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An interesting aspect of Biblical Hebrew is the usage of the word 

“Elohim”. While in many instances, the context of the word clearly indicates 
that we are speaking of the Divine, e.g., Beraishit 1:1-12, 14, 16-18, 20-22, 24-
29, 31, there are other examples whereby the connotation of the word is less 
clear. In Exodus 22:7-8,  
 

“And if the thief is not found, the owner of the lost object will 
approach the ‘ELOHIM’ (to determine) whether the guard (left in 
charge of the object) was involved in its disappearance. Regarding 
all accusations of criminal behavior, an ox, a donkey, a sheep, a 
garment, anything that has been lost, where he (the guard) says 
that it is this (contrary to the claim that the owner of the lost 
object is making) to the ‘ELOHIM’ will the dispute of the two of 
them come, whomever the ‘ELOHIM’ find guilty, will have to 
pay double compensation to his fellow.” 
 

Clearly there is no expectation that a prophetic Divine Revelation or a 
consultation with the “Urim VeTumim” (see VaYikra 8:8) will be necessary 
each time there is a dispute over some piece of property. The term “Elohim” in 
22:7-8 is therefore understood to represent a court of three judges, the number 
of jurists being arrived at in Sanhedrin 3b based on the three times that 
“Elohim” appears over the course of these two verses. While a Jewish court 
judging according to the Tora will be applying HaShem’s Law to the case at 
hand, and therefore the judges could be said to be “Elohim”’s representatives in 
the world assuming they judge to the best of their abilities, nevertheless, they 
themselves are not literally “Elohim”. RaMBaN, on Shemot 21:6, invokes the 
metaphysical principle based upon Tehillim 82:1, “ELOKIM stands in a 
convocation for God…” to suggest that the Divine Presence is actually found 
wherever judges sit and apply the laws of the Tora; yet one can more rationally 
suggest that the power of judgment (“Middat HaDin”) (1) that is invested in 
these judges to render and enforce their decisions, is best represented by the 
term “Elohim”.  
 
 An example of a verse where the term “Elokim” is used that is a bit more 
ambiguous in terms of whether it is referring to HaShem or human beings that 
have been invested with power, is found in Shemot 22:27. “ELOHIM do not 
curse and a ‘Nasi’ (lit. prince, i.e., political leader) from among your nation do 



not curse.” While according to RaShBaM, since the end of the verse is referring 
to a human being, it is logical to assume that the beginning of the verse is doing 
so as well:  
 

The verse is giving the most common examples (i.e., one is NOT 
to think that only these individuals, ‘Elohim’ and ‘Nasi’, must not 
be cursed according to Tora law, but as for others who do not 
serve in these capacities, a narrow, literal rendering of the verse 
may suggest that they CAN be cursed), because kings and judges 
judge monetary and capital trials, it is common that people curse 
them…”    
 

RaShI on 22:27disputes this one-dimensional approach, and presents two 
different and mutually contradictory (2) possibilities with regard to the verse’s 
interpretation: “Behold this phrase, ‘ELOKIM Lo Tekallel’ (do not curse 
ELOKIM) is a warning regarding blaspheming against God AND a warning 
against cursing a judge.” (3) If both of these connotations are implied by the 
single term, equating God and the judges of His Law on some level, then 
positing that God is Present whenever Jewish law is being decided by a 
properly constituted Beit Din becomes a more defensible conclusion. 
 

A third example of the term “Elohim” possibly being used in a non-holy, 
i.e., referring to something/someone other than God,  manner, is found in 
Beraishit 6:2: “And the BNAI ELOHIM saw the daughters of man that they 
were good, and they took to themselves wives from all from which they could 
choose.” A literal rendering of the phrase assuming that the term is a reference 
to the Deity, “sons of God”, summons up Christological resonances. 
Consequently, two tacts are assumed by Rabbinical commentators, as 
exemplified by R. Yehoshua ben Korcha in Yalkut Shimoni, Beraishit #42: The 
Jewish people are referred to as “Bnai Elokim” as in Devarim 14:1, “You are 
children of the Lord your God…”, and angels are referred to as “Bnai Elokim”, 
as in Iyov 38:7 “…and their rejoiced all of the “Bnai Elokim”. More in keeping 
with the interpretations that have been given for the aforementioned verses is 
Ibn Ezra, who after citing R. Yehuda HaLevi’s hypothesis that “Bnai Elohim” 
is a reference to the descendents of Sheit, (4) himself suggests that the human 
beings being mentioned are the children of “Shoftim” (judges). The verse then 
becomes an indictment of the sexual exploitation of the lower classes by those 
who possess social status and influence.  

