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‭The Jews have every reason to believe Moshe will never come back.‬

‭We’ve seen this play before, the last time with a father and son: a three day journey into the‬

‭wilderness for sacrifice (the story that Moshe tells Pharaoh) at some unknown place, which‬

‭turns out to be a mountain.  We know this story, but the last time we saw it told, the main‬

‭characters were Avraham and‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭:‬

‬‮ד‬‮-‬‮ב‬‮:‬‮כב‬‮בראשית
ר‬‭2 יֹּאמֶ ח‬‮וַ ת‬‮נָא‬‮קַ נְךָ‬‮אֶ ת‬‮בִּ ךָ‬‮אֶ ידְ ר‬‮יְחִ שֶׁ תָּ‬‮אֲ בְ ת‬‮אָהַ ק‬‮אֶ ‬‮יִצְחָ

ךְ ךָ‬‮וְלֶ ל‬‮לְ ץ‬‮אֶ רֶ יָּה‬‮אֶ מֹּרִ  הוּ‬‮הַ לֵ עֲ ם‬‮וְהַ ה‬‮שָׁ עֹלָ  ל‬‮לְ ד‬‮עַ ‬‮אַחַ

ים רִ הָ ר‬‮הֶ שֶׁ ר‬‮אֲ אֹמַ יךָ׃‬‮ לֶ כֵּם‬‮‬‭3אֵ ם‬‮וַיַּשְׁ הָ רָ ר‬‮אַבְ בֹּקֶ  בֹשׁ‬‮בַּ  ‬‮וַיַּחֲ

ת מֹרוֹ‬‮אֶ  ח‬‮חֲ ת‬‮וַיִּקַּ נֵי‬‮אֶ יו‬‮שְׁ רָ תּוֹ‬‮נְעָ ת‬‮אִ ק‬‮וְאֵ נוֹ‬‮יִצְחָ ע‬‮בְּ קַּ ‬‮וַיְבַ

י צֵ ה‬‮עֲ עֹלָ ם‬‮ ךְ‬‮וַיָּקָ ל‬‮וַיֵּלֶ קוֹם‬‮אֶ מָּ ר‬‮הַ שֶׁ ר‬‮אֲ ים׃‬‮לוֹ‬‮אָמַ לֹקִ אֱ ‬‮הָ
יּוֹם‬‭4 י‬‮בַּ ישִׁ לִ שְּׁ א‬‮הַ ם‬‮וַיִּשָּׂ הָ רָ ת‬‮אַבְ ינָיו‬‮אֶ א‬‮עֵ ת‬‮וַיַּרְ קוֹם‬‮אֶ מָּ ‬‮הַ

חֹק׃  רָ ‬‮מֵ

‭Bereishit 22:2-4‬
‭2‬‭“Take your son, your favored one,‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭,‬

‭whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah,‬

‬‮טז‬‮,‬‮ג‬‮:‬‮יט‬‮;‬‮יח‬‮:‬‮ג‬‮שמות
ם‬‭3:18 תֶּ רְ מַ יו‬‮וַאֲ לָ י‬‮ה׳‬‮אֵ לֹקֵ יִּים‬‮אֱ רִ בְ עִ ה‬‮הָ רָ ינוּ‬‮נִקְ לֵ ה‬‮עָ תָּ ‬‮וְעַ

כָה ךְ‬‮נָּא‬‮נֵלְ רֶ ת‬‮דֶּ לֹשֶׁ ים‬‮שְׁ ר‬‮יָמִ בָּ דְ מִּ ה‬‮בַּ חָ ה׳‬‮וְנִזְבְּ ‬‮לַ

ינוּ׃ לֹקֵ ‬‮..‬‮אֱ
ה‬‭19:3 מֹשֶׁ ה‬‮וּ לָ ל‬‮עָ ים‬‮אֶ לֹקִ אֱ א‬‮הָ רָ יו‬‮וַיִּקְ לָ ן‬‮ה׳‬‮אֵ ר‬‮מִ הָ ‬‮…‬‮הָ

