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Once Moshe is assured by HaShem that the Jewish people will not be totally 
obliterated as a result of the sin of the Golden Calf (Shemot 32:14), he decides to 
take advantage of the apparent Divine “Agreeability” by making a most remarkable 
additional request: 
 

Shemot 33:18 
And he (Moshe) said: Please Show me Your Glory. 
 

Although the verb that Moshe uses in this plea, “Hareini” (lit. Make Seen to me), 
suggests the prophet’s desire to literally perceive a visual image of God, as it were, 
two Biblical commentators, one posing a rhetorical question and the other a 
definitive statement, assert that not only does honoring such a request seem to be 
by definition impossible in terms of God’s Essence being devoid of form,1[1] but also 
in light of one of Moshe’s notable past actions, such an expressed desire appears to 
be profoundly out of character.  
 

RaShBaM on 33:18   (NeTzIV quotes RaShBaM’s question as the 
introduction of his own commentary on this 
verse) 

You have to wonder how did Moshe Rabbeinu presume (at this point) 
that he could be able to sensually appreciate the Glory of the Divine 
Presence, when the Biblical verse earlier praises him (for deliberately 
not doing so), (Shemot 3:6) “…And Moshe hid his face because he 
was afraid to see God”…   
 
HaKetav VeHaKabbala on 33:18 
The intent here is not to sensually appreciate the Glory of the Divine 
Presence, because Moshe would never have been so presumptuous to 

                                                             
1[1] One of the components of the second of the Ten Commandments is: 

Shemot 20:4; Devarim 5:8 
You shall not make for yourself any carved idol or any likeness of anything that is in the heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. 

While it could be maintained that God is Unique to the point where He is Unlike anything else in creation, 
and while He Possesses a special and individual Form, to represent Him in the form of anything else would 
be demeaning and false, these verses could also be understood as indicating that HaShem is by definition 
literally devoid of material form. A similar ambiguity can be raised regarding a verse that is part of 
Moshe’s valedictory to the Jewish people at the end of the 40 years of wandering in the desert— 

Devarim 4:15-8 
And you will guard carefully your souls for you did not see any manner of form on the day that 
the Lord Spoke to you in Chorev from out of the fire. 
Lest you become corrupt and make a carved idol, the likeness of any figure, the likeness of male 
or female, the likeness of any beast that is on the earth, the likeness of any winged bird that flies 
in the air, the likeness of anything that creeps on the ground, the likeness of any fish that is in 
the waters beneath the earth.  

While the likeness of any other creature may be inadequate, does that mean that God has no Likeness, or 
only that His Likeness cannot be represented by referencing the likeness of anything else? 
For a scholarly discussion of different views regarding God’s Incorporeality, see Marc Shapiro’s The Limits 
of Orthodox Theology: Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles Reappraised, (Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 
Oxford, 2004) Chapt. 3.  



request such a thing, and the Biblical verse praises him, “…And Moshe 
hid his face because he was afraid to see God”… 
 

However, not everyone is in agreement with the aforementioned commentators that 
Moshe’s hiding his face at the burning bush in Shemot 3 is praiseworthy. The 
assumption that Moshe is to be specifically praised for hiding his face represents only 
one side of a Talmudic and Midrashic dispute. 
 

Berachot 7a 
(Shemot 33:20) “And He Said: You cannot see My Face.”  
A Tanna2[2] taught in the name of R. Yehoshua ben Korcha: The 
Holy One, Blessed Be He Said this to Moshe: “When I Wanted (in 
Shemot 3), you did not want (to see My Face); now that you want 
(in Shemot 33), I do not Want.”  
 
This is in opposition to the interpretation of the verse by R. Shmuel 
bar Nachmani in the name of R. Yochanan, for R. Shmuel bar 
Nachmani said in the name of R. Yochanan: As a reward for three 
pious acts (at the burning bush in Shemot 3:6), Moshe was privileged 
to obtain three favors:  

1)  In reward of “And Moshe hid his face”, he obtained the 
brightness of his face (Shemot 34:29-30); 

2)  In reward for “Because he was afraid”, he obtained the 
privilege that (Ibid. 30) “They were afraid to come near 
him”; 

3)  In reward of “To look upon God”, he obtained (BaMidbar 
12:8) “The Likeness of the Lord does he see”.  

 
Shemot Rabba 3:1; 45:5 
He said: The God of my father Stands here and I should not hide my 
face?  
 
R. Yehoshua ben Korcha and R. Hoshaya.3[3]  
 
One of them said: Moshe did not do well when he hid his face. For 
had he not hid his face, the Holy One Blessed Be He would have 
Revealed to Moshe what was above, and what was below, what took 
place in the past, and what was to take place in the future.4[4] And 
when in the end Moshe requested to “see”, as it is said, “Please Show 
me Your Glory”, the Holy One Blessed Be He Said to Moshe: I Came to 
Show you and you hid your face. Now I am Saying to you, (Shemot 
33:20) ‘No man can see Me and live’. When I was Willing, you were 
unwilling.”  
 
Said R. Yehoshua D’Sichnin in the name of R. Levi: Despite this 
(hiding of his face) He Showed him— 

                                                             
2[2] A Rabbinic authority quoted in material dating from the Mishna. 
3[3] There is a tradition as to who was involved in this dispute; however the determination of which 
individual is to be associated with which view has been lost. 
4[4] See Chagiga 11b. 