 
A final example that illustrates the blurring of the lines between man and 

God represented by the term “Elohim/Elokim”, appears in Shemot 4:16. As 
part of His Description of how Moshe and Aharon are going to interact with 



Pharoah, HaShem states the following: “And he (Aharon) will speak on your 
(Moshe’s) behalf to the people (the Jews); and he will be for you a mouth (i.e., 
an orator), and you will be for him Elohim”. In a parallel metaphor, God Says 
to Moshe in 7:1, “…Behold I have Made you Elohim  to Pharoah, and Aharon 
your brother will be your prophet.” While a narrow interpretation yields the 
conclusion that the term “Elohim” represents an authority figure, be it Divine 
or human, the irony that in fact God Himself will be telling this “Elohim”, i.e., 
Moshe, what to say to Pharoah via Aharon, Moshe’s “prophet”, should not be 
lost upon us.  

 
In the same manner that the term “Elohim” can be understood to 

represent not only HaShem, but also people in particular contexts and positions, 
so too the term “Adon-ai”, which appears almost at the outset of Parshat 
VaYeira, conveys a similar ambiguity. God has just Appeared to Avraham, a 
revelation understood by most commentators as an act of “Bikur Cholim” 
(visiting the sick) following his circumcision in Beraishit 17:24. (5) But then 
Avraham sees three “men” (6) approaching, runs to meet them, and 
immediately is quoted as stating the following: (18:3) “And he said, ‘ADON-
AI’, if now I have found favor in your eyes, please do not pass by from before 
your servant.’” The simple meaning of the verse, taking “Adonai” (my master) 
as referring to the leader of the group of travelers, would suggest that Avraham 
is imploring him, along with his friends, to stop and accept the hospitality that 
Avraham wishes to offer them. The extraordinariness of this exemplary action 
then becomes one of Avraham’s engaging in “Hachnasat Orchim” (hospitality 
to guests) despite his having only recently undergone a surgical procedure, his 
circumcision.  

 
However, the Talmud in Shabbat 127a, as a result of an alternate reading 

of  “Adon-ai”, signifying “Kodesh” (holy) rather than “Chol” (non-holy, i.e., a 
reference to human beings who may choose to act in a holy manner, but are not 
inherently so), presents an extremely radical and counter-intuitive reading of 
Avraham’s statement, reflecting his  prioritizing the receiving of guests above 
and beyond all else: 

 
Said R. Yehuda in the name of Rav: Extending hospitality to 
guests is greater than receiving a Divine Revelation, as it is 
written, (18:3) “And he (Avraham) said, ‘HASHEM (= Adon-ai), 
if now I have found favor in Your Eyes, please do not Pass by 
from before your servant.”  
Said R. Elazar: Come and see, how the attributes of the Holy One, 
blessed Be He, are not like the attributes of human beings. With 
regard to human beings, a lesser person cannot say to a greater 



one, “Wait until I can return to you.” Yet with regard to HaShem, 
it is written, “Adon-ai, if now I have found favor…” 
 

According to this approach, Avraham is addressing HaShem, as opposed to a 
human being, and requesting that He “Kaveyachol” (if it is possible to speak in 
this manner with respect to God) Wait until Avraham takes care of his potential 
guests, after which Avraham offers to come back to Him. While it can be 
contended that since all human beings (and not only judges) are created 
“BeTzelem Elokim” (in the Image of God)—see 1:26-27—and therefore it  
would be appropriate to acknowledge a certain identical dimension between 
God and all men to the extent that every kindness extended to another is 
simultaneously a demonstration of respect and deference to HaShem, to go so 
far to say that it is even more religiously significant than engaging in spiritual 
interactions with God Himself is breathtaking! From a pragmatic point of view, 
since God is assumed to be above time and physical need, it may be of more 
pressing existential importance to take care of a tired, hungry traveler 
immediately than to continue a transcendental experience with God Who is 
above time and without material wants, such an approach may serve to explain 
R. Elazar’s comment; Rav’s statement to the effect that “Hachnasat Orchim” is 
without reservation or modification greater than sensing God’s immediate 
Presence, (7) does not appear subject to such an understanding. 
 

