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Intertextuality

Reading our story in light of Proverbs 25:14-15 paints Moses as intercessor.

“Like clouds and wind without rain is one who boasts of a gift never given.
With patience a ruler may be persuaded, and a soft tongue can break bones.”
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1. Exodus Rabbah 42:1

“The Lord spoke to Moses, ‘Hurry down” (Exodus 32:7). R. Tanhuma b. Abba began: “Like
clouds and wind without rain is one who boasts of a gift never given; With patience a ruler
may be persuaded, and a soft tongue can break bones” (Proverbs 25:14-15).

Not only did they make an idol, but they also committed immorality and shed blood, for
the merry-making (tsehoq) referred to here (Exodus 32:6) means idol-worship,
immorality, and the shedding of blood. Whence do we know that tsehog means shedding
of blood? Because it says, “Let the young men, | pray thee, arise and play (vayesahequ)
before us” (2 Samuel 2:14). Whence do we know that it [tsehoq] also refers to immorality?
Because it says, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought to us, came in to me to
mock me” (letsaheq; Genesis 39:17).

[Here follows a lengthy account of Moses’ arguments before God on behalf of the
Israelites, all of which are refuted by God, and yet in the end, Moses succeeds in turning
back God’s anger!]

This is an illustration of “clouds and wind without rain.” Yet Moses was successful in
averting the punishment, a proof that “With patience a ruler may be persuaded, and a
soft tongue can break bones” (Proverbs 25:15).
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Reading our story in light of Psalm 106 paints Moses as defiant adversary.

Psalms 106:23

“He would have destroyed them had not Moses His chosen one confronted [lit. “stood
before”] Him in the breach to avert His destructive wrath.”
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2. Exodus Rabbah 43:1

“But Moses implored the Lord his God” (Exodus 32:11). R. Tanhuma b. Abba began thus:
“He would have destroyed them, had not Moses his chosen one confronted Him in the
breach to avert [lit. turn back] His destructive wrath” (Psalm 106:23).

What is “stood in the breach before him?” R. Hama b. Hanina said: The good advocate
knows how to set himself against the tribunal. Moses was one of two good advocates
who arose to defend Israel and set themselves, as it were, against the Holy One, blessed
be He. These were Moses and Daniel ...These were the two men who set their faces
against the attribute of strict Justice in order to argue for mercy on Israel’s behalf.
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Questions for reflection:

In the previous passages, the rabbis deploy distant biblical passages in order to interpret
the gap in Exodus 32. What are some of the linguistic and thematic continuities between
the verses from Proverbs and Psalms and the text from Exodus? Is one interpretation
more compelling? Why do you think the rabbis mobilize this exegetical technique in
approaching the interaction between God and Moses?



Puns or Word Play
“Moses implored” = vayehal
The root h./ has the following range of meanings:

1. sweet (asin hallah bread)
2. profane (as in hol), including to profane or annul (hehal) a vow
3. to wear a weapon or gird oneself for war (see modern hayyal = soldier)

Moses as Intercessor or God’s Partner
3. Exodus Rabbah 42:9

“Now let me be!” Was Moses holding fast to God that He should say “Now let me be!”?
[Of course not, therefore another meaning must be intended.] To what can the thing be
compared? To a king who was angry with his son, and had him brought into a chamber
and was about to beat him, but then the king cried from the chamber “Let me be, that |
may beat him.” Now, the instructor [of the son] was standing without and he thought to
himself: “If the king and the son are alone within the chamber, then to whom is he saying:
‘let me be’? it must be because the king wants me to go in and entreat him on his son’s
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behalf and for this reason he says: ‘let me be!” [He is hinting that | have the power or
even the permission to prevent him, if | so choose.] Similarly, God said to Moses, “Now
let me be!” and Moses inferred, “It is because God wants me to intercede on Israel’s
behalf”... Thereupon Moses began to plead for mercy on their behalf as its says, “but

Moses implored the Lord his God.”
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4. Deuteronomy Rabbah 3:15

God said to him: “Let not the two of us be angry, but when you see me pour hot [water]
you pour cold, and when you see me pour cold, you pour hot.” Moses asked: “Ruler of
the Universe, how shall this happen?” God replied: “Pray for mercy on their behalf.”
What did he do? Immediately “But Moses implored the Lord.”
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5. Exodus Rabbah 44:4

