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The Burning Question:  Sh'mot 

Source Sheet by Rabbi Roxanne Shapiro 
 

Exodus 3:1-6 

(1) 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. (2) 

An angel of Adonai 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. (3) Moses said, “I 

must turn aside to look at this marvelous sight; why doesn’t the bush burn up?” (4) 

When Adonai saw that he had turned aside to look, God called to him out of the 

bush: “Moses! Moses!” He answered, “Here I am.” (5) And God said, “Do not 

come closer. Remove your sandals from your feet, for the place on which you stand 

is holy ground. (6) I am,” God 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. 
 

Sifra, Vayikra Dibbura d'Nedavah, Chapter 1 1 

(1) 1) (Vayikra 1:1): "And He called ("vayikra") to Moses, and the L–rd spoke ("vayedaber") to him 

from the tent of meeting, saying" — Now is this not evident? (that He called him before He spoke to 

him? Why need it be written?) Dibbur (speaking) is written here, and dibbur is written in relation to the 

sneh (the burning bush [(Shemoth 3:4): "And G d called to him from the midst of the sneh, and He said 

("vayomer" - comparable to "vayedaber") …]). Just as in the instance of the sneh, kriyah (calling) 

precedes dibbur, so here, (it is understood that) kriyah precedes dibbur! 

 

Rashbam on Exodus 24:11:1 

 Even though these people had deliberately lingered over a vision of .ואל אצילי בני ישראל לא שלח ידו (1)

G’d, feasting their eyes on it, something forbidden as we know from Numbers 4,20, that glimpsing 

something sacred inside the temple is forbidden on pain of death, at this time G’d did not punish tem. 

We know of a similar occurrence in Samuel I 6,19 when the subject was the Holy Ark. On the other 

hand, when afforded a similar opportunity to “see” G’d, Moses was afraid to do so (Exodus 3,6 at the 

burning bush). Here the nobles and elders were being honoured by G’d with visions, this being due to 

the covenant being concluded with them at this time. I explained in connection with the covenant of the 

pieces G’d concluded with Avraham in Genesis 15,17 that Avraham observed G’d as if passing between 

the pieces of the animals Avraham had cut up. [I could not find this exegesis of our author where it is 

supposed to be. Ed.] This report of “seeing” a manifestation of G’d resurfaces when the new covenant is 

made after the sin of the golden calf has been forgiven in Exodus 34,3 where only Moses is allowed to 

be present, i.e. to look at the mountain before he ascends. Having outlawed visual contact by others, G’d 

proceeds to announce that He will make a new covenant (Exodus 34,10) replacing the one the Israelites 

had breached at the golden calf episode. 
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Rashbam on Exodus 33:18:1 

 at first glance we must surely wonder how Moses could have had the audacity to ,הראני נא את כבודך (1)

demand to see G’d and to ask for such as a means to derive personal satisfaction from it. It is totally 

incompatible with the attitude Moses displayed at the burning bush when the very thought of seeing 

something Divine filled him with fear and he was afraid to look. (Exodus 3,6). There can be no question 

but that what motivated Moses to formulate the above request was only that G’d would fulfil his two 

wishes, 1) to distinguish him individually, and 2) to personally travel with the people. To this effect he 

added הראני נא את כבודך, referring to previous occasions when a covenant had been concluded between 

G’d and Avraham, and as a sign of this Avraham had witnessed the entire procedure of the covenant 

between the pieces in Genesis 15,18. Moses, as Avraham before him, asked for some sign that the 

covenant would endure. We read about this occurring in 34,6 and 10 where Moses has a special personal 

revelation which includes G’d revealing to him 13 of His attributes, each of which is of relevance when 

inducing forgiveness and repentance. In verse 10 in that chapter G’d promises to make this special 

relationship manifest by hitherto unheard of miracles. The distinction G’d provided for Moses 

personally was such that the people did not dare approach him as the light radiating from his forehead 

blinded them (34,30) 

 

Exodus 3:11-15 

(11) But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and free the Israelites 

from Egypt?” (12) And God 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.” (13) 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?” (14) And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh.” God 

continued, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’” (15) And God 

said further to Moses, “Thus shall you speak to the Israelites: Adonai, 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. 
 