The problematics involved in translating Biblical texts, such as the 
words “Elokim” and “Adon-ai” from the original Hebrew to English, as well as 
other languages, has captured the Jewish community’s attention recently with 
the publication of Robert Alter’s The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with 
Commentary (W.W. Norton, 1064 pp.) In addition to the book itself, which is 
the work of a noted literary critic and Hebrew scholar who for the last several 
decades has devoted himself to Biblical studies, the reviews that its publication 
have generated, written by distinguished authors and critics themselves such as 
John Updike and Cynthia Ozick, (The New Republic, October 4, 2004) also 
provide fascinating reading. Updike in particular, in the essay entitled “The 
Great I Am” (8) that appeared in The New Yorker (Oct. 31, 2004), states his 
preference for the Bible to be readable, rather than burdened with 
commentaries that explore alternative meanings for ambiguous words and turns 
of phrase. Comparing Alter’s volume to the King James edition of the Bible, 
Updike writes: 

 
The fifty four churchmen and scholars empowered at a conference 
at Hampton Court in January of 1604 to provide an authoritative 
English Bible had a clear charge: to supply English readers with a 
self-explanatory text. When they encountered a crux, they took 



their best guess and worked on; many of the guesses can be 
improved upon now, but no suggestion of an unclear and 
imperfect original was allowed to trouble the Word of God. 

 
Updike’s assumption that alternate interpretations reflected in commentaries 
and/or footnotes indicate an imperfect text since it becomes difficult to read 
such a work in an unencumbered fashion, runs completely counter to the 
classical Jewish approach to understanding and contemplating the words of the 
Tora. The Rabbis recognized the inherent paradox in assuming that an infinite 
God could Communicate with finite man. While the words of the record of that 
communication have to be coherent, at least on the surface, our religious 
sensibilities have been trained to expect that God’s infinite Intelligence is 
bound up in the words of His Tora, rendering them inscrutable to one-
dimensional interpretation. Consequently, the Rabbinic dictum, “Shivim Panim 
LaTora” (seventy faces for the Tora) (9) is fully in keeping with recognizing 
the Divine Origin of the Tora, particularly when one keeps in mind that the 
number 70 is symbolic rather than exhaustive, (10) i.e., it represents 
multiplicity rather than an exact upper range for the number of interpretations 
possible. A conjoining of this conception to the specific issue of translation 
appears in the Midrash Batei Midrashot, Part II, Midrash Otiyot D’Rabbi Akiva 
HaShalem, Nusach Alef, Oht Alef: 
 

All of the hidden wisdom was revealed to Moshe during his forty 
days on the mountain, Tora 70 faces in 70 languages, Prophets 70 
faces in 70 languages, Writings 70 faces in 70 languages, 
Halachot 70 faces in 70 languages, Oral traditions 70 faces in 70 
languages, Aggadot (stories) 70 faces in 70 languages, “Tosafot” 
(additions) 70 faces in 70 languages… 
 

Aside from the well-recognized assumption that a massive amount of material 
was conveyed from God to Moses on Sinai, according to this Midrash, 
variations were discussed in terms not only of the connotations of the Hebrew 
words of the Tora, but those of other languages as well. Such an idea could be 
explained in light of the need for the Jewish people to share the ideas of the 
Tora with others, as suggested by the great stones upon which were supposed to 
be inscribed in 70 languages. (11) It is interesting to consider whether certain 
concepts might more easily or at least more elegantly be conveyed in languages 
other than Hebrew, and that there is a value in looking closely at alternate 
translations of the Tora text, assuming that the translators are competent to 
capture the relevant nuances. 
 



 R. Yehuda Amital, co-Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshivat Har Etzion, in a 
discussion concerning Parshat VaYeira (12) presents a most interesting 
understanding of Avraham’s usage of “Adon-ai” in Beraishit 18:3, attributing 
to Avraham the ultimate double entendre.  
 

“And he said, Adon-ai”—Whether he meant this to refer to the 
Divine, or merely to be polite to these three men, “these and those 
are the words of the Living God;” (see e.g., Eiruvin 13b) the two 
worlds—the holy and the mundane—meet, and the reality thus 
created seems altogether natural. The patriarchs of our nation 
demonstrate how heaven and earth can be brought close to each 
other and unified. 
 

