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Shemot 20:15-23
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15 And all the people saw the voices and the torches, the sound of the
shofar, and the smoking mountain, and the people saw and trembled; so
they stood from afar. 16 They said to Moses, "You speak with us, and we
will hear, but let God not speak with us lest we die." 17 But Moses said
to the people, "Fear not, for God has come in order to exalt you, and in
order that His awe shall be upon your faces, so that you shall not sin." 18
The people remained far off, but Moses drew near to the opaque
darkness, where God was. 19 The Lord said to Moses, "So shall you say
to the children of Israel, You have seen that from the heavens I have
spoken with you. 20 You shall not make [images of anything that is]
with Me. Gods of silver or gods of gold you shall not make for
yourselves. 21 An altar of earth you shall make for Me, and you shall
slaughter beside it your burnt offerings and your peace offerings, your
sheep and your cattle. Wherever I allow My name to be mentioned, I will
come to you and bless you. 22 And when you make for Me an altar of
stones, you shall not build them of hewn stones, lest you wield your
sword upon it and desecrate it. 23 And you shall not ascend with steps
upon My altar, so that your nakedness shall not be exposed upon it.' "
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Masechet Shabbat 88b
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Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi said: At every word which went forth from the
mouth of the Holy One, blessed be He, the souls of Israel departed, for it
is said, ‘My soul went forth when He spake’. But since their souls
departed at the first word, how could they receive the second word? — He
brought down the dew with which He will resurrect the dead and revived
them, as it is said, ‘You, O God, sent a plentiful rain, You confirmed Your
inheritance, when it was weary’. Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi also said: At
every single word which went forth from the mouth of the Holy One,
blessed be He, the Israelites retreated twelve mil, but the ministering
angels led them back [medaddin], as it is said, ‘The hosts of angels march,
they march [yiddodun yiddodun]’. Do not read yiddodun but yedaddun
[they lead].
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Hadar Zekainim on Shemot 20:18
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Moshe drew near to the opaque darkness: This is troubling-- why would the
Torah be given in darkness? Shouldn’t it be given in light? We can resolve
this by answering that it was known to God that in the future they would
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worship other gods, and so He did not want to give the Torah to them in

light. So He did not increase the joy.
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Keli Yakar on Bereshit 22:4
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He [Avraham] saw the place from afar: But not from close by, for
he saw the brightness of the Shechinah of God that is called ‘the
Place of the World’. This is a vision from afar similar to that of
looking at the sun. For from afar a person is able to look at the sun,
but not from up close for his vision does not have the strength to
stare at the sun when it is up close. All the more so for the bright
radiance of the Shechinah, may He be blessed. So too Moshe said,
‘I will turn to see’. This language is to distance himself from the
Holy Place and not to be close to Him. All of this is done in order to
be able to see, as Jeremiah said, ‘From afar God is seen’, the
meaning of which is not from up close.
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Rabbi Shimshon Rafael Hirsch on Shemot 19:10-13

[The Law] comes to the people. Its arrival is awaited for three days. And even to be allowed to await its arrival the
people must make themselves worthy by sanctifying their bodies and their garments and so bring to their
consciousness symbolically the rebirth of their inner and outer lives which is to be brought about by this Law. Not
as they already are, can they receive the Law. Only the decision, ultimately to become what and how it should be,
makes the nation worthy to receive the Torah. The complete separation between the origin of the Law and the
people is also to be apparent in actual space. The place from where the people get the Torah is completely, very
specifically separated from them, and raised to the realm of the extraterritorial... The people themselves were to be
directed back and kept back, within bounds, by a barrier. All this to impress the fact of the superhuman origin of

the Torah.

Rebbe Nachman, Likutei Moharan, 115
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A wise person looks at the obstacle and finds God there...but an
unwise person, when he sees the obstacle, he immediately turns
back. The obstacle is the cloud and the opaque darkness... The
people stood from afar’ when they saw the opaque darkness,
which means the obstacle. They stood from afar, but Moshe, for
he had the wisdom of all of Israel, ‘approached the opaque
darkness where God was’, which means the obstacle, for in it,
God was concealed.
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Yitro 5768: A Holy Nation
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Kadosh [m]eans: that which in itself points beyond itself. It means the time which signals eternity (Shabbat), the
space which intimates being-beyond-space (the Tabernacle), and the nation whose history and way of life bespeak
something outside the normal parameters of history and ways of life.




