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The Challenge of Faith 
 
Teaching the opening parshiyot of Shmot presents a very basic educational challenge, for the very miraculous 
events that form the foundation of our religion seem to also raise a theological problem that at least initially 
seems formidable.   
 
Let me explain.   
 
The Torah depicts in dramatic detail the stunning deliverance of the Jews lo al yadei malach, velo al yadei 
saraf, but rather personally by the hands of the omnipotent Lord of the Universe (see Rashi on Shmot 12:12).  
The sheer brilliance of the miraculous display of the plagues, where God exercises complete control over all 
the basic elements of creation—water, fire, earth, air, animals and humans—is breathtaking in its power and 
overwhelming in its effect.  Indeed, beyad chazaka hoziacha Hashem memizrayim, with a mighty hand God 
brought us out of Egypt (Shmot 13:9).  
 
Who could not be totally transformed by witnessing this divine spectacle?  Even Pharoh, with his hardened 
heart, could not help but yield to God, and his advisors and countrymen were ready to succumb long 
beforehand.   
 
And if that was the case with the Egyptians, how much more so for the Jews?  Shielded by divine protection, 
they were the beneficiaries of an unprecedented form of direct Divine providence that is hard to even imagine.     
 
The educational problem is clear—we study Shmot as the foundation of our very faith in God.  We repeat 
daily in our Shema our reminder to perform all of God’s commandments and be holy unto God who delivered 
us from Egypt.  But the relationship between God and Israel that is portrayed in Shmot seems foreign to the 
manner in which God governs our life today.   
 
It seems easy to be religious and devout when God is managing all terrestrial affairs in favor of the Jews—
who wouldn’t be?   
 
But that is not the world we live in! 
 
Lets face it—we are being asked to believe when we have no Moshe or Aharon; no prophecy or miracles; no 
burning bush; no locust, hail or slaying of the first born; and no leil shimurim where God delivers us from the 
enemy’s clutches.   
 
How is the devout faith of our forefathers supposed to inspire analogous faith within us?    
 
This fundamental question, however, is ultimately flawed, because it rests on a very basic misconception.  For 
one word is strikingly absent from the entire description of the ten plagues and their aftermath—emunah, 
faith.   
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Even though the Jewish people witnessed God acting in their very midst, they did not achieve enduring 
emunah.   It is only in next week’s parsha, at the Red Sea, that the Jews finally, fully believe—only then are 
we told vayaminu baHashem (Shmot 14:31). 
 
Apparently it wasn’t so easy for our forefathers to have emunah either. 
 
Rashi goes a step further.  In discussing the mysterious plague of Choshech, darkness, he cites a midrash that 
reveals that beyond punishing the Egyptians, this plague had a secondary purpose that is nothing short of 
alarming: the days of darkness were necessary for God to quietly eliminate the skeptical Jews who were 
unwilling to depart from Egypt (see Rashi on Shmot 10:22).  Wow!  The Jews have witnessed eight 
miraculous plagues that have defied nature, all executed by clear divine instruction, and there are still 
nonbelievers among them?!  And lest you think that we are talking about a negligible number of people, the 
commentators point out that the percentage of skeptics was staggering (see, e.g., Rashi on Shmot 13:18 and 
the Chatam Sofer’s remarks on Beshalach)!   
 
Prior to the light of redemption - the miraculous night of the fifteenth of Nisan where salvation illuminated it 
as bright as day - hordes of Jews were lost in the overwhelming darkness of skepticism, cynicism and doubt.  
 
But this is not merely a midrash.   
 
