplicant (if such an oxymoron may be uttered), rejecting God’s commands and His offers of partial forgiveness, while he faces Bnei Yisrael as vengeful punisher and wrathful reprover. As we will see, Moshe’s heroic action following the Egel may indeed distance him from the people, although in unexpected ways.

II


After delivering the laws of Parashat Mishpatim (Shemot 21:1-23:33) to the nation, Moshe re-ascends Har Sinai at God’s command (24:12). Weeks go by. Puzzled and worried by Moshe’s long absence, Bnei Yisrael finally can wait no longer: 

The people saw that Moshe was delayed in descending the mountain. They gathered upon Aharon and said to him, “Arise and make us a god to go before us, for this Moshe – the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt – we do not know what has happened to him…. They made a plated calf (Egel) and said, “This is your god, Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt” (Shemot 32:1-4).


At first, the people credit Moshe with leading them from slavery: “This Moshe – the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt….” But once they have created the Egel, they credit the idol instead: “This is your god, Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.” Who indeed brought the people up from the land of Egypt? Certainly, it was Moshe – or was it? As the Torah turns from the scene of the cavorting people to the scene of God’s furious dismissal of Moshe from His presence atop Sinai, this question and others emerge as apparent disagreements between God and Moshe: 

1) Whose nation has worshipped the Egel?

2) Who is responsible for “bringing them up from Egypt”?

3) Which God/god belongs to whom?

God said to Moshe, “Go down [the mountain], for your nation has become corrupt, whom you brought up from the land of Egypt. They have turned aside quickly from the way which I commanded them; they have made for themselves a plated calf, and have bowed down to it, sacrificed to it, and said, “This is your god, Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.” 

God said to Moshe, “I have seen this nation, and it is a stiff-necked nation. Now, let Me alone, so that My anger shall burn against them and I shall consume them – and I will make you into a great nation.”

Moshe beseeched Y-HVH, his God, and said, “Why, God, let Your anger burn against Your nation, whom You brought out of Egypt with great power and a mighty hand? Why should Egypt say, ‘Evilly did He take them out, to kill them in the mountains and wipe them off the face of the land’? Return from Your burning anger, and repent of the evil [decree] for Your nation! Remember Avraham, Yitzhak, and Ya’akov, Your servants, to whom You swore by Your name, saying to them, ‘I shall increase your descendants as the stars of the sky, and all of this land which I have mentioned, I shall give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever’!” God repented of the evil He had said He would do to His nation (Shemot 32:7-14). 


Reporting the people’s idolatry to a surprised Moshe, God distances Himself from them,
 referring to them as “amekha,” “your nation.” God’s disavowal of the people contrasts startlingly with His earlier possessiveness toward them: “God said, ‘I have seen the suffering of My people in Egypt… take My people, Bnei Yisrael, out of Egypt’” (Shemot 3:7-10), or, even more powerfully, “…So says God: ‘My son, My first-born, is Yisrael’” (Shemot 4:22). On the other hand, God’s apparently ominous formulation may also be His first hint that He expects Moshe to defend the idolaters: they are “Moshe’s” nation, his responsibility. Indeed, Moshe’s bold refusal of God’s command to “let Me alone so that… I shall consume them” may reflect his understanding that God has implicitly instructed him to stand in the breach to defend “his” people. Clearly, God does not need Moshe’s leave to destroy Bnei Yisrael; Moshe understands that God’s unnecessary (and therefore otherwise incomprehensible) command to stand aside actually expresses God’s desire that he stand in the way.

Moshe responds to God’s disavowal of Bnei Yisrael by insisting that the nation is indeed His: “Why… let Your anger burn against Your nation?” Although cloaked by the language of beseechment and pleading – “Va-ykhal Moshe” – Moshe’s “supplication” challenges not only God’s instructions to leave Him to destroy the people, but also His assertion that the people are not His.
 As Moshe continues to struggle for the people’s forgiveness through successive encounters with God, he will revisit this theme time and again.


God next echoes the people, crediting Moshe (rather than Himself) with bringing Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt. Again, as God distances Himself from the people, He makes Moshe responsible for them and, implicitly, their defense. But Moshe refuses to allow God to sever His connection to Bnei Yisrael, reminding God that these are the people “whom You brought out of Egypt.” Moshe walks a slender tightrope, balancing between submissiveness before God and defiant challenge. Urged on by the subtle confirmation he reads in God’s hints to him, Moshe will ignore the surface level of His instructions and reject the compromises He proposes; he obeys God’s esoteric rather than exoteric instructions.
 Moshe does not, of course, counter God’s every point, realizing that he can push only so far at this stage. When, for example, God repeats to Moshe the people’s exclamation that the Egel is their god, Moshe does not argue. It would be impossible to make the case that the people remain devoted to God while they cavort around the Egel. Moshe will need to first shock the people into regret and repentance to enable them to re-establish their dedication to God. Reflecting the fact that at this point, it is Moshe alone who remains faithful to God, the narrating voice of the Torah refers to God as Moshe’s God alone: “Moshe beseeched God, his God [e-lohav], and said….”


Unable to plead for Bnei Yisrael on the strength of their merit, Moshe reaches for arguments which will appeal to God’s self-interest or sense of obligation, as it were. First he asserts that God has already claimed Bnei Yisrael as His nation by taking them out of Egypt and performing miracles for them. Moshe apparently means to argue that there is already substance and momentum to the ongoing relationship between God and Bnei Yisrael, or simply that destroying the nation would render purposeless all of the Divine “effort” which had gone into saving Bnei Yisrael from Egypt. Second, Moshe warns that God’s reputation will suffer: the Egyptians will think of God as an evil deity. Since one of the primary aims of the plagues and the other miracles of the exodus was to teach Egypt and the rest of the world about God’s power and His benevolence toward His nation,
 destroying that nation would subvert the lesson. Egypt would conclude that God, destroyer of Egypt, master of plagues, is in fact wholly evil, bent on destroying even the nation He called His own. Finally, Moshe reminds God of His commitment to the Forefathers of Israel, to whom He had sworn that their descendants would inherit the land of Cana’an. Whether those descendants deserve it or not, God “must” keep His promise to their righteous forebears.

III


Having successfully saved Bnei Yisrael from destruction, Moshe turns to the tasks of chastising the people and seeking forgiveness for them from God.
 As Moshe descends the mountain to face Bnei Yisrael, the Torah pauses for a detailed description of the Luhot, the tablets: 

…Moshe descended from the mountain, the two tablets of testimony in his hand, tablets inscribed upon on both sides; on this side and that were they inscribed. The tablets were the handiwork of God, and the writing was the writing of God, engraved upon the tablets (Shemot 32:15-16).

One senses that the Torah treats us to this detailed description of the Divinely carved character of the Luhot because they are about to be smashed:

When he approached the camp and saw the Egel and the dancing, Moshe’s anger burned. He cast the tablets from his hands and shattered them at the base of the mountain. He took the Egel they had made, burned it in fire, ground it up fine, spread it over the surface of the water, and made Bnei Yisrael drink (Shemot 32:19-20). 


The Torah’s account of Moshe’s approach to the camp makes it sounds like seeing the Egel and the dancing is what arouses his anger. But since God has already told Moshe how Bnei Yisrael have been keeping busy while he is gone, Moshe knows what is ahead before he sees it; if so, why does his anger flare up only now? Not only is Moshe already aware that Bnei Yisrael have created and worshipped a god, but he in fact hints as much to Yehoshua as they descend the mountain.
 Similarly, while the Torah makes Moshe’s smashing of the Luhot sounds like a spontaneous reaction to spontaneous anger, since Moshe has known about the Egel the whole way down the mountain, it seems that his reaction is anything but spontaneous – indeed, it seems that he brings the Luhot for the express purpose of smashing them before the people. Is Moshe’s behavior a calculated demonstration or a spontaneous expression of fury? 


Note also the irony connected with Moshe’s anger: he who has just begged God, “Al ye-khereh apekha,” “Do not let Your anger burn,” now lets his own anger burn: “Va-yi-khar af Moshe.” Extending the irony, the same man who just begged God not to kill the people descends the mountain and turns on the people himself, commanding a wave of executions which end the lives of 3,000 people. Does Moshe speak for the prosecution or for the defense? 