Even when a word has multiple connotations, generally one does not attempt to 
develop an approach that simultaneously contains all of them, particularly 
when they appear, at least at first glance, as mutually contradictory. However, 
R. Amital understands Avraham as seeing the men before him as both men as 
well as manifestations of HaShem at one and the same time. The idea that an 
individual can both preoccupy himself with God as well as be involved with the 
mundane and the everyday constitutes a novel, integrated perspective. By 
embodying this type of dualism, Avraham and those who followed him, 
modeled an innovative monotheism to the world—a belief in a single, unified 
conception of the Divine that penetrated and informed all that one would do, as 
opposed to the more fragmented, polytheistic religions entailing multiple 
obeisances, rites and temples, that dominated human civilization during the 
Biblical period. Seeing people as the manifestations of both God as well as 
humanity served to ensure many more opportunities to engage in holy activities 
than when interactions with man are sharply differentiated from those involving 
diverse deities. 
 

R. Amital cites a chapter in RaMBaM’s Guide for the Perplexed (III:51) 
as the source for his insight concerning Avraham’s unique spiritual outlook on 
life and the world. Ironically, in the same chapter, RaMBaM also suggests via a 
haunting parable that there are those who not only fail to invest their social 
interactions with godliness, but similarly deprive their ostensible ritualistic 
activities of the same.  

 
The ruler is in his palace, and all his subjects are partly within the 
city and partly outside the city. Of those within the city, some 
have turned their backs on the ruler’s habitation, their faces being 
turned another way. Others seek to reach the ruler’s habitation, 
turn towards it and desire to enter it and stand before him, but up 



to now they have not yet seen the wall of the habitation.  Some of 
those who seek to reach it have come up to the habitation and 
walk around it searching for its gate. Some have entered the gate 
and walk around in the antechambers. Some have entered the 
inner court of the habitation and have come to be with the king, in 
one and the same place with him, namely in the ruler’s habitation. 
But their having come into the inner part of the habitation does 
not mean that they see the ruler or speak to him. For after their 
coming into the inner part of the habitation, it is indispensable that 
they should make another effort; then they will be in the presence 
of the ruler, see him from afar or from nearby, or hear the ruler’s 
speech or speak to him. (13)  
 

The various formulations of the relationships that people have with a place and 
someone who is reputed to be found is such place, make RaMBaM’s parable 
extremely evocative and transcendent of the medieval period in which it was 
composed. Degrees and variations of personal spirituality have varied widely 
from one individual to the next throughout human history. One of the 
RaMBaM’s explanations for the different groups   represented in his parable I 
found to be of particular poignancy and interest. Of those who “come up to the 
habitation and walk around it”, he writes,   
 

(These) are the jurists who believe true opinions on the basis of 
traditional authority, and study the laws concerning the practices 
of divine service, but do not engage in speculation concerning the 
fundamental principles of religion and make no inquiry whatever 
regarding the rectification of belief.  

 
The critique that such individuals, despite their study and rigorous practice, 
never make it to the habitation, let alone to confronting and sensing God’s 
Presence should give us all pause. While RaMBaM’s insistence that true 
religious experience must include reflecting about what one is doing, and how 
such actions are designed to deepen belief and commitment, could be attributed 
to his philosophical inclinations, and therefore dismissed as a personal 
predilection, it can just as well be maintained that he is pointing out a 
shortcoming in much of what presently passes as religious observance among 
Orthodox Jews. Apparently just as each of us is comprised of body and soul, so 
too are our religious observances. While earnest, consistent action is deemed 
the mark of true Jewish commitment and sacrifice, healthy speculation and 
attempts to penetrate to the heart of Jewish practice and law are what 
apparently would win for us entrée into God’s Inner Sanctum, where we can 



finally sense His Presence and understand what is being demanded of us by 
Him.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, and may we merit being considered the disciples of Avraham 
and the sojourners in RaMBaM’s holy habitation. 
  