Ramban on Exodus 6:2:2 

(2) God appeared to the Patriarchs as the Prime Mover behind all natural events. His miracles were 

apparent to them without recourse to violating the natural order. In times of famine He redeemed them 

from death and in war from the sword and provided them with wealth and honor and every good thing. 

These things, like all the promises in the Torah of blessing and curse, are not meted out to a man as his 

due, as a reward for good deeds and punishment for sin. They constitute miracles (of Divine grace). 

Man's own deeds do not automatically give rise to favorable effects or otherwise. But the reward and 

punishment alluded to in the Torah in this world are in the nature of miracles, hidden ones which the 

onlookers regard as the workings of nature. But in reality they are the providential allocation of reward 

and punishment.... God said to Moses: I appeared to the Patriarchs as One who assists His chosen ones 

through the might of my hand (but without violating nature). By My ineffable name expressing the 

essence of all existence (Exodus 3:14) I was not known to them to introduce innovations changing the 

natural course of events. Therefore tell the Children of Israel that I am the Lord and let them know My 

great name through which I shall perform for them wonders that they may know that I am the Lord who 

does these things. 
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Midrash Tanchuma, Shemot 20:2 

(2) Moses said unto God: Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel and I shall say to them the 

God of your fathers sent me. What shall I say to them (Exod. 3:13)? Moses pleaded with the Holy One, 

blessed be He, to divulge His great name to him. He said: If they should ask me, What is His name?, 

What shall I answer? He answered Moses: Do you desire to know My name? I am known according to 

My works. When I judge mankind, I am called God; when I take revenge upon the wicked, I am called 

Hosts; when I consider the sins of man, I am called Almighty God; and when I sit in merciful judgment, 

I am called Merciful One. My name conforms to My deeds. I urge you, however, to say to them: The 

God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob has sent me unto you; this is My name forever, 

and this is My memorial unto all generations (ibid., v. 15). 

 

Guide for the Perplexed, Part 2 38:2 

(2) The same is the case with the intuitive faculty; all possess it, but in different degrees. Man's intuitive 

power is especially strong in things which he has well comprehended, and in which his mind is much 

engaged. Thus you may yourself guess correctly that a certain person said or did a certain thing in a 

certain matter. Some persons are so strong and sound in their imagination and intuitive faculty that, 

when they assume a thing to be in existence, the reality either entirely or partly confirms their 

assumption. Although the causes of this assumption are numerous, and include many preceding, 

succeeding, and present circumstances, by means of the intuitive faculty the intellect can pass over all 

these causes, and draw inferences from them very quickly, almost instantaneously. This same faculty 

enables some persons to foretell important coming events. The prophets must have had these two forces, 

courage and intuition, highly developed, and these were still more strengthened when they were under 

the influence of the Active Intellect. Their courage was so great that, e.g., Moses, with only a staff in his 

hand, dared to address a great king in his desire to deliver a nation from his service. He was not 

frightened or terrified, because he had been told, "I will be with thee" (Exod. 3:12). The prophets have 

not all the same degree of courage, but none of them have been entirely without it. Thus Jeremiah is 

told: "Be not afraid of them," etc. (Jer. 1:8), and Ezekiel is exhorted, "Do not fear them or their word" 

(Ezek. 2:6). In the same manner, you find that all prophets possessed great courage. Again, through the 

excellence of their intuitive faculty, they could quickly foretell the future, but this excellence, as is well 

known, likewise admits of different degrees. The true prophets undoubtedly conceive ideas that result 

from premises which human reason could not comprehend by itself; thus they tell things which men 

could not tell by reason and ordinary imagination alone; for [the action of the prophets' mental capacities 

is influenced by] the same agent that causes the perfection of the imaginative faculty, and that enables 

the prophet thereby to foretell a future event with such clearness as if it was a thing already perceived 

with the senses, and only through them conveyed to his imagination. This agent perfects the prophet's 

mind, and influences it in such a manner that he conceives ideas which are confirmed by reality, and are 

so clear to him as if he deduced them by means of syllogisms. 