The answer is, both: since Moshe’s job is to heal the relationship between God and Bnei Yisrael, he must play both sides. Facing God, who warns him to stand aside so that He can destroy Bnei Yisrael, Moshe plays defender and appeaser, reminding God of the reasons He should spare the people. His role in the face of God’s anger is to hold in check his own anger at the rebellious people, for if he indulges his emotions he will he be unable to advocate for Bnei Yisrael. Only as he descends the mountain to face the people does he allow his anger to blossom, for now he faces Bnei Yisrael as prosecutor and chastiser. Spiritually diseased, the people need radical surgery to survive; only amputation will enable them to avoid the greater threat, to root out the gangrenous limb which is beyond healing and threatens the health of the whole. In addition, the salvageable remainder of the people needs aggressive rehabilitation therapy, a shock to jolt them into comprehension of their sin and inspire them to enter a process of repentance. When Moshe faces the Egel and the dancing, therefore, he gives free reign to the anger he choked back before.
 His emotion is genuine despite being calibrated for effect and timing.


The commentators pick up on several themes which hint that part of Moshe’s strategy is to induce in the people an awareness of what they have done and a sense of guilt. Seforno addresses the question of Moshe’s use of the Luhot to teach the people a lesson: 

“With the two tablets in his hand”: He [Moshe] reasoned that when he returned, they would repent; if not, he would smash them [the Luhot] right in front of them to shock them into repentance (Seforno, Shemot 32:15). 

Smashing the Luhot is not Moshe’s spontaneous reaction, Seforno claims, but a strategy he plans while he makes his way down the mountain. On the other hand, actually seeing the Egel and the dancing adds authentic passion to the planned gesture of smashing the Luhot before the people. 


Ramban adds to the picture with a novel explanation of why Moshe forces Bnei Yisrael to drink water containing the dust of the ground-up Egel. Other mefarshim suggest that ingesting the dust reveals who has participated in the worship: just as the water drunk by the sota (woman suspected of adultery) indicates whether she has been unfaithful to her husband, the Egel-water will show if the people have been unfaithful to God. But Ramban (Shemot 32:20) takes a psychological approach to Moshe’s tactic: 

. . . He wanted to show contempt for what they had made, so he ground up their god and put it into their bellies so that they should excrete it in their excrement, as it says, “Cast them [your idols] out like an outcast; tell them, ‘Get out!’” (Isaiah 30:22). 


Ramban understands Moshe’s solution as literally visceral, an imposition on the people of his own loathing for the Egel. But perhaps Moshe intends not only to express his own feelings for the Egel, but to trigger similar feelings in the people. How to transform joyful worship and frolicsome adoration into revulsion, regret and repentance? Joining the Egel together with filth induces the people to participate in reducing the object of their worship to an object of disgust. As they reject the one, they will reject the other, preparing them for the emotional and spiritual process of teshuvah.

From laying this foundation for the process of repentance, Moshe proceeds to respond to the demands of justice by wiping out the chief participants in the worship of the Egel. Carrying out in microcosm the destruction God had wanted to carry out in macrocosm, Moshe is aided by Shevet Levi, who ignore the bonds of love and friendship in representing God’s justice. That specifically Levi, the tribe dedicated to service of God, volunteers to carry out this harsh task, confirms the impression that Moshe acts in the guise of divine punisher, in God’s stead. Moshe’s anger (“haron af”) flares instead of God’s; his death sentence is carried out rather than God’s; and he is aided by those whose very function is to represent God to the people.

IV

The next day, Moshe said to the people, “You have sinned greatly; now I will ascend to God – perhaps I will be able to atone for your sin.” Moshe returned to God and said, “O, this people have sinned greatly and made for themselves a golden god. Now, if You will forgive them… but if not, erase me from the book You have written!” God said to Moshe, “Whoever has sinned against Me, him will I erase from My book! Now go lead the people to the place of which I have spoken to you; My angel will go before you. But on the day I choose, I will recall their sin upon them!” (Shemot 32:30-35).


Moshe’s first tefilla had saved Bnei Yisrael from death. Now, seeking to convince God to forgive the people and re-establish His relationship with them, Moshe adopts an aggressive posture, opening negotiations by delivering an ultimatum: “Erase me from the book You have written!” According to Rashi, Moshe means, “Erase me from Your Torah!” But others offer an interpretation which casts Moshe in an even more audacious light: “The book You have written” is not the Torah, but the “Book of Life” itself, or the book of merits and sins which is before God. Moshe demands, in other words, “If You will not forgive them, then kill me!”


On the surface, God seems to brush Moshe off: “Whoever has sinned against Me, him will I erase from My book! Now go lead the people….” But almost hidden in this apparent refusal is a capitulation: “Lead the people to the place of which I have spoken to you.” Not only will God not destroy Bnei Yisrael, but in fact they will still be traveling to Cana’an to inherit the land.
 This subtle shift, buried within a context of refusal, exemplifies a pattern which spans these extended negotiations: Moshe repeatedly demands forgiveness and signs of Divine favor, and God, seeming to refuse, actually grants the request in part. The cumulative result is that God edges subtly closer to completely forgiving Bnei Yisrael until the final scene, where God openly avows His complicity with Moshe and agrees directly to Moshe’s insistent demand.


This pattern of concession cloaked by rejection implies that although God seems angry, distant, and at times even suspicious of Moshe’s efforts on behalf of Bnei Yisrael, His true feeling
 is one of greater complexity: balancing the anger apparent on the surface is God’s desire to forgive Bnei Yisrael, a desire which peeks through the stony edifice of His outward hostility. Detecting these hints, Moshe takes them as encouragement to continue on an otherwise prohibitively risky path; behavior which normally would earn him swift punishment for temerity
 is permitted and subtly abetted by God’s whispered approval. In a midrash quoted by Rashi, Hazal hint to this complicity between God and Moshe: in the course of the negotiations, Moshe moves the Ohel Mo’ed
 outside the camp, a move interpreted by Hazal as expressing Moshe’s understanding that just as God has withdrawn from Bnei Yisrael, so should His faithful servant, Moshe, withdraw from them. But God tells Moshe that he is wrong: “God told Moshe to return to the camp. He said to him, ‘If I am angry, and you are angry, who will draw Bnei Yisrael close?!’” (Rashi 33:11). God and Moshe are partners in a “conspiracy of mercy,” an under-the-table effort to forgive the people. 

To return to the negotiations, Moshe’s response – or, rather, his lack of response – to God’s concession indicates that he is unsatisfied: the word “va-yomer” introduces God’s statement in 32:33, which goes unanswered by Moshe; the subsequent “va-y-daber” introducing God’s next statement in 33:1 indicates that God has paused but that Moshe has remained silent, waiting. Moshe stays mute even when God commands him again to lead the people, and the Torah must supply yet another “va-yomer” (33:5) to introduce God’s third attempt to evoke a response from silently disobedient Moshe. What more does Moshe seek? After all, Bnei Yisrael are to continue their journey to Cana’an, accompanied by God’s angel; what is missing?


Although His angel will join Bnei Yisrael, God’s personal presence, it seems, will not accompany them. Earlier, God had told Moshe that He would send a uniquely-equipped angel to guide the people to Cana’an: “I am sending an angel before you… My name is within him” (Shemot 24:20-21). The presence of God’s name “within” this angel indicates that the angel represents God’s intimate, personal presence;
 indeed, shortly afterward, God commands the construction of the Mishkan, the portable temple to house His presence, promising that He Himself will abide with the people: “They shall make for Me a temple, and I shall dwell among them” (Shemot 25:8).
 Now, however, God recoils in response to the worship of the Egel; sparing their lives, He nevertheless keeps Bnei Yisrael at arm’s length, refusing to infuse the camp with His presence. In the ensuing pesukim, God elaborates:

“I will send an angel before you… but I shall not go with you, because you are a stiff-necked nation….” The people heard this evil news and mourned (Shemot 33:2-4). 