י‬‭19:16 יּוֹם‬‮וַיְהִ י‬‮בַ ישִׁ לִ שְּׁ יֹת‬‮הַ  הְ ר‬‮בִּ בֹּקֶ  י‬‮הַ קֹלֹת‬‮וַיְהִ ים‬‮ קִ רָ ‬‮וּבְ

נָן ד‬‮וְעָ ל‬‮כָּבֵ ר‬‮עַ הָ קֹל‬‮הָ ר‬‮וְ שֹׁפָ זָק‬‮ אֹד‬‮חָ  ד‬‮מְ רַ ם‬‮וַיֶּחֱ עָ ‬‮כָּל הָ

ר שֶׁ נֶה׃‬‮אֲ חֲ מַּ ‬‮בַּ

‭Shemot 3:18; 19:3, 16‬
‭3:18‬‭“And you shall say to him, ‘The Lord, God of‬

‭the Hebrews, appeared to us.  Now‬‭let us go‬‭a‬
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‭and‬‭offer him there‬‭as a‬‭burnt offering‬‭on one‬

‭of the heights that I will point out to you.”‬ ‭3‬‭So‬

‭early next‬‭morning‬‭, Avraham saddled his donkey‬

‭and took with him two of his servants and his‬

‭son‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭.  He split the wood for the‬‭burnt‬

‭offering‬‭, and he set out for the place of which‬

‭God had told him.‬ ‭4‬‭On the third day‬‭Avraham‬

‭looked up and saw the place from afar.‬1

‭distance of‬‭three days‬‭into the wilderness to‬

‭sacrifice‬‭to the Lord our God.” …‬
‭19:3‬‭And Moshe went up to God.  The Lord called‬

‭to him from the mountain.  …‬
‭19:16‬‭On the third day‬‭, as‬‭morning‬‭dawned, there‬

‭was thunder, and lightning, and a dense cloud‬

‭upon the mountain, and a very loud blast of the‬

‭horn; and all the people who were in the camp‬

‭trembled.‬

‭The long awaited son, the hope for the future of the people, ascends the mountain, leaving‬

‭others behind with promises to return:‬

‬‮ה‬‮:‬‮כב‬‮בראשית

ר יֹּאמֶ ם‬‮וַ הָ רָ ל‬‮אַבְ יו‬‮אֶ רָ בוּ‬‮נְעָ כֶם‬‮שְׁ פֹּה‬‮לָ ם‬‮ ‬‮עִ

מוֹר חֲ נִי‬‮הַ ר‬‮וַאֲ נַּעַ כָה‬‮וְהַ ד‬‮נֵלְ כֹּה‬‮עַ וֶה‬‮ חֲ תַּ ‬‮וְנִשְׁ

ה יכֶם‬‮וְנָשׁוּבָ לֵ ‬‮׃‬‮אֲ

‭Bereishit 22:5‬

‭Then Avraham said to his servants,‬

‭“‬‭Wait here‬‭with the donkey.  The boy‬

‭and I will go up there; we will worship‬

‭and‬‭we will return to you‬‭.”‬

‬‮יד‬‮-‬‮יג‬‮:‬‮כד‬‮שמות
ם‬‭13 ה‬‮וַיָּקָ מֹשֶׁ עַ‬‮ תוֹ‬‮וִיהוֹשֻׁ רְ שָׁ ל‬‮מְ ה‬‮וַיַּעַ מֹשֶׁ ל‬‮ ר‬‮אֶ ים׃‬‮הַ לֹקִ אֱ ל‬‮‬‭14הָ ‬‮וְאֶ

נִים זְּקֵ ר‬‮הַ בוּ‬‮אָמַ נוּ‬‮שְׁ זֶה‬‮לָ ד‬‮בָ ר‬‮עַ שֶׁ יכֶם‬‮נָשׁוּב‬‮אֲ לֵ נֵּה‬‮אֲ רֹן‬‮וְהִ  ‬‮וְחוּר‬‮אַהֲ