 

Guide for the Perplexed, Part 1 63:1 

(1) BEFORE approaching the subject of this chapter, we will first consider the words of Moses, "And 

they shall say unto me, What is His name? what shall I say unto them" (Exod. 3:13). How far was this 

question, anticipated by Moses, appropriate, and how far was he justified in seeking to be prepared with 

the answer? Moses was correct in declaring, "But, behold, they will not believe me, for they will say, 

The Lord hath not appeared unto thee" (ib. 4:1); for any man claiming the authority of a prophet must 

expect to meet with such an objection so long as he has not given a proof of his mission. Again, if the 

question, as appears at first sight, referred only to the name, as a mere utterance of the lips, the following 

dilemma would present itself: either the Israelites knew the name, or they had never heard it: if the name 
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was known to them, they would perceive in it no argument in favour of the mission of Moses, his 

knowledge and their knowledge of the divine name being the same. If, on the other hand, they had never 

heard it mentioned, and if the knowledge of it was to prove the mission of Moses, what evidence would 

they have that this was really the name of God? Moreover, after God had made known that name to 

Moses, and had told him, "Go and gather the elders of Israel. . . . and they shall hearken to thy voice" 

(ib. 16:18), he replied, "Behold, they will not believe me nor hearken unto my voice," although God had 

told him, "And they will hearken to thy voice"; whereupon God answered, "What is that in thine hand?" 

and he said, "A rod" (ib. 4:2). In order to obviate this dilemma, you must understand what I am about to 

tell you. You know how widespread were in those days the opinions of the Sabeans: all men, except a 

few individuals, were idolaters, that is to say, they believed in spirits, in man's power to direct the 

influences of the heavenly bodies, and in the effect of talismans. Any one who in those days laid claim 

to authority, based it either, like Abraham, on the fact that, by reasoning and by proof he had been 

convinced of the existence of a Being who rules the whole Universe, or that some spiritual power was 

conferred upon him by a star, by an angel, or by a similar agency; but no one could establish his claim 

on prophecy, that is to say, on the fact that God had spoken to him, or had entrusted a mission to him: 

before the days of Moses no such assertion had ever been made. You must not be misled by the 

statements that God spoke to the Patriarchs, or that He had appeared to them. For you do not find any 

mention of a prophecy which appealed to others, or which directed them. Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob, or 

any other person before them did not tell the people, "God said unto me, you shall do this thing, or you 

shall not do that thing." or "God has sent me to you." Far from it! for God spoke to them on nothing but 

of what especially concerned them, i.e., He communicated to them things relating to their perfection, 

directed them in what they should do, and foretold them what the condition of their descendants would 

be; nothing beyond this. They guided their fellow-men by means of argument and instruction, as is 

implied, according to the interpretation generally received amongst us, in the words "and the souls that 

they had gotten in Haran" (Gen. 12:5). When God appeared to our Teacher Moses, and commanded him 

to address the people and to bring them the message, Moses replied that he might first be asked to prove 

the existence of God in the Universe, and that only after doing so he would be able to announce to them 

that God had sent him. For all men, with few exceptions, were ignorant of the existence of God; their 

highest thoughts did not extend beyond the heavenly sphere, its forms or its influences. They could not 

yet emancipate themselves from sensation, and had not yet attained to any intellectual perfection. Then 

God taught Moses how to teach them, and how to establish amongst them the belief in the existence of 

Himself, namely, by saying Ehyeh asher Ehyeh, a name derived from the verb hayah in the sense of 

"existing," for the verb hayah denotes "to be," and in Hebrew no difference is made between the verbs 

"to be" and "to exist." The principal point in this phrase is that the same word which denotes "existence," 

is repeated as an attribute. The word asher, "that," corresponds to the Arabic illadi and illati, and is an 

incomplete noun that must be completed by another noun; it may be considered as the subject of the 

predicate which follows. The first noun which is to be described is ehyeh; the second, by which the first 

is described, is likewise ehyeh, the identical word, as if to show that the object which is to be described 

and the attribute by which it is described are in this case necessarily identical. This is, therefore, the 

expression of the idea that God exists, but not in the ordinary sense of the term; or, in other words, He is 

"the existing Being which is the existing Being," that is to say, the Being whose existence is absolute. 