God’s decision not to accompany the people to Cana’an, signifying His deep estrangement from them, carries enormous implications: since God will not dwell among Bnei Yisrael, there is no longer any need for them to build a dwelling for Him. All of the elaborate blueprints for the Mishkan, so intricately drawn in hundreds of pesukim in Shemot 25-31, now describe what might have been instead of what shall be. If there is to be no “ve-shakhanti,” then obviously there need be no “Mishkan,” as Ibn Ezra (Shemot 33:3) points out: 

“I [God] will not accompany you [to Cana’an]”: they should not make a Mishkan, for I will not dwell [“e-shkon”] among Bnei Yisrael.


That God’s withdrawal spells the end of the Mishkan is not only logical and intuitively suggestive, but also hinted by the Torah’s strategic use of the term “Ohel Mo’ed,” “Tent of Meeting,” during the period of God’s estrangement. Prior to the worship of the Egel, “Ohel Mo’ed” is one of the most common names for the portable temple, appearing fifteen times in reference to the Mishkan. The name “Ohel Mo’ed” communicates its function as a place to meet with God and stand before Him in worship and communication.
 But once Bnei Yisrael’s worship of the Egel triggers God’s withdrawal, the term “Ohel Mo’ed” acquires a new referent:

Moshe took the tent and pitched it outside the camp, far from the camp, and called it the “Ohel Mo’ed.” Anyone who sought God would go to the “Ohel Mo’ed” outside the camp (Shemot 33:7).

In place of the former “Ohel Mo’ed,” 1) a structure of beauty, grandeur, and complexity, fashioned of precious metals, gemstones, exquisite weavings and coverings, 2) intended as a national center to meet with God and 3) located in the center of the camp, Moshe erects instead 1) a plain tent where 2) only individuals, not the nation as a group (“Anyone who sought God would go…”) can seek God, 3) far outside the camp. Using the same term to refer to both the grand planned dwelling of God and this flimsy structure implies that one replaces the other.


Sensitive to the profound (as well as concrete) implications of God’s withdrawal, Moshe responds with silent protest, resisting God’s instructions to lead the people bereft of His intimate presence. Seemingly impatient, God repeats to Moshe His command to lead Bnei Yisrael on to Cana’an and insists that He Himself will not make the trip with them (33:3). Superficially, there appears to be no progress in Moshe’s campaign for forgiveness. But a careful look shows that Moshe’s obstinacy has quite effectively changed God’s mind, as it were, on several scores: 

God said to Moshe, “Go, arise from here, you and the nation you brought up from Egypt, to the land I promised to Avraham, to Yitzhak, and to Ya’akov, saying, ‘To your descendants shall I give it.’ I will send an angel before you, and I shall drive out the Cana’ani, Emori, Hiti, Perizi, Hivi, and Yevusi. [Go to] the land flowing with milk and honey; but I shall not go up with you, for you are a stiff-necked nation, and I might destroy you on the way.” The people heard this evil thing and mourned; no one put on his decorative ornaments. God said to Moshe, “Tell Bnei Yisrael, ‘Your are a stiff-necked people; if I accompany you for even a second, I will destroy you. Now remove your decorations, and I shall decide what to do to you” (Shemot 33:1-6).

Note several critical shifts: 

1) Instead of leading the nation simply “where I told you,” as before (32:34), the journey’s destination is now termed “the land I promised to the Avot.” To some degree, God appears to be acknowledging Moshe’s reminder (in his first prayer) that He had promised the land to the Forefathers, and in doing so acknowledges His deep historic connection and commitment to the people. 

2) The angel to accompany them will not just “go before them,” but will help them conquer the powerful nations who inhabit the land of Cana’an. 

3) The angry God who had commanded, “Take them to that place I told you!” now says, “Take them to the land flowing with milk and honey, the land promised to their forefathers, the land My angel will help them conquer.”
 The latter statement simply cannot come out of an angry countenance. 

4) God’s not accompanying the people is formulated not as a punishment, a punitive withdrawal of the Divine presence, but as a form of mercy.
 God recognizes that the people’s ingrained habits and beliefs make it impossible for them to walk the straight and narrow, remaining always completely obedient. Were He to accompany them personally, any failure on their part to meet Divine standards of faithfulness would demand that He destroy them, for any rebellion would be literally “in His face” and demand swift and extreme punishment. God must withdraw so that when the people fail, they will in a sense rebel only against God’s angel, not against the Divine presence itself.  

 
Bnei Yisrael react to the news of God’s withdrawal by mourning and forgoing the ornaments they customarily wear (33:4). Puzzlingly, however, although they have clearly been informed already (“The nation heard this evil thing”), God specifically commands Moshe to tell the people that He will not accompany them, and instructs them to remove their ornaments (33:5). Why command Moshe to repeat news everyone has already heard? And why command the people to remove the ornaments that they have already removed, caught up in sadness and guilt?
 God’s command to Moshe to repeat to the people that He will not accompany them fits the pattern of God’s external anger but internal mercy and desire to forgive: He emphasizes that the withdrawal of His Presence is not a punishment, but a merciful recognition that the people cannot bear the demands of faithful obedience implied by God’s immediate personal presence. The command to remove the already-removed decorations reinforces the impression that God is only externally angry: He decrees a non-decree, purposely prescribing mourning that the people have already performed to hint that His unforgiving posture is merely the surface. 

V

Moshe took the tent and pitched it outside the camp, far from the camp, and called it the “Ohel Mo’ed.” Whoever sought God would go out to the Ohel Mo’ed, which was outside the camp. When Moshe would leave to go to the tent, all of the nation would stand up and wait, each person at the door of his tent, and look after Moshe until he came to the tent. When Moshe came to the tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the door of the tent and speak with Moshe. All of the people would see the pillar of cloud standing at the door of the tent; they would all stand up and bow down, each at the door of his tent. God would speak to Moshe face to face – just as someone speaks to his friend – and then he would return to the camp. But his servant, Yehoshua bin Nun, an attendant, would never leave the tent (Shemot 33:7-11). 


By now, Moshe’s ultimatum (“Erase me from the book You wrote”) has failed; his stubborn silence has moved God but little. He now returns to the other front of the battle, attempting to strengthen his position before God by deepening the nation’s teshuvah. He pitches a tent outside the camp, calling it the “Ohel Mo’ed” to communicate to the people that God is no longer in their midst: to meet God, he must leave the camp. The people get the message. Whenever Moshe leaves the camp to meet with God, they follow him longingly with their eyes, and when the Shekhinah appears, they demonstrate their fealty to God by bowing. Deep in the throes of teshuvah, Bnei Yisrael clearly understand and wistfully lament that their sin has driven God from their midst.

Appropriately, the Torah chooses this particular juncture to set off God’s close relationship with Moshe against His distant relationship with Bnei Yisrael. Moshe has always enjoyed greater closeness to God than the people, but especially now, in the aftermath of their infidelity, with the gap between them and God even wider than before, Moshe seems to draw even closer to God. The Deity and he speak “face to face, as a man speaks to his fellow” (33:11), while the rest of the people watch from afar. But the Torah’s observation that God and Moshe communicate as friends also confirms the indications we have noted that Moshe steps over the usual limits in arguing with God: speaking as if to a friend implies that Moshe can speak freely. Not only does he speak to God “face to face,” he also argues with God head-to-head, openly challenging, insisting, rejecting unsatisfactory alternatives. The Torah’s characterization of this unique relationship intimates that Moshe has been given permission to adopt a posture of equality with God, which in other circumstances, or for other people, would provoke God’s anger. God relaxes the normal standards, permitting Moshe to speak to him as a friend would, so that Moshe can facilitate the process of forgiveness. 

Perhaps the Torah also means to hint that in responding to the Egel crisis, God has taken on a quasi-human persona; He will play the role of Moshe’s “fellow,” his somewhat-more-than-equal, subject to being swayed by Moshe’s arguments just as friends are who debate one another. Moreover, God’s behaving humanly means that He takes on a human, emotional mode of interacting with Moshe. He allows Himself to be swayed by arguments which are not purely rational, but instead appeal to the emotions; He permits Himself to be persuaded even by the mere persistence of His opponent, as people can be swayed. This facet of the interaction is hinted in Midrash Tanhuma:  

“God would speak to Moshe face to face”: We do not know [from this] whether the low one [i.e., Moshe] lifted himself up, or the High One lowered Himself down. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said, “As it were, the Highness of the world bent Himself over, as it says, ‘God descended to the tent’” (Midrash Tanhuma, Ki Tisa, Chap. 27).