כֶם מָּ י‬‮עִ ל‬‮מִ עַ ים‬‮בַ רִ בָ ם׃‬‮יִגַּשׁ‬‮דְּ הֶ לֵ ‬‮אֲ

‭Shemot 24:13-14‬
‭13‬‭Moshe got up, and Yehoshua his attendant; Moshe went‬

‭up the Mountain of God.‬ ‭14‬‭To the elders he had said, “‬‭Wait‬

‭here for‬‭us until‬‭we return to you‬‭.  You have Aharon and‬

‭H‬‭ur with you; let anyone who has a legal matter approach‬

‭them.”‬

‭This time, though, rather than taking along fire and a devouring knife (‬‭ma’akhelet‬‭), the‬

‭mountain is already topped by a devouring fire (an‬‭eish okhelet‬‭):‬

‭1‬ ‭Rashi on this verse makes the parallel even stronger: “[Avraham] saw a cloud attached to the mountain.”‬
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‬‮ו‬‮:‬‮כב‬‮בראשית

ח ם‬‮וַיִּקַּ הָ רָ ת‬‮אַבְ י‬‮אֶ צֵ ה‬‮עֲ עֹלָ  ם‬‮הָ ‬‮וַיָּשֶׂ

ל ק‬‮עַ נוֹ‬‮יִצְחָ ח‬‮בְּ יָדוֹ‬‮וַיִּקַּ ת‬‮בְּ שׁ‬‮אֶ אֵ ‬‮הָ

ת ת‬‮וְאֶ כֶלֶ אֲ מַּ כוּ‬‮הַ ם‬‮וַיֵּלְ נֵיהֶ ו׃‬‮שְׁ דָּ ‬‮יַחְ

‭Bereishit 22:6‬

‭Avraham took the wood for‬

‭the burnt offering and put it‬

‭on his son‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭.  He‬

‭himself took the‬‭firestone‬

‭and the‬‭devouring‬‭knife‬‭; and‬

‭the two walked off together.‬

‬‮יז‬‮:‬‮כד‬‮,‬‮יח‬‮:‬‮יט‬‮שמות
ר‬‭19:18 ינַי‬‮וְהַ ן‬‮סִ שַׁ נֵי‬‮כֻּלּוֹ‬‮עָ פְּ ר‬‮מִ שֶׁ ד‬‮אֲ יו‬‮יָרַ לָ שׁ‬‮ה׳‬‮עָ אֵ ל‬‮בָּ נוֹ‬‮וַיַּעַ שָׁ ן‬‮עֲ שֶׁ ן‬‮כְּעֶ שָׁ כִּבְ ‬‮הַ

ד רַ ר‬‮כָּל‬‮וַיֶּחֱ הָ אֹד׃‬‮הָ  ‬‮מְ

…‮‬
ה‬‭24:17 אֵ רְ שׁ‬‮ה׳‬‮כְּבוֹד‬‮וּמַ ת‬‮כְּאֵ לֶ אֹכֶ רֹאשׁ‬‮  ר‬‮בְּ הָ ינֵי‬‮הָ עֵ נֵי‬‮לְ ל׃‬‮בְּ אֵ רָ ‬‮יִשְׂ

‭Shemot 19:18, 24:17‬
‭19:18‬‭Now Mount Sinai was all in smoke, for the Lord had come down‬

‭upon it in‬‭fire‬‭; the smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and the‬

‭whole mountain trembled violently.  …‬
‭24:17‬‭Now the Presence of the Lord appeared in the sight of‬‭Benei‬

‭Yisrael‬‭as a‬‭devouring fire‬‭on the top of the mountain.‬

‭And so when Moshe does‬‭n’‬‭t return, the Jewish people think they understand.  They were‬

‭extras in this story, just like the servants and the donkey that accompanied‬‭Yitz‬‭h‬‭ak‬‭and‬

‭Avraham to Har ha-Moriah so many years before.  It was Moshe that God wanted all along.‬

‭This time, they think, God did‬‭n’‬‭t change His mind at the last moment.  This time, God took His‬

‭human sacrifice—His‬‭olah‬‭, both the word used for the intended sacrifice in the story of the‬

‭Akeidah and an echo of the language Moshe uses to describe his ascent up the mountain.  And‬

‭they, servants and donkeys, are left alone, without a leader and without the God Who, they‬

