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I received an email earlier this week from an address I didn’t recognize. The subject line 

said “philosophical question,” and I got the impression from the first few words of the 

body of the message that it wasn’t spam – so I went ahead and opened it. In the interest of 

confidentiality, I’ve altered the text a little and changed the name to a fictitious one:  

 

Dear Rabbi Levine: 

I was wondering if you could help me. I’ve been to your shul a number of times and I was 

wondering if you help people with philosophical crises. I’ve been leading an observant 

life for many years and yet things seem never to be falling into place for me. I can’t help 

but wonder if I’m be punished by God for things I’ve done. Why doesn’t he answer me 

when I daven?  

I know these are big questions and I’ve heard all the standard answers. I don’t expect 

you to give me some epiphany that will change the way I see the world, but I was hoping 

you could give me some direction. I would appreciate any thoughts you might have.  

 

Sincerely, 

Rivka 

 

Big questions, indeed. I was just happy to hear she had low expectations from my 

response.  

 

The book of Shemos which we began today is the story of oppression and redemption. 

It’s the story of miracles and revelation. It’s a book that confronts big questions. This 

morning, though, I want to begin by posing a little question.  

 

Something very peculiar happens in the course of the Torah’s telling us about the burning 

bush. Moshe sees the סנה – it’s aflame but it’s not being consumed. So he decides to 

investigate. As he approaches, Hashem calls out to him – Moshe, Moshe. And he 

responds הנני.  

 

Hashem tells Moshe to take off his shoes and then introduces himself. No sooner than 

he’s said that he’s the God of אברהם, יצחק, ויעקב does Moshe turn away:  

 ויסתר משה פניו כי ירא מהביט אל האלוקים

And Moshe hid his face for he was afraid to look at God.  

 

I don’t get it. Is Moshe afraid or isn’t he?  

- He sees the burning bush. He doesn’t run away; he comes closer. 

- He hears the voice of Hashem. He doesn’t hide. He says הנני.  

- He’s in conversation with God himself – listening to the voice of the divine. And 

now – all of a sudden – he’s nervous – he can’t look?  
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It doesn’t add up? Is Moshe comfortable being in a relationship with God? Does he want 

to be engaged and listen and learn and know more? Or doesn’t he? 

 

The gemara (Brachos 7a) is sensitive to the peculiarity of this pasuk and advances our 

conversation, but creates a new problem in the process:  

  זכה לותמנת ה' יביט.  -בשכר מהביט ן. . . אמר רבי שמואל בר נחמני אמר רבי יונת

 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmeni said in the name of Rabbi Yonasan: Moshe should be 

applauded for his decision to turn away. As a reward for "looking away from God," he 

merited "seeing the form of Hashem." 

 

It’s fascinating to note that חז"ל are complimentary of Moshe here. That he turns away is 

an act of humility. But there seems to be a problem with the Talmudic math. Because 

Moshe is afraid to look at G-d, he merits seeing God? It doesn’t make sense: If Moshe’s 

not supposed to see God, why is he rewarded with a vision of something he’s not 

supposed to see?  

 

Before we attempt to tie things together, let’s take half a step backward. Think back for a 

moment to the narrative in which we meet Moshe for the first time. It’s the second 

chapter of Shemos. And it’s a chapter that’s starkly divided. 

 

In the first half, we’re introduced to the world of Moshe’s birth and upbringing. It’s a 

world that’s כולו חסד: 

 

- Rather than submit to Pharaoh’s ghastly decree, Moshe’s mother carefully places 

her three-month-old in a wicker basket to protect her son from the elements. The 

gemara even says that she lined its interior with straw so as to insulate her baby 

from the foul odor of the basket’s water-tight exterior.  

- Moshe’s sister keeps a watchful eye out for her baby brother; 

- The daughter or Pharaoh is תחמול עליו – kind and compassionate; she adopts the 

baby and raises him as her own. 

 

Every pasuk is filled with yet another act of benevolence.  