Instead of raising Moshe higher, closer to His own level, God lowers Himself to Moshe’s human level, making Himself vulnerable to arguments which would sway a human. 

Finally, God and Moshe’s speaking like friends draws our attention to the strategy which Moshe now implements to push God once again toward forgiveness. Quite aware of his special relationship with God, Moshe now takes advantage of that “friendship”: 

Moshe said to God, “Look, You tell me, ‘Bring the nation up [to Cana’an],’ but You have not told me whom You will send with me! And [yet] You have said, ‘I [God] shall know You [Moshe] through the Name,’ and also, ‘You [Moshe] have found favor in My eyes.’ Now, if I have really found favor in Your eyes, let me know Your ways – then I shall know You, and I will be able to find favor in Your eyes. And see, too, that this nation is Your nation!” (Shemot 33:12-13).

Moshe formulates his claim as a completely personal matter, couching all of his arguments in terms of his own relationship with God: 1) “You have not told me whom You will send with me…”; 2) “You have said, ‘I shall know You through the Name’…”; 3) “You [Moshe] have found favor in My eyes…”; 4) “If I have really found favor in Your eyes…”; 5) “Let me know Your ways…”; 6) “Then I shall know You…”; 7) “I will be able to find favor….” Moshe claims that God had promised to maintain intimate closeness with him, since Moshe had found favor in His eyes – yet now He has decided to send a nameless angel along with him instead of accompanying him Himself! Clearly, God has sent the nameless, “nondescript” angel not to punish Moshe, but because of the people’s abandonment of God. Moshe argues, however, that he is being sacrificed unfairly: sending an angel who does not represent an intense level of Divine presence punishes Moshe for a crime he did not commit. 


Moshe reminds God of His promise to “know him [Moshe] through the Name,” a promise made, according to Ramban,
 before the Exodus, when God revealed to Moshe His plan for the redemption. At that time, God had contrasted the character of Divine revelation experienced by the Avot to the character of Divine revelation the world would experience as the Exodus unfolded in plagues and miracles: “I appeared to Avraham, Yitzhak, and Ya’akov as ‘E-l Shad-dai,’ but by My name, ‘Y-HVH,’ I was not known to them” (Shemot 6:3). Certainly, the Avot were aware of the name “Y-HVH,” as it appears frequently throughout Sefer Bereishit (Genesis); the revelation of “Y-HVH” does not refer to the announcement of an unknown name, but to the revelation of a formerly hidden aspect of God. The Avot had experienced God on a personal, private level; He had revealed Himself in visions or dreams to them alone, delivering promises and commands, but never stepping into public view to intervene in the affairs of the world. He had remained “E-l Shad-dai,” God the Provider,
 the hidden Deity who challenged and tested the Avot and promised them a destiny only their descendants would behold.

The plagues of Egypt, God’s primary vehicle for manifesting His immanent presence to the world in a show of power, change this state of affairs dramatically.
 Pharaoh begins his dealings with Moshe with a defiant claim of ignorance: “Who is ‘Y-HVH,’ that I should obey Him and release Yisrael? I do not know ‘Y-HVH’!” (5:2). In response, God embarks on a project to “educate” Pharaoh, an effort to help him understand who Y-HVH is and why he should obey His instructions: “Egypt shall know that I am Y-HVH, when I reach forth My hand over Egypt…” (7:5). God’s newly-revealed aspect of “Y-HVH” is His public presence, His exertion of power to intervene in world affairs. To “know Y-HVH” means to know God as the actively participating master of the world, the ultimate potentate who reveals Himself publicly in human events.
 By no accident, the phrase “to know Y-HVH” appears quite often in the context of the plagues and miracles which destroy Egypt: 

1) Blood: “So says Y-HVH: ‘By this, you shall know that I am Y-HVH.’ I shall strike with my staff upon the water in the river, and it shall turn to blood” (7:17).

2) Frogs: “He [Pharaoh] said, ‘[Pray for their removal] tomorrow’; he [Moshe] said, ‘As you say – so that you shall know that there is none like Y-HVH, our God” (8:6). 

3) Wild beasts
: “…So that you shall know that I am Y-HVH, in the midst of the land” (8:18).

4) Hail: “But for this reason have I kept you standing – in order to show you My power, and to spread My name throughout the land” (9:16).

5) Locusts: “…You shall retell, in the ears of your son and the son of your son, how I toyed with Egypt, and all of the plagues I placed upon them, and you shall know that I am Y-HVH” (10:2).

6) Egypt’s death at the sea: “…I shall deal heavily with Pharaoh and his entire army; Egypt shall know that I am Y-HVH…” (14:4); “Egypt shall know that I am Y-HVH when I deal heavily with Pharaoh…” (14:18).

If the name “Y-HVH” signifies God’s projection of His public presence, and if “knowing Y-HVH” denotes becoming aware of God’s public presence, it is particularly appropriate to find the following programmatic statement in reference to the Mishkan: “They shall know that I am Y-HVH, their God, who took them out of the land of Egypt in order that I might dwell among them; I am Y-HVH, their God” (29:46). The Mishkan, built expressly to house God’s presence, concretizes and institutionalizes the dynamic process of “knowing Y-HVH” in the structure which represents His public presence within the nation.

Moshe, faced now with God’s withdrawal from the nation, cries foul: God has reneged on His promise to “know” the nation “through His name,” i.e., the name “Y-HVH,” signifying constant public presence; though God’s retreat from the sinful people may be justified, Moshe reminds God that he deserves no such penalty. Did God not commit to him as well, and is He not now defaulting? Maintaining the ultimate goal of gaining forgiveness for the people, Moshe focuses his argument for the moment on the closeness God had promised to him personally. Moshe notes that God’s responses to his demands thus far have singled him out repeatedly for special favor: first, God offers to replace Bnei Yisrael with a nation produced by Moshe’s descendants. As Moshe begins his prayer to save the people from destruction, the Torah reinforces the impression of a special personal connection between God and Moshe by referring to God as “Moshe’s God.” More recently, after Moshe moves the “Ohel Mo’ed” out of the camp, the Torah graphically illustrates how God maintains (and perhaps deepens) His intimate relationship with Moshe, speaking with him “face to face.” Now that Bnei Yisrael have been rejected, God devotes all of His attention, so to speak, to Moshe. Moshe notes this trend and parlays it into a strategy: he will use his closeness with God to “pressure” Him into forgiving the rest of the people.

Moshe’s strategy unfolds in several stages. First he launches a direct attack, demanding that God forgive the people or “erase me from the book You have written.” He makes no attempt to address the substance of the relationship between God and the people; God should forgive them simply because He prefers doing so to killing Moshe. God rebuffs this demand and asserts that He will punish only the sinners, but also commands Moshe to lead the people to Cana’an, effectively yielding something to Moshe. Moshe understands that God refused his bold, direct attempt because Moshe was demanding that God ignore His own anger and the demands of justice in favor of Moshe’s counter-demand.
 Also, Moshe had supplied no intrinsic reason for God to forgive the people; instead, he had simply applied the external leverage of his own death. To make further progress, he must supply an intrinsic rationale for God to forgive the nation. 

 
Moshe now begins to follow an indirect path to forgiveness: casting all of God’s promises as promises made to him personally – although these commitments were made to the people as a whole – he argues that it is unfair of God to deprive him of what he deserves. Simultaneously, he supplies an intrinsic reason to forgive the people: making a sudden transition from the personal to the national, he sounds a theme he has sounded before: “See, also, this nation is Your nation!”, the insistent reminder that Bnei Yisrael are God’s people.


Having argued that God owes him, Moshe now demands that God Himself to teach him how to achieve forgiveness for the people: “Let me know Your ways – then I shall know You, and I will be able to find favor in Your eyes.”
 Ostensibly, God’s revelation of His merciful characteristics (the thirteen Divine attributes of mercy) is a lesson to be used to defuse future incidents of Divine anger.
 God responds enigmatically: “He said, ‘My face will accompany you; I will lead you’” (Shemot 33:14). Has God finally given in, agreeing to personally lead the people?
 How is this to be understood as a response to Moshe’s demand that God show him how to achieve forgiveness for the people in future incidents? God’s words appear to ignore Moshe’s request. Moreover, if God indeed communicates His capitulation by these words, how to understand what Moshe says next:  

He said to Him, “If Your face [personal presence] will not go [with us], do not bring us up from here! How, indeed, will it be known that I have found favor in Your eyes – I and Your nation – is it not through Your going with us, singling out myself and Your nation from all the nations on the face of the Earth!?” (Shemot 33:15-16). 