The proof which he was to give consisted in demonstrating that there is a Being of absolute existence, 

that has never been and never will be without existence. This I will clearly prove (II. Introd. Prop. 20 

and chap. i.). 
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Guide for the Perplexed, Translator's Introductions, Introduction of M Friedlander 164 

(164) The tetragrammaton exclusively expresses the essence of God, and therefore it is employed as a 

proper noun. In the mystery of this name, and others mentioned in the Talmud, as consisting of twelve 

and of forty-two letters, Maimonides finds no other secret than the solution of some metaphysical 

problems. The subject of these problems is not actually known, but the author supposes that it referred to 

the "absolute existence of the Deity." He discovers the same idea in ehyeh (Exod. 3:14), in accordance 

with the explanation added in the Sacred Text: asher ehyeh, "that is, I am." In the course of this 

discussion he exposes the folly or sinfulness of those who pretend to work miracles by the aid of these 

and similar names. 

 

Guide for the Perplexed, Part 3 51:11 

(11) When we have acquired a true knowledge of God, and rejoice in that knowledge in such a manner, 

that whilst speaking with others, or attending to our bodily wants, our mind is all that time with God; 

when we are with our heart constantly near God, even whilst our body is in the society of men; when we 

are in that state which the Song on the relation between God and man poetically describes in the 

following words: "I sleep, but my heart waketh: it is the voice of my beloved that knocketh" (Song 5:2):-

-then we have attained not only the height of ordinary prophets, but of Moses, our Teacher, of whom 

Scripture relates: "And Moses alone shall come near before the Lord" (ibid. 34:28); "But as for thee, 

stand thou here by me" (Deut. 5:28). The meaning of these verses has been explained by us. The 

Patriarchs likewise attained this degree of perfection; they approached God in such a manner that with 

them the name of God became known in the world. Thus we read in Scripture: "The God of Abraham, 

the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. . . . This is My name for ever" (Exod. 3:15). Their mind was so 

identified with the knowledge of God, that He made a lasting covenant with each of them: "Then will I 

remember my covenant with Jacob," etc. (Lev. 26:42). For it is known from statements made in 

Scripture that these four, viz., the Patriarchs and Moses, had their minds exclusively filled with the name 

of God, that is, with His knowledge and love; and that in the same measure was Divine Providence 

attached to them and their descendants. When we therefore find them also, engaged in ruling others, in 

increasing their property, and endeavouring to obtain possession of wealth and honour, we see in this 

fact a proof that when they were occupied in these things, only their bodily limbs were at work, whilst 

their heart and mind never moved away from the name of God. I think these four reached that high 

degree of perfection in their relation to God, and enjoyed the continual presence of Divine Providence, 

even in their endeavours to increase their property, feeding the flock, toiling in the field, or managing 

the house, only because in all these things their end and aim was to approach God as much as possible. It 

was the chief aim of their whole life to create a people that should know and worship God. Comp. "For I 

know him, that he will command his children and his household after him" (Gen. 18:19). The object of 

all their labours was to publish the Unity of God in the world, and to induce people to love Him; and it 

was on this account that they succeeded in reaching that high degree; for even those [worldly] affairs 

were for them a perfect worship of God. But a person Eke myself must not imagine that he is able to 

lead men up to this degree of perfection It is only the next degree to it that can be attained by means of 

the above-mentioned training. And let us pray to God and beseech Him that He clear and remove from 

our way everything that forms an obstruction and a partition between us and Him, although most of 

these obstacles are our own creation, as has several times been shown in this treatise. Comp. "Your 

iniquities have separated between you and your God" (Isa. 59:2). 
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