In fact, a subtle hint to this reality may be found in a startling metaphor that surfaces in this week’s parsha, 
according to one reading of the opening verse of chapter 11.  In describing the crushing, decisive effect that 
the ultimate plague of Makat Bechorot will have on the Egyptians, God guarantees: acharei chen yeshalach 
etchem mezeh keshalcho kalah, garesh yegaresh etchem mezeh, after this final plague the Egyptians will expel 
the Jews “keshalcho kalah.”  This cryptic expression is translated in various ways by the traditional 
commentators (reading it in its adjectival form), but a simple reading of its consonantal spelling (reading it as 
a noun, as is suggested by the Baalei ha-Tosafot al ha-Torah) is that the tenth plague will cause the Egyptians 
to divorce the Jews like a spouse who is spurned.  This metaphor is astounding—Israel is a rejected spouse of 
the Egyptians!  According to this reading, the text is asserting that, yes, in a certain sense the Jews have 
become so absorbed into Egyptian society that they have become wed to the Egyptians!  This image 
powerfully communicates the ambivalence, and possible reluctance, felt by many Jews upon their departure 
(divorce) from Egypt. 
 
What may be implicit in this metaphor is undeniably stated in the frightening verses in Yechezkel describing 
the Exodus: 
 

“…In the days when I chose Yisrael and lifted up my hand to the seed of the house of 
Yakov, and made myself known in the land of Egypt, when I lifted up my hand to them 
saying ‘I am the Lord your God’ in the day that I lifted up my hand to them, to bring 
them out of the land of Egypt into a land that I had spied out for them, flowing with milk 
and honey, which is an ornament for all the lands: then I said to them, ‘Cast away every 
man the abominations of his eyes and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt: I 
am the Lord your God.’  But they rebelled against me, and would not hearken to me: they 
did not cast away every man the abominations of their eyes, neither did they forsake the 
idols of Egypt…  (Yechezkel 20:5-8)” (emphasis supplied) 
 

Yechezkel confirms the grim reality that there was a significant group that was unwilling to abandon the 
idolatrous Egyptian world, and did not have a place in their heart to commit to God.   
 
Vechen lo yaminu bi (Shmot 4:1) Moshe cries to God.  And he was right.  They will not easily believe him.  
Many of them will not even believe in God, or at least not fully, even after witnessing God crushing Pharoh’s 
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Egypt.  They will remain attached to the Egyptians, and resist committing to God.  They will be blinded by 
darkness, and incapable of perceiving the light of divine redemption. 
 
The Parsha is teaching us a powerful lesson about emunah—about belief.  Profound faith is not something 
easy.  It is not just something you have, and it certainly is not just a function of witnessing the awesome hand 
of God—it is something you need to be open to; it is only manifest to those who are open to it.   
 
Moving Beyond Doubts 
 
The lesson is one that was reflected upon about a century ago by the great Harvard psychologist and religious 
philosopher, William James.  In a penetrating essay whose title I borrowed for my sermon today, “the Will to 
Believe,” James warns that those who seek absolute proof of God’s existence and providence will be 
disappointed.  In fact, James argues, the impossibility of certitude is not unique to religion but equally 
applicable to most of our convictions.  Modern philosophy (since Hume) has taught us that we cannot demand 
absolute proof for most propositions, and if we think we have attained such certainty we are usually mistaken. 
 
But then James adds a critical insight: “to [therefore] say…’[I will] not decide, but leave the question open’ is 
itself a passional decision, just like deciding yes or no, and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth.”  
Meaning, our lives do not wait on hold as we probe fundamental questions of meaning.  We are, perhaps 
unwittingly, making definitive choices of how to live in the absence of certainty even as we seek certainty.   
 
Accordingly, James calls on us not to shy away from the momentous question of whether to believe just 
because we cannot be certain about all aspects of religion.  Instead, he insists that the most rational approach 
is to be open to the possibility of belief, and to constantly measure up our belief against the empirical 
observations of our life.  To act in any other way, he posits, would be to commit a tragic error. 
 
Revisiting James 100 years later we might quibble with certain excesses in his argument that are characteristic 
of his pragmatic philosophic orientation, but I think the essence of his argument is persuasive, even 
compelling: 
 
Our existential situation is challenging.  We are thinking beings who want to understand, but we do not have 
the cognitive capacity to fully comprehend everything.  Yet life goes on, and we have to choose how to live 
it—and lack of choice is also a choice.  In the words of a contemporary of James: “In all important 
transactions of life we have to take a leap in the dark…If we decide to leave the riddles unanswered, that is a 
choice…whatever choice we make, we make it at our peril…Each must act as he thinks best…”   
 
I would go further—we do not want to be hesitant or lukewarm about how we live our lives.  We want to be 
invested in, and dedicated to, our life’s path.  So we have to passionately commit to what seems right, even if 
we cannot be 100% certain about all its details.  This is especially true in our religious lives.  If man wants to 
be in a relationship with God he cannot expect total clarity.  This has never been achieved—not even by our 
ancestors in Egypt!   
 