 
Moshe seems so dissatisfied with God’s response that he declares a sit-in. How did God’s seemingly conciliatory proposition inspire such an impassioned Mosaic response? Was God not giving Moshe exactly what he had been demanding? Ibn Ezra (Shemot 33:21) reads God’s offer closely:  

. . . In my opinion, when God said to him, “I will send an angel before you,” Moshe responded, “But You have not told me whom You are sending with me,” i.e., whether he [the angel] is the one about whom it was written, “My name is within him” (Shemot 23:21). God answered, “I Myself will go; I will lead you.” The meaning of “you” [“lakh”] is that “I will go with you alone; I will not dwell among Bnei Yisrael. Moshe responded, “If You Yourself do not go” with the whole nation mentioned above (“Look, this is Your nation!”), then “do not take us up [to Cana’an]!” – using plural language. The proof of this interpretation is [Moshe’s question], “How will it be known [to the world] that I have found favor in Your eyes, I and Your nation – is it not through Your going with us”….


God focuses on the opening and closing of Moshe’s statement and, for the moment, ignores the demand between: Moshe had opened with the complaint that God has reneged on His promise to remain close to Moshe, and had closed with the reminder that Bnei Yisrael are truly God’s nation. He had tried to blur the line between himself and the people, beginning his argument by focusing on his own relationship with God and then slipping the people in at the end, but God refuses to group Moshe and the people together and offers only to accompany Moshe alone.
 (Note that He has not yet responded to Moshe’s request for a tutorial in Divine mercy-arousal.) Once again, Moshe rejects God’s offer, refusing to be separated from the people. This has been his position all along: refusing to allow God to destroy the people and make a nation of his descendants, refusing to continue living if the people are not forgiven, rejecting God’s offer of a special Divine presence to accompany him alone, and finally, in his latest response, hammering away at this point once again, insisting that he is part of this group entity: “Do not take us up from here”; “How will it be known that I and your nation have found favor in Your eyes”; “I and your nation will be distinguished.” Moshe will participate only if the people are allowed to participate as well. 


God responds to Moshe’s outburst by sidestepping, ignoring his latest demand of inclusion with the nation, and instead responding to the request Moshe had made earlier that God instruct him in the proper way to arouse Divine mercy:

God said to Moshe, “Also this thing that you have mentioned, I will do, because you have found favor in My eyes – I will know you through the Name” (Shemot 33:17).

God cannot mean by this to capitulate to Moshe’s demand that He accompany the people, for if so, the conversation should end here; Moshe would have received what he had sought for the sake of Bnei Yisrael, and God would now proceed to accompany the nation to Cana’an. But since the conversation continues, with Moshe continuing to plead that God accompany the people (34:8-9), God’s latest offer must be understood otherwise. It appears that “this thing that you have spoken, I will do” harks back to Moshe’s earlier request that God show him how to achieve forgiveness for future incidents – a request to which (as noted above) God has yet to respond.
 Indeed, God’s statement introduces His description of how He plans to reveal His merciful attributes to Moshe, exactly what Moshe had requested above. 

Encouraged by God’s favorable response, Moshe reaches even higher: “He said, ‘Show me Your glory!’” (33:18). Eager for more than just a transfer of secret information (“Let me know Your ways”), Moshe seeks an experience of the Divine; beyond “hodi’eini,” he craves “har’eini.” In response, God describes how He will orchestrate the revelation: 

(A)  He said [“va-yomer”], “I will pass all of My goodness before you and call out in the name ‘Y-HVH’ before you. [But] I will favor whom I want to favor; I will be merciful to those to whom I want to be merciful!” (33:19). 

(B)  He said [“va-yomer”], “You cannot see My face, for man cannot see me and live” (33:20).

(C)  God said [“va-yomer”], “There is a place here by Me, where you shall stand by the rock. When My glory passes, I will place you in the crevice of the rock and cover you with My hand until I pass. I will then remove My hand and you will see My back – but My face cannot be seen” (33:21).

(D)  God said [“va-yomer”] to Moshe, “Carve out for yourself two tablets of stone. I will write on the tablets the things that were on the first tablets, which you shattered. Be ready in the morning, ascend in the morning to Mount Sinai and wait for me there at the summit of the mountain. No one should ascend with you; no one should be seen on the whole mountain. Even the sheep and cattle should not graze opposite that mountain” (34:1-3).

Note that each of these four statements is preceded by “va-yomer,” indicating that God pauses – and that Moshe remains silent – between each statement. Apparently, Moshe is waiting for something God seems reluctant to grant. Let us examine each attempt closely:

(A) He said [“va-yomer”], “I will pass all of My goodness before you and call out in the name ‘Y-HVH’ before you. [But] I will favor whom I want to favor; I will be merciful to those to whom I want to be merciful!” (33:19). 


God responds warily to Moshe’s request for the full Divine experience, suspecting that Moshe may plan to take advantage as He displays His merciful qualities. Instead, he promises merely the revelation of “hodi’eini” (i.e., He will communicate to Moshe the secrets of the name Y-HVH: “I will pass all of My goodness before you and call out in the name ‘Y-HVH’ before you”), denying Moshe the full experiential revelation he had requested as “har’eini.” Furthermore, he warns Moshe not to attempt to use this opportunity to attain mercy and forgiveness for those whom God is not otherwise ready to forgive. To paraphrase: “Although I will reveal My goodness to you, calling out the name ‘Y-HVH’ before you (signifying presence, the opposite of God’s abandonment of the people), I will forgive only those I want to forgive, and I will have mercy only on those upon whom I want to have mercy!”


Moshe, unsatisfied with this offer, does not respond; he wants more than just the text of the prayer he should use next time. He seeks “har’eini,” to see: he wants God to provide him with an all-encompassing visual experience of His merciful qualities – a context in which he will be able to beg mercy for those whom God is so far unwilling to forgive. God has agreed to reveal His merciful attributes, but refused so far to allow Moshe to seize the opportunity to gain forgiveness for Bnei Yisrael: “I will favor whom I want to favor; I will be merciful to those to whom I want to be merciful!” For Moshe, this simply does not suffice, and he retreats into familiar silence. God capitulates on this point, but proceeds to offer Moshe another challenge, reminding him of his limitations as a human being, arguing that the intense Divine experience he has requested will kill him: 

(B)  He said [“va-yomer”], “You cannot see My face, for man cannot see me and live” (33:20).


But Moshe maintains his stony silence. He knows his limitations, but insists that God find a way to shield him from fatal exposure! God gives in once again, promising to provide Moshe with the ultimate prophetic epiphany and also to shield him from harm:  

(C)  God said [“va-yomer”], “There is a place here by Me, where you shall stand by the rock. When My glory passes, I will place you in the crevice of the rock and cover you with My hand until I pass. I will then remove My hand and you will see My back – but My face cannot be seen” (33:21).


Incredibly, however, Moshe is still not satisfied, maintaining his stubborn silence. God finally gives in one last time, promising that this experience will culminate in the establishment of a new covenant with the people Moshe so stubbornly represents: 

(D)  God said [“va-yomer”] to Moshe, “Carve out for yourself two tablets of stone. I will write on the tablets the things that were on the first tablets, which you shattered. Be ready in the morning, ascend in the morning to Mount Sinai and wait for me there at the summit of the mountain. No one should ascend with you; no one should be seen on the whole mountain. Even the sheep and cattle should not graze opposite that mountain” (34:1-3).


