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The argument sketch: Abraham, Moses and the
meaning of life

Source Sheet by Michael Kay

Genesis 22

(1) Some time afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, ““Abraham,” and he answered,
“Here I am.” (2) And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the
land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that I will point out to
you.” (3) So early next morning, Abraham saddled his ass and took with him two of his servants and his
son Isaac. He split the wood for the burnt offering, and he set out for the place of which God had told
him.

The Koren Yom Kippur Mahzor (Minhag Anglia, the Ostro Edition), commentary by
Jonathan Sacks (2012), p.133-4

[Piyut/poem:]
Like clay in the potter's hands
expanded or contracted at will
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so are we 1n Your hand, Guardian of loving-kindness;
look to the covenant, and disregard our inclination.

[Commentary:]

This poem is a daring plea for the defence: Forgive us for we are what you made us. We sin
because You gave us both the ability and the inclination. Had you made us like angels we would
have been like angels.

Based on ideas in Isaiah (64:7) and Jeremiah (18:6), the poem belongs to a radical tradition, in
prophetic and rabbinic literature, of audacity in prayer. One example is Moses' prayer to God to
forgive the Israelites for the sin of the golden calf on the grounds that they would not have had the
gold, had God not told them to take it with them when they left Egypt (Berakhot 32a). So too here:
we are God's creations. Let not the Potter blame the pot He has made.

Exodus 4

(10) But Moses said to the LORD, “Please, O Lord, I have never been a man of words, either in times
past or now that You have spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.” (11) And
the LORD said to him, “Who gives man speech? Who makes him dumb or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it
not I, the LORD? (12) Now go, and I will be with you as you speak and will instruct you what to say.”
(13) But he said, “Please, O Lord, make someone else Your agent.” (14) The LORD became angry with
Moses, and He said, “There is your brother Aaron the Levite. He, I know, speaks readily. Even now he
1s setting out to meet you, and he will be happy to see you. (15) You shall speak to him and put the
words in his mouth—I will be with you and with him as you speak, and tell both of you what to do..."

[Full source: appendix n.15, p.11-16]
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Exodus 32

(7) The LORD spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of
Egypt, have acted basely. (8) They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon
them. They have made themselves a molten calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: ‘This
1s your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!”” (9) The LORD further said to Moses,
“I see that this is a stiffnecked people. (10) Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them
and that I may destroy them, and make of you a great nation.” (11) But Moses implored the LORD his
God, saying, “Let not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against Your people, whom You delivered
from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand. (12) Let not the Egyptians say,
‘It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them off in the mountains and
annihilate them from the face of the earth.” Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan to
punish Your people. (13) Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how You swore to them
by Your Self and said to them: I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and I will
give to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess forever.” (14) And the LORD
renounced the punishment He had planned to bring upon His people.

Numbers 14

(11) And the LORD said to Moses, “How long will this people spurn Me, and how long will they have
no faith in Me despite all the signs that I have performed in their midst? (12) I will strike them with
pestilence and disown them, and I will make of you a nation far more numerous than they!” (13) But
Moses said to the LORD, “When the Egyptians, from whose midst You brought up this people in
Your might, hear the news, (14) they will tell it to the inhabitants of that land. Now they have heard
that You, O LORD, are in the midst of this people; that You, O LORD, appear in plain sight when Your
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cloud rests over them and when You go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by
night. (15) If then You slay this people to a man, the nations who have heard Your fame will say,
(16) ‘It must be because the LORD was powerless to bring that people into the land He had
promised them on oath that He slaughtered them in the wilderness.’ (17) Therefore, I pray, let my
Lord’s forbearance be great, as You have declared, saying, (18) ‘The LORD! slow to anger and
abounding in kindness; forgiving iniquity and transgression; yet not remitting all punishment, but
visiting the iniquity of fathers upon children, upon the third and fourth generations.’ (19) Pardon, I pray,
the iniquity of this people according to Your great kindness, as You have forgiven this people ever since
Egypt.” (20) And the LORD said, “I pardon, as you have asked."

Berakhot 32a

And Rabbi Elazar said: Moses spoke impertinently toward God on High, as it is stated in the verse
following the sin of those who murmured against God in the desert: “And Moses prayed to the Lord
and the fire subsided” (Numbers 11:2), and this verse is interpreted homiletically: Do not read to [el]
the Lord, but rather onto [al] the Lord, which indicates that he spoke impertinently.

[...]

The Sages of the school of Rabbi Yannai said that Moses said the following before the Holy One,
Blessed be He, to atone for Israel after the sin of the Golden Calf: Master of the Universe, because of
the gold and silver that you lavished upon Israel during the exodus from Egypt until they said
enough [dai]; it was this wealth that caused Isracl to make the Golden Calf. Establishing a general
moral principle, the Sages the school of Rabbi Yannai said: A lion does not roar standing over a
basket of straw from which he derives no pleasure, but he roars standing over a basket of meat, as he
only roars when satiated.