(1) Whereas the Tetragrammaton (Yud-Keh-Vav-Keh) is traditionally associated with the 
Divine Attribute of mercy/compassion, the term Elokim is understood to represent the 
Attribute of Justice and Law. See e.g., RaShI on Beraishit 1:1; 8:1. 
(2) Or should we think of the two interpretations as actually complementary? See the 
summation of R. Amital’s comments re “Adon-ai” cited below. 
(3) Practical implications as to which of RaShI’s two interpretations is accepted 
Halachically, would include whether once you write this verse, can it be erased due to the 
possibility of it constituting “Sheimot” (Holy Names of HaShem that are to be buried, 
rather than simply thrown away), and when the verse is read one section at a time, as 
opposed to in its entirety, * does one have to substitute the word “Elokim” so as to not to 
read God’s Name in vain?    
(4) In Beraishit 4:25, the Tora notes that Adam and Chava have a third child, Sheit, to 
replace Hevel who was killed by his brother Kayin (4:8). R. Yehuda HaLevi posits that 
the righteous from that point on descended from Sheit, while Kayin became the 
progenitor of evildoers.  
(5) In the case of a typical Divine Revelation, some sort of message is imparted by God 
to the recipient of the prophecy. In this case, the text simply states that God Appears to 
Avraham, but no communication is recorded. Consequently, it is assumed that what was 
important was not what was “said” but rather the Revelation in terms of itself, to indicate 
support and concern. Practically, the actual laws of “Bikur Cholim”, like “Nichum 
Aveilim” (comforting the mourner), advise the visitor that if the person that s/he is 
coming to see is in no mood to talk, then s/he is to sit quietly, the mere companionship 
being considered more essential than making conversation.  
(6) It appears from the Biblical text that only beginning with 18:10, when predictions 
begin to be made concerning Sara’s bearing a son and critiques are offered of her secret 
laughter, that it begins to dawn upon Avraham that these “men” are more than mere 
mortals. 
(7) One could wonder whether the well-known answer that Hillel gives in Shabbat 31a to 
the potential convert who demands that he be taught the entire Tora while standing on 
one foot, “That which is hateful to you, to the next person do not do—this is the entire 
Tora. All the rest is commentary. Go study it!” is just another iteration of the sentiment of 
Rav in Shabbat 127a, or whether it ought to stand apart as a unique comment. On the one 
hand, if we assume that “Hachnasat Orchim” is simply exemplary of all “Mitzvot Bein 
Adam LeChaveiro (Commandments between man and man), then the two statements are 
making the same point, i.e., while Judaism contains examples of both Commandments 
between man and man as well as between man and God, the former should be considered 
of primary importance. However, it is also possible that Rav wishes to place special 
emphasis upon “Hachnasat Orchim” over and above other “Mitzvot ben Adam 
LeChaveiro”, and for that matter, Hillel in turn is placing particular emphasis upon 
VaYikra 19:18, “…And you will love your neighbor as yourself”.  According to Rav, the 



openness and empathy required to engage in bringing guests into one’s home, particularly 
those who have nowhere else to go and very little to eat, may stand at the pinnacle of 
interpersonal religious practices, and is the only example of this category of 
Commandment that trumps receiving the Divine Presence.  
(8) The title of Updike’s essay is based upon Alter’s rendering of Shemot 3:14, where 
Moshe asks for a name by which to identify God when he makes his presentation to the 
Jewish people in Egypt. Moshe is told “Eh-yeh Asher Eh-yeh”, usually translated as “I 
will Be what I will Be,” which Alter understands as “I am, I am.” 
(9) See e.g., BaMidbar Rabba 13:15.  
(10) Not only are there 70 perspectives of interpretation for the Tora, there are 70  
(11) Devarim 27:8 implies that the entire Tora was written in a clear manner, i.e., in 
multiple languages, on the stones; however, Sota 32a appears to limit the scope of what 
was written on the rocks to the Curses of Devarim 27:11 ff. Although it is easier to fit 
these verses and their translations upon the rocks, as opposed to the entire Tora, it is 
interesting to speculate what the better approach to non-Jews might be, i.e., delineate the 
warnings that accompany failure to comply with the basic religious law of the land, or 
offer the entire scope of the law so that foreigners can appreciate what the Jewish 
lifestyle is about in its entirety. 
(12) Summarized by R. Eliyahu Blumenzweig, http://vbm-
torah.org/archive/sichot65/04vayera65.htm 
(13) It is striking how similar RaMBaM’s parable is to Franz Kafka’s The Castle. In this 
novel without an ending, a surveyor comes to a castle seeking to have an interview with 
the castle’s master, but never manages to be able to do so. Critics have suggested that in 
this novel, the Jewish, Czech, pre-Holocaust author is representing his search for his 
father, from whom he was estranged for many years, or his search for God.  
____________________________ 
* Responsa Tzitz Eliezer, Part 12, #40. “Practically, the custom is that when a Name of 
HaShem appears in a verse, to complete reading the verse in its entirety…” Implied is 
that if a person is reading less than a complete verse, then a substitution has to be made 
for the Shem HaShem. 
languages and 70 nations of the world. See e.g., Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer, Chapt. 24. 
 