Moshe gambles and wins: God agrees to become an open participant in the “conspiracy to forgive”; acting on God’s own hinted instructions, Moshe has worn God down. Note, though, that despite God’s agreement to re-establish the covenant (embodied in the new tablets) with the entire nation, He still focuses on Moshe alone: only Moshe is to ascend the mountain, unlike at the original revelation of the Decalogue, when various privileged groups ascended to different levels on the mountain. God communicates unambiguously that He participates in this covenant on Moshe’s merit alone; the people play no role in the Divine experience accompanying the giving of the Torah this time:  

He carved out two tablets of stone like the first ones. Moshe arose early in the morning and ascended Mount Sinai as God had commanded him. He took in his hands the two tablets of stone. God descended in a cloud, stood with him there, and called out the name, “Y-HVH.” God passed before him and called out, “Y-HVH, Y-HVH, God of mercy and kindness, slow to anger and great in kindness and truth; maintaining kindness for thousands, bearing sin, iniquity, and transgression, who will not excuse sin, recalling the sin of the fathers upon the children to the third and fourth generation” (34:4-7).

Many readers of this passage believe that the pesukim above tell the most important part of this story: God’s revelation of His attributes of mercy. But the most important moment is still ahead: 

Moshe hurried to prostrate himself on the ground and bow. He said, “If I have truly found favor in Your eyes, then let God please go in our midst, though it is a stiff-necked nation; forgive our sin and transgression, and make us Your possession!” (34:8).


Confirming God’s suspicion, Moshe does indeed take advantage of God’s demonstration of His mercy, “hurrying” to prostrate himself and beg forgiveness for the nation while the essence of Divine mercy yet pervades the space around him. We will never know what Moshe saw, peeking through the chinks between God’s protecting “fingers.” Perhaps, in vulgar terms, we might say that God has detonated a hydrogen-bomb of Divine mercy right in front of Moshe. Harnessing the power of this unparalleled manifestation of mercy, Moshe does exactly what God had warned him not to do. As He articulates the midot ha-rahamim, God’s mercy creates such a powerful wave of Divine presence that Moshe must be shielded from it to survive. Moshe seizes the opportunity to make his final attempt to attain forgiveness for Bnei Yisrael; God, who has just proclaimed His mercy in over a dozen different ways, simply “cannot” deny Moshe’s request for mercy.
 He simultaneously agrees to forgive the people and establish a new berit (covenant) with them:

He said, “I hereby make a covenant: I shall perform wonders before your entire nation, which have never been created in the whole world and among all the nations; this whole nation, in whose midst you are, will see the acts of God, who is awesome, which I perform with you” (34:10).


Note that the argument between God and Moshe about whose nation it is has not been settled. Moshe begins his final request by focusing on himself – “If I have found favor in Your eyes” – and calls the nation “stiff-necked,” but continues by counting himself as one with the people, even making it sound as if he needs forgiveness along with them: “May Y-HVH go with us”; “Forgive our sin and our transgression, and take us as Your inheritance.” Not about to relent on this score, God responds by referring to the nation as “Moshe’s nation” and reasserting that Moshe remains apart from it: “the nation in whose midst you are,” as if Moshe’s presence among the people, merely accidental, nevertheless redounds to their advantage.


As the substance of the new covenant, God commands a series of mitzvot, combining several post-Exodus mitzvot (such as the sanctification of firstborn sons and animals) and several of the mitzvot of the original Sefer ha-Berit (“Book of the Covenant,” a term Shemot 24:7 coins to refer to the legal section of Parashat Mishpatim).
 Significantly, the new berit omits all of the interpersonal mitzvot of the original Sefer Ha-Berit: the laws of damages, treatment of slaves, kindness to orphans, converts, and others, theft, murder, judicial laws, etc. Instead, all of the mitzvot repeated here reinforce allegiance to God, particularly those which caution against idol worship. The original covenant, shattered by the worship of the calf, must be recast in this new berit, through its repetition of key mitzvot bein adam la-Makom of the original berit.


As Moshe returns to “his nation,” a veil covers his face. Although Moshe has remained deeply loyal to Bnei Yisrael, events have driven a wedge between him and the people forever. He will always remain
 on one side of this miniature mehitzah – God’s side – while his people remain outside. Moshe may have won the struggle with God for national forgiveness, but perhaps God has prevailed in the struggle over whether Moshe is truly one with the people. God compromises, granting forgiveness to Moshe’s nation but claiming Moshe as His own. Ironically, it seems that the chief consequence of God’s forgiving Bnei Yisrael is not His increased closeness to them, but to Moshe. The second berit is indeed granted to the nation – but in absentia. Moshe, not only the conduit for God’s interaction with the people, becomes the major inducement for God to interact with the people at all. Our Torah is truly Moshe’s Torah, given to us not only through him, but because of him.

Remember the Torah of My servant Moshe, which I commanded him at Horev 

upon all of Yisrael, laws and statutes.

(Malakhi 3:22)
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� Indeed, God Himself comments on the rapidity of their departure: “They have strayed swiftly from the path I commanded them” (32:8). Midrash Ha-Gadol (32:2) wonders: “Usually, when one hears a tune from his friend, it does not leave his ear for forty days; here, it is not even forty days since you said, ‘All that God has spoken, we will do and obey,’ and yet you have already thrown His yoke from upon you!” See also Shemot Rabbah 42:7, where some opinions  assert that Bnei Yisrael remained faithful to God for only a day or two before beginning to scheme about idol-worship. See also Pesikta De-Rav Kahana, Piska 2, and Childs, p. 564: “How could this have happened if the people had heard the Decalogue?”


In terms of the extent of the people’s idolatrous intent, Rashi (32:1) paints their departure from God as fundamental, asserting that Bnei Yisrael truly intended idol worship (see also B. Jacob, p. 937), but Ramban (ad loc.) argues at length that the people desired only a leader to replace Moshe (see also Hizkuni ad loc.). Regarding the people’s dramatic descent from the theophany to idol worship, Ramban cites Shemot Rabbah, where God anticipates this post-revelation reversal and communicates as much to Moshe. Rashbam (ad loc.) takes a position similar to Ramban’s, suggesting that the people sought an oracle to guide them rather than a god per se. See also Driver, pp. 349-50, who sides with Ramban but indicates that the calf had a quasi-deity function as well. Cassuto (p. 415) paraphrases God’s “they have strayed swiftly”: “…It is impossible to instill new ideas into their obdurate mentality; they are accustomed to the cult prevailing round about them, namely, that of image worship, and it is not possible to make them understand that this mode of worship is unfitting and unacceptable.” See also Torah Sheleimah, vol. 24, Milu’im 13-14, for a summary of the range of opinion.


� See BeMidbar 23:19, “Lo ish e-l vi-y-khazev u-ven adam ve-yit-nekham, ha-hu amar ve-lo ya-aseh, ve-diber ve-lo ye-kimenah,” which strikingly contrasts with “Va-yinakhem Y-HVH al ha-ra'a asher dibber la-asot le-amo.” While it is tempting to address the issue of God’s changing His mind, as it were, and the place of that phenomenon in this account in particular and in response to prayer in general, it is beyond the focus of this paper. See Midrash Ha-Gadol to 32:12 – “Is there indeed anger before Him? Is there indeed regret before Him? Is it not written, ‘I am God, I have not changed’? If He were sometimes angry and sometimes appeased, there would be a change in Him! But [one must conclude that] the Torah speaks in the manner of people.” See also Yerushalmi Ta’anit 2:1, which cites the verse from BeMidbar in contrast to the verse here and offers several resolutions.


� Particularly this stubborn nation, repeatedly termed “keshei oref,” “stiff-necked,” by both God and Moshe.


� Driver, p. 346, quoting August Dillman, notes that the flow and coherence of the negotiation narrative is difficult to discern: “The connexion between its different parts, and the progress of the narrative, is often… so far from clear”; he concludes that it “presents problems and difficulties which are not readily solved.” The central aim of this paper will be to attempt to clarify these difficulties by offering interpretations which illustrate the flow of the narrative.


� Midrash Ha-Gadol (ad loc.) goes so far as to assert that the sinners truly were “Moshe’s nation,” as the worshippers of the Egel were comprised only by those converted by Moshe (see also Shemot Rabbah, 42:6). See also Midrash Tanna’im, p. 177, which infers from God’s disavowal of Bnei Yisrael that the nation is considered His only when it obeys His will.