[.]

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: From where in the Torah is it derived

https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/207656?editor=1
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that the Holy One, Blessed be He, ultimately conceded to Moses that the reason for the sin of the
Golden Calf was indeed the riches lavished upon Israel? As it is stated: “And I gave them an
abundance of silver and gold, which they used for the Ba’al” (Hosea 2:10).

[...]

And Rava said: Moses stood in prayer until he nullified His vow, as the term vayhal alludes to
nullification of an oath. [...] And with regard to vows, the Master said: He who vowed cannot nullify
his vow, but others, the court, can nullify his vow for him. Here, it is as if Moses nullified the Lord’s
vow to destroy Israel.

[...]

The Gemara moves to a discussion of additional prayers offered by Moses. Moses said that if God fails
to bring the Jewish people into Eretz Yisrael, the nations of the world will say: “The Lord did not
have the ability [yekholet] to bring this people into the land which He swore to them, and He killed
them in the desert” (Numbers 14:16). The Gemara examines this verse closely: The verse should not
have utilized the term yekholet, an abstract feminine noun, but rather, it should have said: “The Lord
was not able [yakhol],” a masculine verb. Rabbi Elazar said: Moses phrased it that way because he
said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, now the nations of the world
will say that His strength weakened like a female and He is unable to rescue the nation of Israel.
The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: And did the nations of the world not already see the
miracles and the mighty acts that I performed on behalf of Isracl at the Red Sea? Moses said
before Him: Master of the Universe, they can still say: The Lord can stand up to a single king like
Pharaoh and defeat him, but He is unable to stand up to the thirty-one kings in the land of Canaan.
Rabbi Yohanan said: From where is it derived that the Holy One, Blessed be He, ultimately
conceded to Moses? As it is said: “And the Lord said: I have forgiven according to your word”
(Numbers 14:20). The Sages of the school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: According to your word, it
will be, as indeed in the future the nations of the world will say this. The Gemara concludes: Happy
is the student whose teacher concedes to him as the Lord conceded to Moses. Explaining the next
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verse, “Nevertheless, as I live, and the glory of the Lord fills the entire world” (Numbers 14:21), Rava
said that Rav Yitzhak said: This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: Moses,
you have given Me life with your words. I am happy that on account of your arguments, I will forgive

Israel.

[Full source: appendix n.17, p.18-29]

Shemot Rabbah 43:4

[Rough translation:]

"...v'yachal Moshe" [literally: Moses prayed]:
Moses annulled God's vow. How so? When the
Children of Israel sinned with the Golden Calf,
Moses prayed that God forgive them, but God
said, I cannot, I have already sworn ("One who
brings offerings to the gods shall be destroyed"
Exodus 22:19). Moses said, God, you have taught
us that one cannot annul his own vow, but a
chacham (rabbi) can. You should let me annul
your vow. Immediately, Moses wrapped himself
in his talit and sat as a judge, and God stood in
front of him as one does when he asks for
annulment.
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Berakhot 31b

Rabbi Elazar explains that Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, are You not the Lord of the Hosts, and of all of the hosts and hosts of creations that You
created in Your world, is it difficult in Your eyes to grant me one son?

[...]

Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, if
You will look upon [ra’o] me now, fine, and if not, in any case You will see [tireh]. What was Hannah
threatening? She said: I will go and seclude myself with another man before Elkana, my husband.
Since I secluded myself, they will force me to drink the sofa water to determine whether or not I
have committed adultery. I will be found innocent, and since You will not make Your Torah false
[pelaster], 1 will bear children. With regards to a woman who is falsely suspected of adultery and drank
the sota water, the Torah says: “And if the woman was not defiled, but was pure, then she shall be
acquitted and she shall conceive” (Numbers 5:28).

[...]

And Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah spoke impertinently toward God on High. As it is stated: “And
she prayed onto the Lord,” as opposed to the common phrase: To the Lord. This teaches that she
spoke impertinently toward on High. And on a similar note, Rabbi Elazar said that Elijah spoke
impertinently toward God on High as well in his prayer at Mount Carmel, as it is stated: “Answer
me, Lord, answer me, that this people will know that You are the Lord, God, and You have turned
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their hearts backward” (I Kings 18:37), claiming that God caused Israel to sin. On this topic, Rabbi
Shmuel bar Rabbi Yitzhak said: From where do we know that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
ultimately conceded to Elijah that he was correct?

[Berakhot 32a]

As it is written in a future prophecy: “In that day, says the Lord, I will assemble the lame, and I will
gather those who are abandoned and those with whom I have dealt in wickedness” (Micah 4:6). God
states that He caused Israel to act wickedly. Similarly, Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina, said: Had
it not been for these three verses, the legs of the enemies of Israel, a euphemism for Israel itself,
would have collapsed, as Isracl would have been unable to withstand God’s judgment. One is the
verse just mentioned in which it is written: “Those whom I have dealt in wickedness.” And one is
the verse in which it is written: “Behold, like clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in My hand,
house of Israel” (Jeremiah 18:6). And one is the verse in which it is written: “And I will give you a
new heart and a new spirit I will place within you, and I will remove the heart of stone from your
flesh and I will give you a heart of flesh” (Ezekiel 36:26). These three verses indicate that God
influences a person’s decisions, and therefore one does not have sole responsibility for his actions.