The pasuk describing Moshe’s approach to God at Har Sinai states “vayamod ha-am merachok, u-moshe 
nigash el ha-arafel asher sham ha-Elokim,” and the people stood afar, but Moshe drew near to the thick fog 
where God was present (Shmot 20:18).  Rav Nachman of Breslov explains (as I once heard from Rav Bigman) 
that drawing near to God requires a readiness to be in a humble relationship where not all is clear and readily 
apparent—a readiness to enter into a mysterious thick fog.  Moshe succeeded in drawing near while others 
shied away because he had the courage to forge forward in a relationship with God despite its uncertainties.  
And over time he was the only one who found real illumination—ki karan or panav, for his face shined forth 
with divine radiance (Shmot 34:29). 
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But isn’t having such courage to explore the unbidden the essence of any relationship?  And shouldn’t it be 
especially characteristic of one where finite man partners with the infinite God? 
 
The Rambam famously counts belief and knowledge of God as the first Mizvah in his list of 613 (Sefer 
Hamitvot, Aseh 1).  R. Chasdai Crescas, the great medieval Jewish philosopher objected (see the opening part 
of Or Hashem) that commanding belief makes no sense—either you are fortunate enough to believe, or you 
are unfortunate and do not believe, but how can you force yourself to believe? 
 
A very basic question, but I think one that the Rambam rebuts with an equally fundamental answer.  Namely, 
belief is not an either/or.  If you don’t believe, you have not opened yourself up to belief, or as James would 
say, you have not exercised your will to believe.   
 
Investing in Belief 
 
Importantly, I think the Rambam would reject the flipside as well, and this brings us to a second essential 
lesson about emunah.  Namely, even believers have to work at belief because belief has to be preserved, 
cultivated and deepened.  This is a lifelong relationship you are in—it will either grow or fade, but it will not 
stagnate.  Indeed, it is only later at the Red Sea that Israel’s faith matured and ripened. 
 
What are the mechanisms that enable us to sustain and develop our emunah?  
 
The end of the parsha is enlightening---“Vehaya lecha le-ot al yadcha u-lezicharon ben eneicha leman tehiyeh 
Torah Hashem beficha... (Shmot 13:9).”  The message of faith in God has to be constantly on our hands, in 
between our eyes, and in our mouths. 
 
Our hands—meaning our actions.  Believing in God means more than contemplating God’s existence; being 
in a relationship with God demands actions. The essence of a relationship is in actions—not just what we 
think or feel, but how we act and treat one another.  You cannot be a good son if you never call home; you 
cannot be a good friend if we are never willing to lend a hand; and it is difficult to express love for a woman if 
you never buy her flowers.  If you let several days pass without actively engaging in mizvot than you are not 
developing your relationship with God.   
 
Between our eyes—meaning on our minds.  You have to increase your understanding of, and appreciation 
for, God.  The Rambam reduces this to a simple but clear formula: the more you know about God, the more 
you grow close to God (Hilchot Teshuva 10:6).  And there is no way to attain this without dedicating serious 
time to reading, studying and learning about yiddishkeit. 
 
And in our mouths—meaning on our lips.  In our prayers, in our blessings.  The Rabbis tell us that we have 
to affirm our commitment to God twice a day in Shema (see Rambam Hilchot Keriat Shema 1:1), and 100 
times a day in our blessings (see Rambam Hilchot Tefilah 7:14).  100 times a day!  Yes, emunah means 
always having God on your lips.   
 
