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God comes off as rather petty in this week’s Torah portion. 

When He’s giving instructions to Moses and Aaron, He tells them: 

But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, that I may multiply My signs and marvels 
in the land of Egypt. When Pharaoh does not heed you, I will lay My hand 
upon Egypt and deliver My ranks, My people the Israelites, from the land of 
Egypt with extraordinary chastisements. And the Egyptians shall know that I 
am the LORD, when I stretch out My hand over Egypt and bring out the 
Israelites from their midst. 

After the first few plagues fail to make much of a dent in Pharaoh’s stubbornness, 
God has Moses tell Pharaoh, 

For this time I will send all My plagues upon your person, and your 
courtiers, and your people, in order that you may know that there is none 
like Me in all the world. I could have stretched forth My hand and stricken 
you and your people with pestilence, and you would have been effaced 
from the earth. Nevertheless I have spared you for this purpose: in order to 
show you My power, and in order that My fame may resound throughout 
the world.   

God says I could have wiped you out right from the start, but instead I’m torturing 
you with all of these additional plagues just so you’ll know I’m the boss. And if 
that’s not enough, in next week’s Torah portion, God tells Moses that he’s 
hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and is subjecting Egypt to all of these horrible plagues, 
in order to deepen the faith of future generations of Jews: 

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Go to Pharaoh. For I have hardened his 
heart and the hearts of his courtiers, in order that I may display these My 
signs among them, and that you may recount in the hearing of your sons 
and of your sons’ sons how I made a mockery of the Egyptians and how I 
displayed My signs among them—in order that you may know that I am the 
LORD. 



There are many people who aren’t believers who seem to think that if only they 
saw a real miracle, then they’d believe in God. Exactly the theory that God was 
working on in his program of plagues on the Egyptian people. “Surely,” we can 
imagine God saying to God’s self, “after witnessing all of these miracles the 
people will believe, will have an unshakeable faith in me.” 

How well does that work out for God? 

Not so well it turns out. 

After witnessing ten miraculous plagues, when the people are on their way out of 
Egypt, they already lose faith. As Pharaoh was drawing near, they said to Moses, 

Was it for want of graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the 
wilderness? What have you done to us, taking us out of Egypt? Is this not 
the very thing we told you in Egypt, saying, ‘Let us be, and we will serve the 
Egyptians, for it is better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in the 
wilderness’? 

God comes through with another miracle: the parting of the Red Sea and the 
drowning of the Egyptian Army. It even seems like they now have faith in God. 
We’re told, 

And when Israel saw the wondrous power which the LORD had wielded 
against the Egyptians, the people feared the LORD; they had faith in the 
LORD and His servant Moses. 

But it doesn’t last. Three days later the people are complaining about the water. 
They complain about the food. At the giving of the Torah they are so impatient, 
and have such little faith, that when Moses is slow coming down from the 
mountain they build a golden calf. When the people send spies to check out the 
land of Israel, they lose faith. Despite having seen wondrous plagues and the 
parting of the Red Sea, the people see big strong foes in Israel and are ready to 
give up. God could do all those other miracles for them, but God’s suddenly out of 
miracles? 

Faith in God doesn’t come from witnessing supernatural miracles – we don’t need 
talking snakes, talking donkeys, epic floods, or parting seas to have faith in God. 



Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, z”l, said that what we need is an ability to see the 
miracles that are all around us everyday, every moment. Heschel said, 

Awe precedes faith; it is at the root of faith. We must grow in awe in order 
to reach faith. We must be guided by awe to be worthy of faith. Awe rather 
than faith is the cardinal attitude of the religious Jew. 

Our siddur conveys the same message to us. In the modim blessing of the Amidah 
earlier this morning we said 

We thank you and sing Your praises for our lives that are in Your hands, for 
our souls that are under your care, for Your miracles that accompany us 
each day, and for Your wonders and gifts that are with us each moment – 
evening, morning, and noon. 

 God’s wonders and gifts are with us each moment – but it is up to us to see those 
wonders and gifts. 

There’s a blessing we traditionally recite after using the restroom, praising God, 
reminding us of what a miracle it is that our bodies work as well as they do. We 
praise God 

who formed man with wisdom and created within him many openings and 
many hollow spaces. It is obvious and known before Your Seat of Honor 
that if even one of them would be opened, or if even one of them would be 
sealed, it would be impossible to survive and to stand before You even for 
one hour. Blessed are You, Adonai, who heals all flesh and acts wondrously. 

Heschel also said, 

Our goal should be to live life in radical amazement. ....get up in the 
morning and look at the world in a way that takes nothing for granted. 
Everything is phenomenal; everything is incredible; never treat life casually. 
To be spiritual is to be amazed.” 

Or as Albert Einstein put it, 

There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a 
miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle. 



There’s a story told of the Kotzker Rebbe, Menachem Mendl of Kotzk, a 19th 
Chasidic rabbi, who asked is students, “where is God found?” Being pious yeshiva 
bochurs, they replied, m’lo kol ha’aretz k’vodo, the whole world is full of God’s 
glory, quoting Isaiah, a phrase familiar from our prayers. The Kotzker shook his 
head, and said, “No, God is found wherever we let Him in.” 

We let God in when we can feel a sense of awe and wonder at the miracles 
around us. If we lose that ability to be amazed by the world God has created, 
supernatural miracles will not break through to our hearts and lead us to faith. 

Shabbat shalom 

 