Moses pleaded: “Lord of the Universe! Why are you angry with Israel?” He replied,
“Because they have broken the Decalogue.” He said, “Well, they possess a source from
which they can make repayment.” He asked, “What is that?” Moses replied: “Remember
that you tried Abraham with ten trials, and so let those ten [trials serve as compensation]
for these ten [broken commandments].” This is why he said, “Remember Abraham, Isaac
and Israel” (Exodus 32:13).
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6. Exodus Rabbah 43:4

Another explanation of “But Moses implored the Lord his God.” What does this
mean?...That he [Moses] absolved his Creator of His vow. [While one cannot nullify his
own vow another can nullify it for one.] How? When Israel made the Calf, Moses began
to entreat God to forgive them; but God said: “Moses, | have already taken an oath that
‘Whoever sacrifices to a god other than YHWH alone shall be proscribed [destroyed]’ (Ex.
22:19) and | cannot retract an oath which has proceeded from My mouth.” Moses said to
him: “Lord of the Universe! Didn’t you grant me the power of annulment of oaths by
saying, ‘If a man makes a vow ...HE shall not break (yahel) HIS pledge’ (Num 30:3); that is,
he himself cannot break his pledge, but a scholar can absolve his vow if he consults him,
and any sage who gives instruction, if he wants others to accept his decision, he should
be the first to observe it. Since you have commanded me concerning the annulment of
vows, it is only right that you should [seek to] annul your vow as you have commanded
me to annul the vows of others.” Thereupon [Moses] wrapped himself in his cloak and
seated himself in the posture of a Sage, and God stood before him like one asking [for the



annulment of] his vow;... What did he [Moses] say to Him? A hard thing... ‘Do you now
regret [your vow]?’ He said to him, ‘l regret now the evil which | said | would do to My
people.” When Moses heard this, he said: ‘It is absolved for you, it is absolved for you.
There is neither vow nor oath any longer’; for this reason does it say: vayehal Moshe
meaning that he absolved (hehal) the vow of his creator...
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Questions for reflection:

This is an extreme depiction of God trapped by God’s own rules of sin and punishment,
needing Moses to cleverly intervene and provide an escape hatch. Does this model of
Moses’ intercession conform to your own notions of either communal or individual prayer?
Is God’s dependency on people to save God'’s self from God’s own norms and values more
troubling or less troubling than the image of God as an enemy?



Moses as God’s Adversary
7. Exodus Rabbah 43:1

He [Moses] stood before God with scant respect in order to request Israel’s needs. Hence
veyehal [i.e., he treated him as something profane and not holy].
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8. Exodus Rabbah 44:9

R. Isaac said: Then it was that [God] could give no reply but could only say, “You have
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argued well.” Thereupon, “And the Lord renounced [repented of] the evil He had planned

to bring upon his people” (Exodus 32:14).
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9. Exodus Rabbah 43:1

“And he would have destroyed them.” Thereupon Moses girded himself for prayer. That
is the meaning of “vayehal.”
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10. Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 32a

“Ruler of the Universe, it was the gold and silver that you lavished on Israel till they said
“Enough” that caused them to make the molten calf. It was said in the school of R. Yannai:
A lion does not roar on account of a trough of straw but on account of a trough of meat.”
R. Oshaia said: It is like a man who had a cow that was skin and bones. He fed it vetch
and it kicked him. He said to her: ‘What caused you to kick me? Nothing but the very
vetch with which | fed you!”
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11. Exodus Rabbah 43:7

Lord of the Universe [consider] the place from which You brought them out — was it not
Egypt where everyone worships lambs? R. Huna said in the name of R. Yohanan: “It can
be compared to a wise man who opened a perfumery shop for his son in a market
frequented by prostitutes... When the father came and caught him with a prostitute, he
began to shout: ‘I will kill you!” but his friend was there, and he said: ‘You destroyed the
boy, and yet you shout at him!...” This is what Moses said: ‘Lord of the Universe! You
ignored the entire world and caused Your children to be enslaved precisely in Egypt,
where everyone worships lambs and from whom Your children learned...Bear in mind
from where You brought them forth.””
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12. Exodus Rabbah 43:1