[Full source: appendix n.16&17, p.16-19]

The Koren Yom Kippur Mahzor (Minhag Anglia, the Ostro Edition), commentary by
Jonathan Sacks (2012), p.846

Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev [1740—1809] was known for his daring prayers in defence of the
Jewish people. Once he prayed, "Master of the universe, we have many sins. You have much
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10.

11.

12.

forgiveness. I propose a deal: our sins for your forgiveness. And should You say, That is not a fair
deal, I would reply, Without our sins, of what use would Your forgiveness be?"

Bava Metzia 59b

And this is known as the oven of akhnai...

[...]

Years after, Rabbi Natan encountered Elijah the prophet and said to him: What did the Holy One,
Blessed be He, do at that time, when Rabbi Yehoshua issued his declaration? Elijah said to him: The
Holy One, Blessed be He, smiled and said: My children have triumphed over Me; My children
have triumphed over Me.

[Full source: appendix n.18, p.29-31]

Jonathan Sacks, 'The great partnership: God, science and the search for meaning' (2011),
p.74

X

Faith 1s a relationship in which we become God's partners in the work of love. The phrase sounds
absurd. How can an omniscient, omnipotent God need a partner? There is, surely, nothing he
cannot do on his own. ...there is one thing God cannot do on his own, namely have a relationship.
God on his own cannot live within the free human heart.

Bamidbar Rabbah 19:33
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13.

Another interpretation of (Numb. 21:17), "Then Israel sang": This is one of the three things that Moses
said before the Holy One, blessed be He, and He said [back] to him, "You have taught me."

[Full source: appendix n.19, p.31-35]

Genesis 18

(22) The men went on from there to Sodom, while Abraham remained standing before the LORD. (23)
Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? (24) What
if there should be fifty innocent within the city; will You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for
the sake of the innocent fifty who are in it? (25) Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death
upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall
not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” (26) And the LORD answered, “If I find within the city of
Sodom fifty innocent ones, I will forgive the whole place for their sake.” (27) Abraham spoke up,
saying, “Here I venture to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust and ashes: (28) What if the fifty
innocent should lack five? Will You destroy the whole city for want of the five?”” And He answered, “1
will not destroy if I find forty-five there.” (29) But he spoke to Him again, and said, “What if forty
should be found there?”” And He answered, “I will not do it, for the sake of the forty.” (30) And he said,
“Let not my Lord be angry if I go on: What if thirty should be found there?” And He answered, “I will
not do it if [ find thirty there.” (31) And he said, “I venture again to speak to my Lord: What if twenty
should be found there?”” And He answered, “I will not destroy, for the sake of the twenty.” (32) And he
said, “Let not my Lord be angry if I speak but this last time: What if ten should be found there?” And
He answered, “I will not destroy, for the sake of the ten.” (33) When the LORD had finished speaking to
Abraham, He departed; and Abraham returned to his place.
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14.

15.
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Appendix - full sources:

Exodus 3

Now Moses, tending the flock of his father-in-
law Jethro, the priest of Midian, drove the flock
into the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the
mountain of God. An angel of the LORD
appeared to him in a blazing fire out of a bush.
He gazed, and there was a bush all aflame, yet the
bush was not consumed. Moses said, “I must turn
aside to look at this marvelous sight; why doesn’t
the bush burn up?” When the LORD saw that he
had turned aside to look, God called to him out of
the bush: “Moses! Moses!”” He answered, “Here 1
am.” And He said, “Do not come closer. Remove
your sandals from your feet, for the place on
which you stand is holy ground. I am,” He said,
“the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses
hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.
And the LORD continued, “I have marked well
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the plight of My people in Egypt and have
heeded their outcry because of their taskmasters;
yes, | am mindful of their sufferings. [ have come
down to rescue them from the Egyptians and to
bring them out of that land to a good and
spacious land, a land flowing with milk and
honey, the region of the Canaanites, the Hittites,
the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the
Jebusites. Now the cry of the Israelites has
reached Me; moreover, I have seen how the
Egyptians oppress them. Come, therefore, I will
send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My
people, the Israelites, from Egypt.” But Moses
said to God, “Who am I that I should go to
Pharaoh and free the Israelites from Egypt?”” And
He said, “I will be with you; that shall be your
sign that it was I who sent you. And when you
have freed the people from Egypt, you shall
worship God at this mountain.” Moses said to
God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to
them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to
you,” and they ask me, ‘What is His name?’ what
shall I say to them?” And God said to Moses,
“Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh.” He continued, “Thus shall
you say to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you.””
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And God said further to Moses, “Thus shall you
speak to the Israelites: The LORD, the God of
your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you:
This shall be My name forever, This My
appellation for all eternity. “Go and assemble the
elders of Israel and say to them: the LORD, the
God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob, has appeared to me and said, ‘I have
taken note of you and of what is being done to
you in Egypt, and I have declared: I will take you
out of the misery of Egypt to the land of the
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, to a land
flowing with milk and honey.” They will listen to
you; then you shall go with the elders of Israel to
the king of Egypt and you shall say to him, ‘The
LORD, the God of the Hebrews, manifested
Himself to us. Now therefore, let us go a distance
of three days into the wilderness to sacrifice to
the LORD our God.” Yet I know that the king of
Egypt will let you go only because of a greater
might. So I will stretch out My hand and smite
Egypt with various wonders which I will work
upon them; after that he shall let you go. And I
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will dispose the Egyptians favorably toward this
people, so that when you go, you will not go
away empty-handed. Each woman shall borrow
from her neighbor and the lodger in her house
objects of silver and gold, and clothing, and you
shall put these on your sons and daughters, thus
stripping the Egyptians.”

