
August 7, 2020 – 17 Av, 5780 – Parshat Eikev 

Dear Temple Beth El family, 

Parashat Eikev, which we read this week, comprises part of the address that Moses delivers to the 
Israelites as they are preparing to enter the Promised Land.  It is naturally a time of great excitement, 
but also a time of great trepidation for a people about to confront a challenge they have spent the 
better part of forty years seeking to evade. 

What is it that is striking fear in the hearts of the assembled (at least as Moses reads the crowd)? 

Of course, they are afraid of the current inhabitants of the Land, with whom they will have to do battle 
to take control; this fear dates back to the report of the spies, a generation earlier.  They are worried, 
too, about the land’s fertility, about their ability to sustain themselves and their families.  They worry 
that they may fall ill or fall into disarray.   

But underlying all these fears and intensifying them is a rather unexpected element in the list of 
imagined evils with respect to which Moses seeks to reassure the people.  Referred to in Hebrew as ha-
nisharim v’hanistarim, this terror is translated in the Etz Hayim humash as “those [enemies] who are left 
in hiding”.  The original text, though, is far more vague.  It speaks of the “residual hidden things,” in 
other words, the uncertainty of their whole situation – the things that simply can’t be resolved. 

Human beings are remarkable in our ability to adapt to and prevail over all manners of adversity.  We 
employ our creativity and strength to respond, successfully, to challenges that often appear at first blush 
insurmountable.  But one challenge that many – perhaps, most – of us find particularly stultifying is to 
be in a situation in which even the nature of what we are up against is unknown. 

This is the situation in which we find ourselves now in the face of this global pandemic, and one of the 
dimensions of this experience we find so wearing.  We are willing to adapt the way we work, the way we 
study, the way we pray and assemble for other purposes, but we would like to know that the 
precautionary steps we are taking will prove efficacious and that the period we will need them is finite.   

The reassurance that Moses offers the people as they confront their uncertainties is the promise that 
“God is in your midst, a great and awesome God … [who ] will dislodge [the obstacles that confront you] 
little by little.”  If we ourselves can hold onto that faith, to the belief that guided by an invisible hand we, 
are, in fact, drawing each day incrementally closer to the end of our plight, we may find ourselves 
buoyed and sustained as we together navigate these uncharted waters. 

As mortals, we will never find ourselves in possession of complete information, but this does not mean 
we are of necessity adrift or alone. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 