Developing emunah is indeed challenging.  By way of illustration, in the past few years I have had several 
encounters with Lubavitch Chasidim.  I have repeatedly been impressed by their warmth and charisma, but I 
admit that I get quite uneasy when they preach theology, especially messianism.  I certainly have some 
reservations regarding their version of this doctrine; but I sometimes step back and ask myself: where do I 
stand on this issue?  Do I fervently pray for our ultimate redemption?  Do I consciously anticipate the era 
when God’s kingdom will be unified?  Do I have the belief in biat ha-Moshiach on my lips?  The Chasidim I 
see seem to appreciate, and rise to, the challenge of developing emunah.  Do I? 
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Emunah Means a Loyal Relationship with God 
 
We need to utilize our hands, minds, and lips when we dedicate ourselves to our emunah.  We need to 
constantly call on all our faculties—because emunah is not just about affirming certain religious propositions, 
it is about developing an ongoing relationship with God.  Emunah, Rav Amital likes to translate not as faith 
but melashon nemanut, being faithful.  Emunah demands our loyal commitment to God: steadfast, 
unswerving, absolute.  We have to think of emunah not as something we have, but as a mode of living to 
which we dedicate our lives.  We must fully commit to our relationship with Hakadosh Baruch Hu.   
 
Ultimately, realizing that emunah means being involved in a loyal relationship with God allows for greater 
flexibility in our religious emotions as well.  It does not demand silencing all questions and frustrations that 
we may have.  Every meaningful relationship has its struggles and its challenges.  
 
I recently saw the Clint Eastwood movie “Million Dollar Baby,” and I found one scene to be religiously 
insightful.  The trainer in the film is a man full of spiritual struggles, but he nevertheless shows up in church 
consistently for over twenty years.  In church, he raises questions and vents frustrations, but he also prays and 
worships God.   
 
I think this model is instructive.  Belief is a relationship and as such it is dynamic—it has its challenges, 
insecurities and vulnerabilities.  If we don’t ever face these, we probably are not sufficiently engaging in our 
relationship with God.  But if we allow every bump to turn into a roadblock which obstructs our path, and if 
we do not have the dedication to develop a deeper and fuller relationship with God that transcends such 
challenges, then we will never be able to be elevated in our faith and in our love.   
 
Belief is certainly fraught with challenges, insecurities and vulnerabilities.  Just last month we witnessed a 
natural catastrophe of terrifying magnitude; the tsunamis that struck Asia.  If we do not turn to God and ask 
questions like “why?” and “how come?,” if we do not express our pain, fear, awe, and hurt; if we do not 
beseech God to recognize our vulnerability as frail human beings and express our total dependence on God’s 
mercy, then I am not sure we can claim that we are engaged in a relationship with God.  It is precisely because 
the above sentiments communicate our commitment, faith, struggles, doubts and ultimate trust that they are 
indicative of true emunah.  They are actually expressions of our deep relationship with God.   
 
The Rambam critically explains in his famous Guide to the Perplexed (Part III) that the converse is true as 
well—that ultimately God has greater providence for those who elevate themselves from the masses through 
their constant dedication to God.  Emunah generates ever deeper faith, because God is actually more manifest 
in a relationship with one who talks to God, acts for God and relates to God.   
 
Or, in James’ more causal description of the dynamic of relationships: “’Do you like me or not?’…depends, in 
countless instances, on whether I meet you half-way, am willing to assume that you must like me, and show 
you trust and expectation.” 
 
Well, God is not a whimsical suitor, but the essential point is obviously true here as well:  A relationship 
demands mutual trust and reciprocity. 
 
Emunah, melashon nemanut—being faithful.  Demanding our ongoing dedication, and absolute loyalty to 
God.  We must commit to a relationship with Hakadosh Baruch Hu—with our action, our minds, our lips—
even beyond this, with all of our hearts.   
 
God is manifest in our midst at all times, not just in Egypt.  The question is whether we will to believe. 
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Are we ready to leave Choshech, the darkness of cynicism and skepticism, and march forward to follow 
God’s glowing pillar of fire that will illuminate our path?   
 
Are we willing to believe? 