[Exodus 4]

(1) But Moses spoke up and said, “What if they
do not believe me and do not listen to me, but
say: The LORD did not appear to you?”’ (2) The
LORD said to him, “What is that in your hand?”
And he replied, “A rod.” (3) He said, “Cast it on
the ground.” He cast it on the ground and it
became a snake; and Moses recoiled from it. (4)
Then the LORD said to Moses, “Put out your
hand and grasp it by the tail”—he put out his
hand and seized it, and it became a rod in his
hand— (5) “that they may believe that the LORD,
the God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, the
God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, did appear to
you.” (6) The LORD said to him further, “Put
your hand into your bosom.” He put his hand into
his bosom; and when he took it out, his hand was
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encrusted with snowy scales! (7) And He said,
“Put your hand back into your bosom.”—He put
his hand back into his bosom; and when he took
it out of his bosom, there it was again like the rest
of his body.— (8) “And if they do not believe you
or pay heed to the first sign, they will believe the
second. (9) And if they are not convinced by both
these signs and still do not heed you, take some
water from the Nile and pour it on the dry
ground, and it—the water that you take from the
Nile—will turn to blood on the dry ground.” (10)
But Moses said to the LORD, “Please, O Lord, I
have never been a man of words, either in times
past or now that You have spoken to Your
servant; I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”
(11) And the LORD said to him, “Who gives man
speech? Who makes him dumb or deaf, seeing or
blind? Is it not I, the LORD? (12) Now go, and I
will be with you as you speak and will instruct
you what to say.” (13) But he said, “Please, O
Lord, make someone else Your agent.” (14) The
LORD became angry with Moses, and He said,
“There 1s your brother Aaron the Levite. He, I
know, speaks readily. Even now he is setting out
to meet you, and he will be happy to see you. (15)
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You shall speak to him and put the words in his
mouth—I will be with you and with him as you
speak, and tell both of you what to do— (16) and
he shall speak for you to the people. Thus he
shall serve as your spokesman, with you playing
the role of God to him, (17) and take with you this
rod, with which you shall perform the signs.”

Berakhot 31b

Rabbi Elazar explains that Hannah said before
the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, are You not the Lord of the Hosts, and
of all of the hosts and hosts of creations that
You created in Your world, is it difficult in
Your eyes to grant me one son? The Gemara
suggests a parable: To what is this similar? It is
similar to a flesh and blood king who made a
feast for his servants. A poor person came and
stood at the door. He said to them: Give me
one slice of bread! And they paid him no
attention. He pushed and entered before the
king. He said to him: My lord, the King, from
this entire feast that you have prepared, is it so
difficult in your eyes to give me a single slice of
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bread? As for the double language in the verse,
“if you will look upon [im ra’o tireh],” Rabbi
Elazar said: Hannah said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, if You
will look upon [ra’eo] me now, fine, and if not,
in any case You will see [tireh]. What was
Hannah threatening? She said: I will go and
seclude myself with another man before Elkana,
my husband. Since I secluded myself, they will
force me to drink the sota water to determine
whether or not [ have committed adultery. I will
be found innocent, and since You will not make
Your Torah false [pelaster], 1 will bear children.
With regards to a woman who is falsely suspected
of adultery and drank the sota water, the Torah
says: “And if the woman was not defiled, but was
pure, then she shall be acquitted and she shall
conceive” (Numbers 5:28).

[...]

And Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah spoke
impertinently toward God on High. As it is
stated: “And she prayed onto the Lord,” as
opposed to the common phrase: To the Lord. This
teaches that she spoke impertinently toward
on High. And on a similar note, Rabbi Elazar
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said that Elijah spoke impertinently toward
God on High as well in his prayer at Mount
Carmel, as it is stated: “Answer me, Lord,
answer me, that this people will know that You
are the Lord, God, and You have turned their
hearts backward” (I Kings 18:37), claiming that
God caused Israel to sin. On this topic, Rabbi
Shmuel bar Rabbi Yitzhak said: From where
do we know that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
ultimately conceded to Elijah that he was
correct?