R. Shmuel bar Nahman said: “confronted him in the breach.” It is rather difficult to say
that he [Moses] confronted Him in the breach [implying that Moses used force, as it were,
to prevent God from punishing Israel]. It can be compared to a king who was angry with
his son, and took his place on the tribunal and tried him and pronounced him guilty. As
he took up the pen to sign the verdict of the court, what did his associate do? He snatched
the pen from his hand and broke it in order to appease his wrath. Similarly, when Israel
committed that sin, God sat in judgment upon them to condemn them... So what did
Moses do?... When Israel committed that sin he took the Tablets and shattered them as
if to say, had they foreseen the punishment they would not have sinned. Moreover,
Moses said: “It is better that they be judged as having done it unintentionally, than as if
they had willfully committed the act” [i.e., that they be judged as if they had not yet
received the commandment prohibiting idolatry].
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13. Deuteronomy Rabbah 3:15

“Add to them Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, Ithamar, Phineas and Caleb —that makes 77.”
God said to him, “But Moses, where are the three remaining righteous men?” Moses
could not find them. He then said, “Master of the Universe, if these [righteous] men
though alive cannot stand for them [Israel] in the breach, then let the dead do so
[meaning the three patriarchs].
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14. Exodus Rabbah 44:8

When Israel committed that sin, five angels of destruction came out to destroy them:
Anger (af), Wrath (ketsef), Displeasure (hamah), Destruction (heshmed) and Annihilation
(hashhatah)... He said “Lord of the Universe! You take on one while | take on another.
You tackle Anger...and | will tackle Wrath (see Ps 106:23)...” God said to him: “See, | have
taken on the one and you another; but what will you do with the other three?” Moses
replied: “There are the three patriarchs who can tackle the other three.” This is why he
mentioned them.
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Deuteronomy 9:19

For | was in dread of the LORD’s fierce anger against you, which moved Him to wipe you
out. And that time, too, the LORD gave heed to me—.
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Psalms 106:23

Therefore He said that He would destroy them, had not Moses His chosen stood before
Him in the breach, to turn back His wrath, lest He should annihilate them.
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15. Babylonian Talmud Berakhot 32a

R. Abbahu said: Were it not written in Scripture, it would not be possible to say it. Moses
grabbed hold of God like a man grabs hold of his fellow by the collar [lit. clothing] and said
“Ruler of the Universe, | won’t let go until you are merciful and forgive them!”

TVI2 VYTPND NWN IDINY THON 1ININD TWIN N 1IN RIPND NININ INAN 227 NN
TY TOMN X PR DWW OV 11127 19D IINI 1TIAL 1IN IR ONN XINY DTN NIN
DY NYOM INNNY

Questions for reflection

The rabbis employ parables and imagery in order to describe the interaction between God
and Moses, ranging from a father and son to a master and cow. In this Talmudic passage,
the rabbis astonishingly depict Moses as physically restraining God. What is the purpose
of using these literary techniques? What other images or parables could you imagine using
to describe this pivotal event?

Merging of the Two Models
16. Zohar

Even though He threatens and raises the lash,

Mother [Shekhinah] comes and grabs hold of His right arm

and the lash his suspended.

The sentence is not carried out, because both of them share one design.
He by threatening, she by holding back his right...

[However, because of the sin] Mother, who always grasps the arm of the King and
suspends the lash,

was not there.

Moses had to take Her place.

As soon as the Blessed Holy One penetrated him, he saw clearly.

Three times he penetrated him! O Moses, Faithful Shepherd!

How mighty is your strength, how great is your power.

Three times He penetrated you!

As it is written: “Now leave Me alone!” That is one,

“My anger will blaze against them and | will consume them,” that is two.
“And | will make you into a great nation!” that is three.

The wisdom of Moses was in these three points.

He grasped His right arm in response to: “Leave me alone!”
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He grasped His left arm in response to: “My anger will blaze against them and | will
consume them.”

He embraced the body of the King in response to: “And | will make you into a great
nation!”

Having embraced the body, both arms on this side and that,

He could not move to any side at all!

This was the wisdom of Moses:

he knew the various points of the King, where to be firm on each one.

He acted in wisdom!

Questions for reflection

The Zohar contains a paradoxical portrait of God adhering to God’s own promises of
punishment and strict justice, while simultaneously seeking to undermine them. God
recognizes that God'’s strict justice is spinning out of control and hints to Moses to
neutralize this destructive capability. What are some of the implications of believing in
such a conflicted God, who needs and wants human partnership and opposition to
undermine divine plans? What are some of the ways in which this conception of God as
reliant on the assistance of humans is both useful and problematic in the contemporary
moment?
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