� See Shemot Rabbah, 42:9:


“Now leave Me, so that My anger may burn against them, and I shall destroy them!” Now, was Moshe indeed grasping onto the Holy One, blessed be He, so that He had to say, “Leave Me”? To what is this comparable? To a king who became angry at his son, put him into a room and began to attempt to strike him; as he did so, the king shouted from the bedroom, “Leave me alone, so that I may strike him!” [The boy’s] tutor was just outside. He said, “The king and his son are in the room alone; why is he saying, ‘Leave me alone’? It must be because the king wants me to calm him down over his son; this is why he shouts, ‘Leave me!’” In the same way, God said to Moshe, “Now, leave Me.” Moshe said, “The reason why the Holy One, blessed be He, says ‘Leave Me’ is because He wants me to appease Him over Yisrael.” Immediately, he began to seek mercy for them, and this is why “Moshe beseeched the face of God, his God.”


See also Shemot Rabbah, 42:1, and Fox, p. 181: “…God actually wishes Moshe to argue with him, and this is supported by His acquiescence in record time (v. 14).” Childs, p. 567: “God vows the severest punishment imaginable, but then He suddenly conditions it, as it were, on Moses’ agreement. ‘Let Me alone that I may consume them.’ The effect is that God Himself leaves the door open for intercession. He allows Himself to be persuaded.” Cassuto, p. 415: “In the words Let me alone he discerns that also in the Lord’s mind there is an element of doubt, as it were, and that even in the moment of His anger God feels love for His people, and hints, so to speak, that there is still a possibility not to let His anger continue to burn.” See also B. Jacob, p. 944. For another context in which God warns Moshe to stand aside, hinting that Moshe should intercede, see the story of the rebellion of Korah, BeMidbar 16:19-27. 


Recall also Avraham’s debate with God over the fate of the city of Sedom, Bereishit 18:16-33, in which Avraham is encouraged by the realization that God would not have informed him of the plan to destroy the city unless He meant for Avraham to attempt a defense (B. Jacob, p. 942). Note also in Shemot 3:1-4:17 that when God commands Moshe to lead Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt, Moshe refuses – six times – objecting variously that he is not worthy of the task, that the people will not believe that God appeared to him, that he is an inadequate communicator, objecting finally with stubborn silence and then outright refusal: “Shelah na be-yad ti-shlah,” “Send whomever You want to send” – but not me! Finally, God becomes angry (4:14) and insists that Moshe perform the task. This exchange underscores Moshe’s extreme humility and his initial doubts about his ability to lead; ironically, however, it may also be read as powerful confirmation of Moshe’s suitability as leader of Bnei Yisrael, for God knows that when the nation sins, it will need a stubborn intercessor, a representative who will remain implacable in his quest for Divine forgiveness for the people. 


� Pesikta De-Rav Kahana, Piska 16, has Moshe insisting that God cannot claim the people as His when they are righteous and as Moshe’s when they are sinful. Shemot Rabbah 46:4 plays up Moshe’s insistence: “Moshe said, ‘They are Your nation, and You cannot deny them!’”


� Berakhot 32a portrays Moshe’s stance dramatically: “R. Avahu said, ‘If the verse were not written, it would be impossible to say it… Moshe grabbed the Holy One, blessed be He, like a man grabs his friend by his raiment, and said to Him, ‘Master of the world, I will not let You go until You forgive them!’’”


� Although the Torah gives the impression that Moshe responds immediately to God’s anger, only then descending the mountain to deal with Bnei Yisrael himself, commentators disagree on the chronology of the scene. Ibn Ezra believes that Moshe does not actually respond here, but first descends, destroys the Egel, and punishes its worshippers; only then does he return to God and deliver the prayer above. Ibn Ezra is pressured to read the Torah’s account as non-chronological partly for textual reasons, but also, as he notes, because he thinks it impossible that God would forgive the people while the Egel remained among them. Ramban, however, believes that Moshe does respond immediately to God’s threat to destroy the people. He, too, is motivated partly by textual reasons, but also by the argument that Moshe simply did not have the luxury of descending the mountain to deal with the sinners. Once he had dealt with the Divine emergency and convinced God not to simply wipe the people out, he could begin to address their crime. See Shemot Rabbah 42:1, which anticipates Ramban’s view, and B. Jacob, p. 945; on the other hand, see Midrash Yelamdeinu, cited by Yalkut Shimoni 744, which anticipates Ibn Ezra.


� See below in this paper, in the section relating to the name “Y-HVH.”


� Driver, p. 351, summarizes Moshe’s plea as containing four elements: 1) Yisrael is God’s nation; 2) its deliverance has required the exertion of great power; 3) the mockery of the Egyptians; and 4) the oaths to the Avot. Cassuto (p. 417, unconsciously echoing Shemot Rabbah 41:12), notes also that to some degree, God acknowledges Bnei Yisrael as His nation in sparing their lives: “God repented of the evil He had said He would do to His nation” (v. 14).


� Shemot Rabbah 42:4, playing off the similarity of the word “reid” (descend) used by God and the word “mardut” (chastise) has God actually instructing Moshe to discipline and punish the people. On the other hand, Devarim Rabbah 1:2 portrays God as counting Himself among the chastised: “God said, ‘It is as if Moshe scolds Me on Bnei Yisrael’s account and scolds Bnei Yisrael on My account.”


� Childs, p. 558, notes the difficulty in assessing the sequence of events: “In the first passage [vv. 7-8] he learns by direct communication from God, whereas in the second he discerns it from the uproar in the camp.” See also p. 563. My own reading finds emotional and dramatic depth communicated by the tension between the “first passage” and “second passage.” See also B. Jacob, p. 947.


� Shemot Rabbah 46:1 suggests that Moshe simply could not believe God’s account of the people’s infidelity until he witnessed it with his own eyes (and then suggests that he in fact did believe God’s report, but wanted to teach the lesson that as a judge, one may not act based on hearsay). See also Driver, p. 350.


� Childs, p. 563: “The contrast here is between Moses’ intercession for the people when he is with God and his judgment of the people when he faces them in the valley.”


� See Berakhot 32a: “…[Moshe] risked his life for them, as it says, ‘If not, then erase me from Your book, which You have written,’” the risk of life implying that the book in question is the “book of life” rather than the Torah. See also explicitly in Rosh Ha-Shana 16b, as well as Ibn Ezra, Ramban, Rashbam, and Hizkuni (ad loc.); see also Driver, pp. 355-6, and B. Jacob, p. 956.


� Noted by Driver, p. 355. Cassuto (p. 417) points out that Moshe’s original plea for the people’s salvation also reminds God of His promise to the Avot to grant Cana’an to their descendants.


� To whatever degree that we can speak of God as feeling emotion.


� Shemot Rabbah 43:1 describes Moshe’s behavior (with approval) as “kalut rosh.” See also Torah Sheleimah 32:11, note 88*. Shemot Rabbah 43:8 goes so far as to portray Moshe as blaming God for the idolatrous behavior of His nation: having enslaved the people to the idolatrous Egyptians, what could He expect of them?


� “Tent of Meeting,” usually synonymous with the Mishkan, the portable Temple, but here referring simply to the tent where Moshe meets God.


� Childs, p. 585, notes the problem: “…vv. 1-3 appear to understand the command to go up to the land accompanied by the angel in a good sense which would parallel the earlier promise (23:23). However, v. 3b sharply reverses this judgment and sees this as a judgment (sic.).”


� See Driver, p. 357, who notes the distinction between the angel who bears God’s name and therefore represents His personal presence, and the “garden-variety” angel, representing a lower level of Divine accompaniment.


� See also Shemot 29:45-46 – “I shall dwell amidst Bnei Yisrael, and I shall be their God; they shall know that I am Y-HVH, their God, who took them out of the land of Egypt in order that I might dwell among them; I am Y-HVH, their God.”


� See also Ramban 35:1, setting the stage for Moshe’s command to the repentant nation to build the Mishkan:


… Once God had returned His favor to them, given him [Moshe] the second Tablets, and established with him a new covenant that He would travel along with them, they had thereby returned to their former state and to the love of their “nuptials.” It was therefore obvious that His presence would be among them, as He had commanded originally, as He said, “They shall make for me a dwelling [“Mishkan”], and I shall dwell [“ve-shakhanti”] among them” (25:8). Moshe therefore commanded them now in all that he had been commanded earlier.