Berakhot 32a

As it is written in a future prophecy: “In that day,
says the Lord, I will assemble the lame, and I will
gather those who are abandoned and those with
whom I have dealt in wickedness” (Micah 4:6).
God states that He caused Israel to act wickedly.
Similarly, Rabbi Hama, son of Rabbi Hanina,
said: Had it not been for these three verses, the
legs of the enemies of Israel, a euphemism for
Israel itself, would have collapsed, as Israel
would have been unable to withstand God’s
judgment. One is the verse just mentioned in
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which it is written: “Those whom I have dealt
in wickedness.” And one is the verse in which it
is written: “Behold, like clay in the potter’s
hand, so are you in My hand, house of Israel”
(Jeremiah 18:6). And one is the verse in which it
is written: “And I will give you a new heart and
a new spirit [ will place within you, and I will
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and
I will give you a heart of flesh” (Ezekiel 36:26).
These three verses indicate that God influences a
person’s decisions, and therefore one does not
have sole responsibility for his actions. Rav
Pappa said there is a clearer proof from here:
“And I will place My spirit within you and I
will cause you to walk in My statutes, and you
will observe My decrees and do them” (Ezekiel
36:27). And Rabbi Elazar said: Moses also
spoke impertinently toward God on High, as it
is stated in the verse following the sin of those
who murmured against God in the desert: “And
Moses prayed to the Lord and the fire subsided”
(Numbers 11:2), and this verse is interpreted
homiletically: Do not read to [el] the Lord, but
rather onto [al] the Lord, which indicates that he
spoke impertinently.
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[...]
The Sages of the school of Rabbi Yannai said

