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In_last week's exploration of parshat Shemot, Moshe emerged as a strong spiritual leader willing to teach God about
who God needs to be for the Jewish people. In this week's parsha, VaEra, he continues audaciously to do the same.

The parsha begins with yet another act of self-disclosure on the part of God:

2 God spoke to Moses, and He said to him, "l am the Lord [YHWH]. NN INX INKT NYNON DNON 12T 2
3 | appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob with [the name] E/ PRXON DNIANDN KIN) A N0
Shaddai [Almighty God], but [with] My name YHWH [Adonai/Lord], | MYT ND N-1N0 MY -TY DN APV ON)
did not become known to them." (Exodus 6:2-3) (32 1 mmy) Dn?

God was known by one particular name to the patriarchs (avot), El Shaddai, but to Moshe, God will be known as
Adonai (or YHWH). The difference in names signals a difference in relationship. The avot were connected to God in a
way that is distinct from Moshe's emerging connection. Rashi suggests that the root of this difference lay in the access
these respective parties had to the fullness of God in time.

But [with] My name YHWH, | did not become known to them: It is not “NYTIN KD .DNY NYTI KD 'N s
written here "lo hodaati" (I did not make known to them), but “lo nodaat/" N2 ,“nYTI) KD NN N2 2102 N
(I did not become known). For | was not known to them in my attribute of 2YY Y)Y NRANN NTNA D2 *NN2)
truth, for which | am called YHWH, one who fulfills His word, for | made MOV 2T NARY INKD LN MY KIP)
promises to them, but | did not fulfill them [while they were alive]. (oW "w1) pnnp N "mNvan

Moshe will know not only a different face of God, but a more truthful, more expansive face, because Moshe will see in
action a God who is true to His word. The patriarchs were given the gift of promises for land, progeny, and legacy, but
they would not live to see any of those given in full. They would die with a lot of trust and with very little evidence. And
this, suggests Rashi, meant that their relationship with God was blessed, but still incomplete. They could see only half
of the story and therefore only half of God's glory. Moshe, though, primed to experience redemption first hand, is also
now gifted with the ability to see a fuller picture of history and, therefore, a fuller picture of who God can be in the
world. Moshe will come to know God's N""nm~ NTn (attribute of truth).

This privileging of Moshe's relationship with God over that of the avot rattled the rabbis, however. Against the
plain-sense meaning of the text, the midrash in Shemot Rabbah 6:4 laments Moshe's lesser relationship with God,
with God opining:

Alas for those who are unfortunately gone and no more to be found! 1"N2NYN X9 PTANT Yy Han

The older generation was so much better. The gemara in Tractate Sanhedrin spells out at length what the midrash
quotes more tersely.

And for this Moses was punished, as it is said, “For since | came to mnw) MNXIY 1111 Nwn iyl ar 12T SN
Pharaoh to speak in thy name, he hath done evil to this people, YN nwa 1271 nyvia O AR TRM (N
neither hast Thou delivered thy people at all” [Exod. 5:23]. Thereupon 5y 52N :X11 712 wATPN Y NN A OYY
the Holy One, blessed be He, said to him, “Alas for those who are DMya nnd "N Pnanwn k5 PTaANT

unfortunately gone and no more to be found! For how many times did I X5 ,»Tw 5X2 2pyn pnx? DNIAX DY MO
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reveal Myself to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob by the name of E/
Shaddai, and they did not question my character, nor say to Me, ‘What
is Thy name?”” [Exod. 3:13]. “I said to Abraham, ‘Arise, walk through
the land in the length of it, and in the breadth of it, for | will give it unto
thee’[Gen. 13:17]; yet when he sought a place to bury Sarah, he did
not find one, but had to purchase it for four hundred silver shekels;
and still he did not question my character. | said to Isaac, ‘Sojourn in
this land, and | will be with thee, and will bless thee’ [Gen. 26:3]: yet
his servants sought water to drink, and did not find it without its being
disputed, as it is said, ‘And the herdsmen of Gerar did strive with
Isaac’s herdsmen saying, “The water is ours™ [Gen. 26:20]; still he did
not question my character. | said to Jacob, ‘The land whereon thou
liest, to thee will | give it, and to thy seed’ [Gen. 28:13]: yet he sought
a place to pitch his tent and did not find one until he purchased it for a
hundred kesitah; nevertheless he did not question my character; nor
did they say to me, ‘What is Thy name?’ And now thou sayest to Me,
‘Neither hast thou delivered thy people at all’ [Exod. 5:23]. [Therefore]
now shalt thou see what | will do to Pharaoh [Exod. 6:1]: thou shalt
behold the war against Pharaoh, but not the war against the thirty-one
kings [that is, the conquest of Palestine].” (BT Sanhedrin 101a)

INY N Y 1N XY mm Sy 1nan
onnn Dip (" N'WRI1) DNIARY NN
Ypl ,NNNX 1Y D nanad noIxd yaNa
MIPY TV ,N¥N X9 Nw DX NMapd opn
2T YY 1NN K9 a0 Ypw MNn YaINa
TINTT YIN2 70 ("2 'WN12) PN NN
mnwd oM 1TV IvPpa ;72128 Y NN
TPWRIL) MMNIY N2 WYY TY IR R
1% INKY PNX W DY 12 w1 12 (1"
APYY MINN M INK 1NN KD DN
72 OY 10w NAK WK YIRN (N"D N'wK12)
,RXN NDY 1O DY Dipn wpra ,NINN
NN NN RO NLWP NINNA IPY TV
Y NINK NNNLLINY N Y IINN RS omn
W OININ DR wo NdNna ey n
mny) .y DX NdHyn XY Sxm (‘N mnw)
ny1ad nwyx IwN (NN) RN nny (N
TIN11 NN X1, NN NNXK Y13 Nnnbna
PITNID) .D2%N NN D'WOW Nnnona

(NP

The greatness of the patriarchs, according to this view, was their willingness to maintain trust in divine promise even
when reality contravened those very promises. Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov not only died before redemption could
come; their life experiences often undermined, quite directly, the very possibility that redemption would come. Forget
the big promise of vast land inheritance, for example. The tiny needs of the moment--to bury a loved one, drink some
water, or pitch a tent--seemed impossible. Yet even still, they refrained from criticism or doubt. They remained

steadfast in their trust in the promising God, even as He failed to fulffill.

Moshe, true to form, balks at this patiently pious approach. He refuses to take the long view, criticizing God for
exacerbating the Israelites' pain and demanding that the divine word be fulfilled immediately. He raises questions
about God's name from the outset and challenges God's seemingly counterproductive actions as the story unfolds. E/
Shaddai, the God who promises but does not discernibly deliver, just won't do for him. Adonai, the God of action, must

now show His face.

According to the gemara, Moshe is punished for his chutzpah, but note that his needs are nevertheless met. Though
God mourns for those "who are unfortunately gone and no more to be found," He also concedes that a new face of
God is decidedly necessary for this new generation. The time to fulfill promises has indeed come. It seems that
sometimes it is impatience and a certain kind of impiety that actually reveal important, urgently needed, eminently

truthful faces of God in the world.
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