 

Now compare this world to the second half of the chapter. The first time Moshe ventures 

out of the palace, he discovers a world of abuse and injustice: 

- A Jewish slave is being mistreated by an Egyptian; no one is there to act on the 

Jew’s behalf; 

- The next day Moshe finds a Jew threatening to strike his fellow; 

- And when he flees to Midian, Moshe discovers young women being harassed by 

local shepherds – again with no one to intervene and protect them. 

 

This is the necessary backdrop against which to understand the answer to our original 

question. Moshe was endowed and imbued with a profound appreciation for compassion. 

He came from a world built on a foundation of חסד and held together by small acts of 
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loving kindness. He refused to be a part of a world that would not share his repugnance 

for moral injustice.   

 

Moshe was afraid to look, because he was afraid of what he might find. He was afraid of 

knowing God too intimately. Because in that knowledge would necessarily be the answer 

to the question of why the righteous suffer – why abuse and pain and wrongdoing exist in 

our world.  

 

As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once wrote, “If he could understand history from the 

perspective of heaven, he would have to make his peace with the suffering of human 

beings. . .  He would have understood the course of history from the vantage point of 

God, but only at the cost of ceasing to be human.” 

 

Moshe didn’t want to understand אלוקים – the God of justice. For in knowing how God 

runs His world, Moshe would betray his own identity. He would surely dull his natural 

sensitivity to injustice. It’s true – everything would make sense. But the cries of the 

oppressed would be rendered meaningless.  

 

This is what the gemara means: In the merit of turning away from Elokim, he merited to 

see Hashem. Not that he merited to see Elokim – the name of God that connotes strict 

justice, but יקוק – the name of God that connotes compassion and mercy. That was an 

aspect of God to which Moshe could relate.  

 

Perhaps it is no accident that the torah says ויואל משה לשבת את האיש. Why, after moving to 

Midian, does Moshe desire to stay with Yisro? Because for the first time we know of, 

Moshe is exposed to a person who demonstrates the values of Moshe’s infancy and 

upbringing. Finally, he meets a kindred spirit – someone who wants to do kindness for 

someone else and is morally disturbed by his daughter’s failure to act in a manner 

becoming a family devoted to the ideals of חסד.  

 

For every email I get from Rivka, there are 100 more that never come. In one moment or 

another, each of us surely struggles with our unanswered questions. Sometimes they stem 

from small misfortunes. Sometimes they emerge from a horrific tragedy like the one our 

community suffered this past week. Either way, there are always more questions than 

answers.  

 

What Moshe teaches us is that there is something inherently valuable in our fundamental 

inability to deal adequately with these questions. Knowledge is seldom free. It comes at a 

cost. I may know something more, but what I’ve learned has changed me – not always for 

the better. 

 

To know the answer to questions like theodicy would dull our senses and render us blind 

to the very idea of injustice. To know the divine plan would rob us of the opportunity to 

live as human beings – to develop and embrace the notions of empathy and compassion – 

the values we are put on this earth to live by and champion.  
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This Shabbos, we’re blessed to be joining in a wonderful simcha. In his time at The 

Jewish Center, Rabbi Rackovsky has demonstrated over and again an abiding sensitivity 

these very values – to the needs of our members and our community. In the last two and a 

half years, it’s been my privilege to watch him grow into his role as a rabbi and a leader. I 

feel very fortunate to have such a capable and talented colleague. It’s a bracha to have the 

  .of knowing the job Rabbi Rackovsky will do, will be a job well-done ישוב הדעת

 

He’s taught us about how to relate to one another and how to develop our relationship 

with Hashem. And of course he’s taught us so much about Rochester. But it’s really no 

accident that his family and his home are his touchstones. It’s as it should be. Because 

they are surely the inspiration behind his character, his integrity and his humanity. Now 

that you’re beginning this new phase of your life together with Jessica, our bracha and 

our hope is that you’ll continue to develop your talents as an exemplar of Jewish 

leadership. 

 

Like Moshe, each of us is tasked with never losing our sense of compassion. It’s our 

ongoing mission to never become desensitized to injustice and wrongdoing. It’s hard not 

to have all the answers. And it’s often a difficult test of faith. Let us hope that what 

emerges from the struggle are moments that will impel us to fill our open spaces with acts 

of חסד  and kindness – acts that affirm and re-affirm our own deepest sense of humanity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