that Moses said the following before the Holy
One, Blessed be He, to atone for Israel after the
sin of the Golden Calf: Master of the Universe,
because of the gold and silver that you
lavished upon Israel during the exodus from
Egypt until they said enough [dai]; it was this
wealth that caused Isracl to make the Golden
Calf. Establishing a general moral principle, the
Sages the school of Rabbi Yannai said: A lion
does not roar standing over a basket of straw
from which he derives no pleasure, but he roars
standing over a basket of meat, as he only roars
when satiated. Similarly, Rabbi Oshaya said:
This is comparable to a person who had a lean,
but large-limbed cow. At one point, he fed it
lupines, a choice food, and soon thereafter the
cow was kicking him. He said to the cow: Who
caused you to begin kicking me if not the
lupines I fed you? Here, too, the sin was caused
by an abundance of good. The Gemara offers
another analogy: Rabbi Hiyya bar Abba said
that Rabbi Yohanan said: This is comparable
to a person who had a son; he bathed him and
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anointed him with oil, fed him and gave him
drink, and hung a purse of money around his
neck. Then, he brought his son to the entrance
of a brothel. What could the son do to avoid
sinning? On a similar note, Rav Aha, son of
Rav Huna, said that Rav Sheshet said: That is
what people say in a popular maxim: Filling his
stomach is a type of sin, as it is stated: “When
they were fed and became full they were sated,
and their hearts were lifted and they have
forgotten Me” (Hosea 13:6). Rav Nahman said:
This principle 1s derived not from the verse in
Hosea, but from here: “And your heart is lifted
and you forget the Lord” (Deuteronomy 8:14).
And the Rabbis say that this principle is derived
from here: “And they will have eaten and been
sated and fattened, and they will turn to other
gods” (Deuteronomy 31:20). And if you wish,
say instead that it is derived from here: “And
Jeshurun grew fat and kicked” (Deuteronomy
32:15). Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that
Rabbi Yonatan said: From where in the Torah
is it derived that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
ultimately conceded to Moses that the reason
for the sin of the Golden Calf was indeed the
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riches lavished upon Israel? As it is stated: “And
I gave them an abundance of silver and gold,
which they used for the Ba’al” (Hosea 2:10).
The Gemara elaborates upon additional aspects of
the sin of the Golden Calf. It is stated: “And the
Lord said to Moses: Go and descend, for your
people whom you have lifted out of the land of
Egypt have been corrupted” (Exodus 32:7).
What is the meaning of “go and descend”?
Rabbi Elazar said: The Holy One, Blessed be
He, said to Moses: Moses, descend from your
greatness. Isn’t it only for the sake of Israel, so
that you may serve as an emissary, that I
granted you prominence; and now that Israel
has sinned, why do I need you? There is no
need for an emissary. Immediately, Moses’
strength waned and he was powerless to speak
in defense of Israel. And once God said to
Moses: “Leave Me be, that I may destroy
them” (Deuteronomy 9:14), Moses said to
himself: If God is telling me to let Him be, it
must be because this matter is dependent upon
me. Immediately Moses stood and was
strengthened in prayer, and asked that God
have mercy on the nation of Israel and forgive
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them for their transgression. The Gemara says:
This 1s comparable to a king who became
angry at his son who had sinned against him,
and beat him, administering a severe beating.
At that moment, a well-wisher of the king was
sitting before him and witnessed the entire
event, and was afraid to say anything to the
king about the excessive beating. Meanwhile, the
king said to his son: Were it not for this well-
wisher of mine who is sitting before me, I
would have Kkilled you. Upon hearing this, the
king’s friend said to himself: This is clearly a
sign that this matter, rescuing the son from the
hands of his father, is dependent upon me.
Immediately he stood and rescued him from
the king. In an additional aspect of the sin of the
Golden Calf, God told Moses: “Now leave Me
be, that My wrath will be enraged against
them and I will consume them; and I will
make of you a great nation” (Exodus 32:10).
Explaining this verse, Rabbi Abbahu said:
Were the verse not written in this manner, it
would be impossible to utter it, in deference to
God. The phrase: Leave Me be, teaches that
Moses grabbed the Holy One, Blessed be He,
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as a person who grabs his friend by his
garment would, and he said before Him:
Master of the Universe, I will not leave You be
until You forgive and pardon them. In the same
verse, God promised Moses: “And I will make
of you a great nation.” What was Moses’
response? Rabbi Elazar said: Moses said
before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of
the Universe, if a chair with three legs, the
collective merit of the three forefathers, is unable
to stand before You in Your moment of wrath,
all the more so that a chair with one leg, my
merit alone, will be unable to withstand your
wrath. Moreover, but I have a sense of shame
before my forefathers. Now they will say: See
this leader that God placed over Israel. He
requested greatness for himself but did not
pray for God to have mercy upon them in their
troubled time. The Torah continues: “And Moses
beseeched [vayhal] before the Lord” (Exodus
32:11). Many interpretations were given for this
uncommon term, vayhal: Rabbi Elazar said: It
teaches that Moses stood in prayer before the
Holy One, Blessed be He, until it made him ill
[hehelahu] from overexertion. And Rava said:
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Moses stood in prayer until he nullified His
vow, as the term vayhal alludes to nullification of
an oath. Here it is written vayhal, and there
referring to vows, it is written: “He shall not
nullify [lo yahel] his word” (Numbers 30:3).
And with regard to vows, the Master said: He
who vowed cannot nullify his vow, but others,
the court, can nullify his vow for him. Here, it is
as if Moses nullified the Lord’s vow to destroy
Israel. And Shmuel said: The term vayhal
teaches that Moses gave his life, from the term
halal, a dead person, for Israel, as it is stated:
“And if not, erase me, please, from Your book”
(Exodus 32:32). Rava, also interpreting this
verse, said that Rav Yitzhak said: The term
vayhal teaches that he caused the Divine
Attribute of Mercy to take effect [hehela] upon
them. And the Rabbis say that this term
constitutes the essence of Moses’ claim: It
teaches that Moses said before the Holy One
Blessed be He: It is a sacrilege [hullin] for You
to do something like this. And another
interpretation of the verse, “And Moses
beseeched [vayhal] before the Lord.”

[.]
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As Moses continues his prayer, he says:
“Remember Abraham, Isaac and Israel Your
servants, to whom You swore in Your name”
(Exodus 32:13). What is the meaning of in Your
name? Rabbi Elazar said: Moses said before
the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the
Universe, had You sworn to them by the
heavens and the earth, I would say: Just as the
heavens and the earth will ultimately be no
more, so too Your oath will be null and void.
Now that You swore to them by Your great
name, just as Your name lives and stands for
all eternity, so too does Your oath live and
stand for all eternity. In this verse, Moses
continues: “And You said to them: I will make
your offspring as numerous as the stars of
heaven, and all this land of which I have
spoken I will give to your offspring that they
shall inherit it forever.” The Gemara clarifies a
puzzling phrase in this verse. That phrase of
which I have spoken, it should have said: Of
which You have spoken, as Moses is referring to
God’s promise to the forefathers. Rabbi Elazar
said: To this point, the verse cites the words of
the student, Moses; from this point, and all this
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land of which I have spoken, the verse cites the
words of the Master, God. And Rabbi Shmuel
bar Nahmani said: These and those are the
words of the student; Moses spoke the entire
verse. Rather, Moses said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, those
matters which You told me to go and say to
Israel in My name, I went and told it to them
in Your name. I have already told Israel of God’s
promise to the forefathers. Now what do I say to
them? The Gemara moves to a discussion of
additional prayers offered by Moses. Moses said
that if God fails to bring the Jewish people into
Eretz Yisrael, the nations of the world will say:
“The Lord did not have the ability [yekholet]
to bring this people into the land which He swore
to them, and He killed them in the desert”
(Numbers 14:16). The Gemara examines this
verse closely: The verse should not have utilized
the term yekholet, an abstract feminine noun, but
rather, it should have said: “The Lord was not
able [yakhol],” a masculine verb. Rabbi Elazar
said: Moses phrased it that way because he said
before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of
the Universe, now the nations of the world will
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say that His strength weakened like a female
and He is unable to rescue the nation of Israel.
The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses:
And did the nations of the world not already see
the miracles and the mighty acts that I
performed on behalf of Israel at the Red Sea?
Moses said before Him: Master of the
Universe, they can still say: The Lord can stand
up to a single King like Pharaoh and defeat him,
but He is unable to stand up to the thirty-one
kings in the land of Canaan. Rabbi Yohanan
said: From where is it derived that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, ultimately conceded to
Moses? As it is said: “And the Lord said: I
have forgiven according to your word”
(Numbers 14:20). The Sages of the school of
Rabbi Yishmael taught: According to your
word, it will be, as indeed in the future the
nations of the world will say this. The Gemara
concludes: Happy is the student whose teacher
concedes to him as the Lord conceded to Moses.
Explaining the next verse, “Nevertheless, as 1
live, and the glory of the Lord fills the entire
world” (Numbers 14:21), Rava said that Rav
Yitzhak said: This teaches that the Holy One,
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Blessed be He, said to Moses: Moses, you have
given Me life with your words. I am happy that
on account of your arguments, I will forgive
Israel.