‭believe, only ever cared about Moshe.‬

‭I‬‭t’‬‭s a devastating read of reality, not only because they believe Moshe will never return to‬

‭them, but because it means that they believe, in their hearts of hearts, that it was never them,‬

‭never the people as a whole, that God wanted at all.  Everything—God’s promises to Avraham,‬

‭the descent to and destruction of Egypt, the plagues and the miracles—leading not to the‬

‭birth of a people, but to the choice of one man.  In this moment, the Jewish people betray‬

‭their own deep-seated sense of worthlessness: what can they, born and raised as slaves,‬
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‭possibly have to offer God compared to a prophet raised as an Egyptian prince?‬

‭While we might think ourselves immune to‬‭Benei Yisrael‬‭’s mistake, the truth is that it is all too‬

‭easy to fall into their way of thinking.  It is easy to think of ourselves as extraneous, as extras in‬

‭the drama of religious life.  Sometimes, the quiet voice of doubt that tells us that we cannot‬

‭possibly matter to God or Judaism begins to shout and, try as we might, we cannot silence it.‬

‭This is why, immediately after Moshe ascends the mountain, God reminds us just how much‬

‭God needs each of us:‬

‬‮ב‬‮:‬‮כה‬‮-‬‮יח‬‮:‬‮כד‬‮שמות
בֹא‬‭24:18 ה‬‮וַיָּ מֹשֶׁ תוֹךְ‬‮ נָן‬‮בְּ עָ ל‬‮הֶ ל‬‮וַיַּעַ ר‬‮אֶ הָ י‬‮הָ ה‬‮וַיְהִ מֹשֶׁ ר‬‮ הָ ים‬‮בָּ עִ בָּ ים‬‮יוֹם‬‮אַרְ עִ בָּ ה׃‬‮וְאַרְ יְלָ ‬‮לָ

ר‬‭25:1 בֵּ ל‬‮ה׳‬‮וַיְדַ ה‬‮אֶ מֹשֶׁ מֹר׃‬‮ א ר‬‮‬‭2לֵּ בֵּ ל‬‮דַּ נֵי‬‮אֶ ל‬‮בְּ אֵ רָ חוּ‬‮יִשְׂ י‬‮וְיִקְ ה‬‮לִ רוּמָ ת‬‮תְּ אֵ ישׁ‬‮כָּל‬‮מֵ ר‬‮אִ שֶׁ נּוּ‬‮אֲ בֶ בּוֹ‬‮יִדְּ חוּ‬‮לִ קְ ת‬‮תִּ ‬‮אֶ

י׃ תִ רוּמָ ‬‮תְּ

‭Shemot 24:18-25:2‬
‭24:18‬‭Moshe entered into the cloud and ascended the mountain.  Moshe was on the‬

‭mountain forty days and forty nights.‬
‭25:1‬‭God spoke to Moshe saying:‬‭2‬‭Speak to‬‭Benei Yisrael‬‭and take for Me gifts; from each‬

‭person, as their heart compels them, you shall receive My gifts.‬

‭In describing the donations that are to be given for the‬‭mishkan‬‭, God’s dwelling place on‬

‭earth, God emphasizes that gifts are to be given from each person who chooses to give, as‬

‭their heart moves them.  God here expresses a need that can only be fulfilled by each‬

‭individual acting in accordance with their particular sensibilities.  God needs the gift of each‬

‭particular heart: not just of the greatest and most righteous, and certainly not just of Moshe’s.‬

‭In order for God to dwell among us, each of us must recognize that we are worthy, chosen,‬

‭and needed.‬
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‭This is what the Torah is saying when it conveys command to take the‬‭terumah‬‭(gift) to build‬

‭the‬‭mishkan‬‭immediately after narrating Moshe’s departure: understand that when Moshe‬

‭ascends the mountain, it is not because God wants him as an‬‭olah‬‭, a sacrifice, literally, an‬

‭elevated one.  It is because God wants to descend to you—to all of you.‬

‭Understand that there are no extras in this story that you and God are writing together.‬

‭Understand that in this love story, you are a partner—and that you will never, ever be left‬

‭behind.‬
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