Ramban implies that the episode of the Egel cancelled the Mishkan plan, and that only the re-establishment of the covenant and the concomitant return of the Shekhinah reinstated the plan. See also Abravanel (35:1), Cassuto (pp. 410, 426), and B. Jacob (pp. 935, 958), who concur with Ramban. See also Midrash Tana de-Vei Eliyahu Zuta, chapter 4, which offers the following parable to convey the impact of the Egel:


…To what is this comparable? To a king of flesh and blood who had betrothed a woman and loved her completely. What did the king do? He sent for a man to serve as an intermediary between him and her. He showed him all of his marriage canopies, all of his rooms, all of his secret places, and then said to the intermediary, ‘Go to the woman and tell her that I do not need anything of hers, except that she should make for me a small marriage canopy so that I can live with her, and all of my servants and the members of my household will know that I love her completely.’ While the king was still busy commanding the intermediary about the marriage canopies and preparing to send many gifts to the woman, people came and said to him, ‘Your fiance has committed adultery with another man!’ Immediately, the king put everything aside, and the intermediary was thrown out and left in haste from before the king. And so it was with the Holy One, Blessed be He, and Yisrael, as it says, ‘Go down now, for your nation has strayed . . .’ (Shemot 32).


While hardly explicit, the midrash implies that the Egel prompts Him to “put everything aside” of which He had been excitedly speaking with Moshe, indicating the “putting aside” of the Mishkan plan.


On the other hand, see Rashi (31:18), who holds that the command to build the Mishkan was issued only after the sin of the Egel, and therefore clearly cannot hold that the Egel cancels the Mishkan.


� “Mo’ed,” “meeting,” shares the same root as “no’adti” and “i-va’ed,” as in, “I shall meet you [“ve-no-adti”] there [i.e., in the Mishkan] and speak to you from atop the kaporet, from between the two cherubs on top of the Ark of the Testament . . .” (25:22).


� See Driver, pp. 346-7, 358-9, who questions the sudden appearance here of the ostensibly yet-unbuilt Ohel Mo’ed, and Childs, p. 590, who adds that the tent described here differs dramatically from the grand tabernacle usually referred to as the Ohel Mo’ed. The explanation to be offered here (and preferred as well by Childs, p. 592) posits that the Ohel Mo’ed mentioned here is emphatically not the full-scale Mishkan; indeed, that fact is the entire point of constructing this alternate Ohel Mo’ed, as will be explained. See also M. Haran, “The Nature of the ‘ohel mo’edh’ in the Pentateuchal Sources,” Journal of Semitic Studies 5, 1960, pp. 50-65. See also B. Jacob, pp. 962-6.


� Childs, p. 592: “Moses took the tent ‘outside the camp’ because the people had just proved themselves unfit for God to dwell in their midst.” See also B. Jacob, p. 961, who interprets in a manner similar to that described above. Perhaps it is also worth noting that the term “Ohel Mo’ed” appears in reference to the “true” Mishkan fifteen times prior to the Egel (27:21, 28:42, 29:4, 10, 11, 30, 32, 42, 44, 30:16, 18, 19, 26, 36, 31:7) and seventeen times subsequent to God’s forgiveness (35:21, 38:8, 30, 39:32, 40, 40:2, 6, 7, 12, 22, 24, 26, 29, 30, 32, 34, 35), effectively sandwiching between them the two anomalous references (both in 33:7) which use “Ohel Mo’ed” to refer to the private tent erected by Moshe. One gets the sense that as the Mishkan plan itself is redeemed by God’s forgiveness, so is the special term which refers to the Mishkan (or that the rehabilitation of the term communicates the forgiveness): the Torah repeats the term fifteen times subsequent to God’s forgiveness simply to recount the instructions for the structure, and purposely adds two “extra” repetitions of the term to “make up” for the two times the term was used to refer to the “tent of estrangement.”


� Cf. B. Jacob, p. 957.


� Cf. Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Ramban, and Seforno, ad loc., and B. Jacob, p. 958.


� See Driver, p. 358.


� Ramban, Shemot 33:14.


� Most traditional Jewish commentators have understood the name “Shad-dai” as a derivative of “dai,” “enough,” hence Shad-dai as “Provider,” “He who is sufficient,” or “Almighty.” Modern scholarship has suggested other alternatives, but admits that these are but guesses: “…Its origin, its history, its function (name or attribute?), even its etymology and its meaning still remain uncertain” (Anchor, 4:1005). See also DDD, p. 1416.


� Note also that the name “E-l Shad-dai” disappears at this point and is never again mentioned in the Torah.


� See DDD, p. 1722: those who base their interpretation of the name Y-HVH on the root HVY (הוי, הוה) “diverge as to whether the form is basic or causative, i.e. a qal or a hiph’il. The one school interprets ‘He is,’ i.e., ‘He manifests Himself as present,’ whereas the other argues in favor of a causative meaning: ‘He causes to be, calls into existence’…von Soden…urges that the verb should be taken in its stronger sense, ‘to prove oneself, to manifest oneself, to reveal oneself’ (von Soden 1966).”


� Or gnats (arov).


� See also Shemot 23:20-21, where God promises to accompany Bnei Yisrael via the agency of an angel who bears God’s name “within him”; the angel represents God’s personal presence, as it is stamped with the name Y-HVH.


� Cf. B. Jacob, p. 956-7.


� See Fox, p. 189.


� Rashi (33:19) appears to read Moshe’s request this way, as implied by his paraphrase of God’s response to Moshe: “‘I will call before you with the name Y-HVH’ – to teach you the way to find mercy [before Me], even if the merits of the forefathers become used up” (Shemot 33:19).


� See Driver, p. 361.


� See Driver, p. 346, who appears to believe that God is capitulating here, but wonders why, if so, it is necessary in 34:9 for Moshe to continue to request that God accompany the people. See also Childs, p. 594: “Some commentators have argued that the response does not seem to fit the plea… when Moses again takes up his intercession, he continues to pray for what has already been granted….” Cassuto: “…This conversation is not conducted in accord with Greek or modern processes of logical thinking, but follows the pattern of eastern dialogues, which convey the intention of the speakers more by way of allusion than through explicit statement” (p. 432). My explanation will attempt to obviate the difficulties of the text without “fudging” the details, instead attempting to find logical coherence in the dialogue.


� See also Childs, p. 595.


� See the commentary of Hizkuni, ad loc.


� Childs, pp. 595-6, puzzles over 33:18-23, wondering what Moshe’s requests for personal Divine revelation have to do with the material which precedes and follows, which relates to the effort to attain forgiveness for the people as a whole: “Did Moses have time at this crucial juncture for a flight into metaphysics?” As will be fully explained, my approach posits that Moshe uses his relationship with God, and the personal Divine revelation to come, to “pressure” God and finally to “end-run” around His refusal to forgive the people. Childs, too, concludes that God’s private revelation to Moshe plays a key role in the re-establishment of the covenant for the entire nation. Cassuto, on the other hand, concludes (pp. 434-5) that Moshe does indeed seek private spiritual enlightenment, and that full forgiveness is already granted to the people in 33:14.


� Fox, p. 191: “This, as perhaps the greatest moment of Divine-human intimacy in the Bible, is the one most ripe for forgiveness, and Moshe seizes the opportunity.”


� See Driver, p. 346, who is puzzled that 34:10 seems not to respond to 34:9; as we have explained it, however, the difficulty disappears.


� Driver, p. 347, wonders why specifically these mitzvot are repeated here; see also Childs, pp. 604-9, 613-15, who summarizes the range of scholarly interpretations. My explanation, offered in the text above, bears similarity to that of Cassuto (p. 442).


� Note, however, that he removes the veil whenever delivering God’s instructions to the people; in normal discourse, however, Moshe remains apart and alone.


� Cf. Berakhot 10b, which asserts that God granted forgiveness for Moshe’s sake (partially because Moshe appealed for mercy on the merit of others, rather than on his own merit!), citing Psalms 106:23: “He intended to destroy them, if not for Moshe, His chosen, who stood in the breach before Him to turn back His anger from destroying.”
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