Bava Metzia 59b

And this is known as the oven of akhnai. The
Gemara asks: What is the relevance of akhnai, a
snake, in this context? Rav Yehuda said that
Shmuel said: It is characterized in that manner
due to the fact that the Rabbis surrounded it
with their statements like this snake, which
often forms a coil when at rest, and deemed it
impure. The Sages taught: On that day, when
they discussed this matter, Rabbi Eliezer
answered all possible answers in the world to
support his opinion, but the Rabbis did not
accept his explanations from him. After failing
to convince the Rabbis logically, Rabbi Eliezer
said to them: If the halakha is in accordance
with my opinion, this carob tree will prove it.
The carob tree was uprooted from its place one
hundred cubits, and some say four hundred
cubits. The Rabbis said to him: One does not
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cite halakhic proof from the carob tree. Rabbi
Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha is in
accordance with my opinion, the stream will
prove it. The water in the stream turned
backward and began flowing in the opposite
direction. They said to him: One does not cite
halakhic proof from a stream. Rabbi Eliezer
then said to them: If the halakha is in
accordance with my opinion, the walls of the
study hall will prove it. The walls of the study
hall leaned inward and began to fall. Rabbi
Yehoshua scolded the walls and said to them: If
Torah scholars are contending with each other
in matters of halakha, what is the nature of
your involvement in this dispute? The Gemara
relates: The walls did not fall because of the
deference due Rabbi Yehoshua, but they did
not straighten because of the deference due
Rabbi Eliezer, and they still remain leaning.
Rabbi Eliezer then said to them: If the halakha
is in accordance with my opinion, Heaven will
prove it. A Divine Voice emerged from Heaven
and said: Why are you differing with Rabbi
Eliezer, as the halakha is in accordance with
his opinion in every place that he expresses an
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19.

opinion? Rabbi Yehoshua stood on his feet and
said: It is written: “It is not in heaven”
(Deuteronomy 30:12). The Gemara asks: What is
the relevance of the phrase “It is not in heaven”
in this context? Rabbi Yirmeya says: Since the
Torah was already given at Mount Sinai, we
do not regard a Divine Voice, as You already
wrote at Mount Sinai, in the Torah: “After a
majority to incline” (Exodus 23:2). Since the
majority of Rabbis disagreed with Rabbi
Eliezer’s opinion, the halakha is not ruled in
accordance with his opinion. The Gemara relates:
Years after, Rabbi Natan encountered Elijah
the prophet and said to him: What did the Holy
One, Blessed be He, do at that time, when
Rabbi Yehoshua issued his declaration? Elijah
said to him: The Holy One, Blessed be He,
smiled and said: My children have triumphed
over Me; My children have triumphed over
Me.

Bamidbar Rabbah 19:33
Another interpretation of (Numb. 21:17), "Then
Israel sang": This 1s one of the three things that
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Moses said before the Holy One, blessed be He,
and He said [back] to him, "You have taught me."
He said in front of Him, "Master of the Universe,
from where does Israel know what they did (was
wrong)? Did they not grow up in Egypt? And all
of Egypt are idolaters. And when You gave the
Torah, You did not give it to them, and they were
also not standing there, as it is stated (Exod.
20:18), 'And the people stood from afar.' And
You only gave it to me, as it is stated (Exod.
24:1), 'And He said to Moses, "Ascend to the
Lord."" And when You gave the statements (Ten
Commandments), You did not give [them] to
them. You did not say, 'l am the Lord, your
(plural) God'; but rather I am the Lord, your
(singular) God. [Hence] You said it to me. Did |
sin?" The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him,
"By your life, you have spoken well. You have
taught Me! From now on, I will say the
expression, 'I am the Lord, your (plural) God."
The second one is when the Holy One, blessed be
He, said (in Numb. 34:7), "visiting the iniquity
of the parents upon the children": Moses said,
"Master of the Universe, how many evildoers
begat righteous ones; should they be removed by
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the iniquities of their parents? Terach was an
idol-maker, but his son, Abraham, was righteous;
so too Hezekiah was righteous, but Ahaz, his
father was an evildoer; Josiah was righteous, but
Amon, his father, was an evildoer. Is this proper,
that the righteous be struck for the iniquities of
their parents?" The Holy One, blessed be He, said
to him, "Behold, you have taught Me! By your
life, I will nullify My words and preserve your
words, as it is stated (Deut. 24:15), ‘The parents
shall not die for the children, and the children
shall not die for the parents'; and it is by your life
that I shall write [these things] in your name, as it
1s stated (II Kings 14:6), 'as it is written in the
Torah of Moses, which God commanded ...."" The
third one is when the Holy One, blessed be He,
said to him, "Make war on Sichon; even if he
does not want to engage with you, wage war with
him, as stated (Deut. 2:24), 'Get up, go and cross
the Arnon ."" But Moses did not do like this.
Rather what is written above? "And I sent
messengers" (Deut. 2:26). The Holy One, blessed
be He, said to him, "By your life, I will nullify
My words and preserve your words, as it is stated
(Deut. 20:11), "When you approach a town to
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attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace."" Once
Sichon did not accept, the Holy One, blessed be
He, felled him in front of them, as it is stated
(Deut. 20:33), "and we smote him." And not only
that, but even [with] those that were hiding
themselves in the caves to kill [the Israelites], the
Holy One, blessed be He, signaled to the
mountain and it crushed them, as it is stated (Ps.
74:13-14), "who smashed the heads of the
monsters in the waters. It was You who crushed
the heads of Leviathan." A common proverb says
[that] if you gave bread to an infant, let his
mother know. The Holy One, blessed be He, said,
"From where will Israel know the favor I did for
them?" What did He do? He distanced the
mountains from each other and the streams swept
down [the corpses], as it is stated (Numb 21:17),
"And the streams poured." And the Israelites
passed by and sang song - "then Israel sang"
(Numb. 21:17). Israel said, "It is for You to do
miracles for us, but it is for us to bless and laud
Your name" - "Salvation is to the Lord; upon
Your people 1s Your blessing, Selah" (Ps. 3:9).
Upon the waters was it decreed against Moses, so
he was not mentioned in the song. Moses said,

https://www.sefaria.org/sheets/207656?editor=1

Yy nn 077 0y n3f o YT SN
077730 10X IDVY) 73R A7 277 90T
P ,009030 TWR) (0 X3 12702) ANRIY
L2RWY W TR AW 2R 021y SR
WHYY 0093 19 NIY? Ty PRI 1R
TV T2 (0,3 009n) LAWY 7R 1127
JTYN 2 213 090 ¥ ,A79 T0272 TRy 2V
,0279 DY 11127 Awn R ,awa 91 X9
naRR DR VI8 077 DPWYY 0001 92 0N
TRV ,7IIRT DX 077 A0 N2TRT 1R ,09°T)
1903 7 NOAMY ,TIRN 027 (7,80 12702)
,2RO903 73RRMY ((0 80 M270a) MARIY ,ANIR
VARIY ,TN°R 2V NI NI ,OR 100
,Nin K2 90any ,ning SR0903m (00,80 7271m2)
22N 772 R X227 NIN2NI (0,80 12T12)
TIND 932 IR 9327 (1,72 2127) RRIY

219 Rip3 XD WK (20,72 2rx) 21K MR AR

092 V7 aRyn 0 270197 ¥iY 121 K9 o

19/12/2019, 21:07



The argument sketch: Abraham, Moses and the meaning of life | Sefaria Source Sheet Builder

35 of 35

"Master of the Universe, "I am dying because of
them. You gave them the Torah from the
wilderness, as it is stated, (Numb. 21:18), 'and
from the wilderness, Matanah (which is also the
word for gift)."! And they possessed (nachalu) it
from my hands, as it is stated (Numb. 21:19),
'And from Matanah, Nachliel."" And from when
they possessed it, You decreed death upon me, as
it is stated (Numb. 21:19), "and from Nachliel,
Bamot" - and from possession comes death
(menachal, ba mot). "And from Bamot, Haggai in
the field of Moav" (Numb. 21:20), as it is stated
(Deut. 34:6), "And He buried him in the valley in
the land of Moav." Job said, "He is not partial to
princes; the noble are not preferred to the
wretched; for all of them are the work of His
hands" (Job 34:19).
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