1)  As a reward for “And Moshe hid his face”, (Shemot 33:11) 
“And God Spoke with Moshe Face to face”;5[5]  

2)  And as a reward for “Because he was afraid”, (Shemot 
34:30) “They were afraid to come near him”; 

3)  And as a reward for “To look”, (BaMidbar 12:8) “The 
Likeness of the Lord does he see”.6[6] 

 
And R. Hoshaya Raba said: He did well when he hid his face. The 
Holy One Blessed Be He Said to him: I Came to you to Give you 
Honor, and you hid your face. By your life, in the future you will be 
with me on the mountain 40 days and 40 nights without eating and 
drinking, and you will benefit from the Glory of the Divine Spirit,7[7] 
as it is said, (Shemot 33:29) “And Moshe did not know that his face 
gave off rays of light”. But Nadav and Avihu uncovered their 
heads,8[8] and their eyes partook from the Glory of the Divine Spirit, 
as it is said, (Shemot 24:11) “And against the nobles of the Jewish 
people He did not Extend His Hand”. And did they not eventually 
receive punishment for what they had done? (See VaYikra 10.) 

                                                             
5[5] R.Yehoshua D’Sichnin assumes that what is later described regarding the manner in which God and 
Moshe interacted is an exact fulfillment of what Moshe is now requesting. Such an assumption does not 
necessarily follow, since Moshe could have been asking for an even more personal, direct Revelation, 
which he never receives.  
6[6] It is unclear where R. Yehoshua D’Sichnin stands on this matter. On the one hand, he states that 
despite Moshe’s hiding his face, HaShem Allows the prophet to experience HaShem’s Closeness in a 
profound manner, implying that while Moshe may have deserved rebuke and even punishment, HaShem 
Overlooked the prophet’s errors. On the other, the term “reward” is constantly invoked, implying that 
what Moshe did was correct. Should we suggest, that at least according to this Tanna, whatever Moshe 
would have done at the bush would have been both right and wrong at the same time, i.e., he should take 
advantage of the opportunity being afforded him to “see” the Divine Presence, even though brazenly 
pursuing this opportunity might be deemed arrogant and disrespectful. Conversely, one should be 
deferential in the Presence of HaShem; but undue humility can prove debilitating and even destructive, 
depriving one of once-in-a-lifetime opportunities for spiritual growth and development. See Rav Kook’s 
interpretation of Berachot 7a below. 
7[7] Rabbeinu Bachya probably bases himself upon R. Hoshaya Raba’s view in Shemot Rabba when he 
explains why Moshe thought that on Sinai, following his being given the Tora over the course of 40 days 
and nights,  he would be able to “see” HaShem in a manner that he would otherwise not be able to: 

Rabbeinu Bachya on Shemot 33:18 
… And one has to be precise in his reasoning: If it is (by definition) impossible for a 
human being to “see” HaShem as long as he possesses a physical body (as implied in 
Shemot 33:20—“…A person cannot ‘see’ Me and live”, i.e., human life which consists of 
the association of body and soul, will create an insurmountable barrier re being able to 
appreciate the pure spirituality of the Divine Presence), how did he (Moshe) think that 
he would be able to accomplish this? 
But Moshe became still greater in prophecy (than he had been previously) because his 
physical being had become weakened and enervated during the 40 days of his fasting. 
He thought that his body would not lose its ability to perceive things, but that he would 
become more like one who is not, and that he could comprehend things now that others 
could only understand once they had completely separated from their bodies.  
God Responds to him that however weakened his physical being may become, while 
body and soul are connected, what Moshe Wishes to “see” will remain beyond him.   

8[8] The image of Nadav and Avihu “uncovering their heads” is curious. The event that is being referenced 
describes the nobles (Shemot 24:11) “eating and drinking” while “seeing” some sort of representation of 
HaShem (Shemot 24:10 “And they saw the God of Israel, and under His Feet was a sapphire brickwork, as 
pure as the Heavens), a stark contrast to this Midrash’s reference to Moshe’s abstinence from food and 
drink for the entire time that he was on the mountain (Shemot 34:28; Devarim 9:9, 18; 26:14). Mirkin 
(Shemot Rabba, Yavneh, Tel Aviv, 1972, pp. 67-8) suggests that just as an individual uncovers his body 
when he intends to maximize the benefits of basking in the sun, Nadav and Avihu did the same when 
“basking” in the Glory of the Divine Presence. This lack of respect can be understood to lead directly to the 
frivolousness with which they treated the Tabernacle Service in VaYikra 10 which results in their deaths. 



 
MaHaRShA,9[9] in light of what he considers a contradiction between Shemot 33:18 
and 20, posits that the limitation concerning what one can understand regarding 
God’s Essence signified by Moshe’s hiding his face at the burning bush, did not only 
affect this great prophet throughout the rest of his life, but the spiritual opportunities 
of all of humankind. 
 

MaHaRShA, Chidushai Aggadeta on Berachot 7a 
It would appear that according to R. Yehoshua ben Korcha, had Moshe 
not hidden his face, he would have been able to “see” the Face of 
HaShem (in Shemot 33). (Shemot 33:20) “And you cannot ‘see’ My 
Face” is as a result of your (originally—Shemot 3:6) not wanting to. 
However, the end of this verse (33:20) “Because no human being can 
‘see’ me and live”, which appears to be supplying the reason for the 
beginning of the verse (why Moshe cannot “see” HaShem), makes no 
sense (i.e., if objectively, any and all human beings are incapable of 
“seeing” God, then what Moshe did nor did not do previously should be 
irrelevant).  
An approach that would reconcile the two parts of the verse (33:20) 
would assert that “Because no human being can ‘see’ Me and live” is 
not an objective reason, but rather its explanation is: This is what I 
(HaShem) have Decided (i.e., this is not objectively, intrinsically true 
due to the nature of how human beings have been created, but rather 
a Decision that has been imposed upon humanity by God’s Will), that 
no human being should “see” Me, since even you (Moshe) who 
possesses superior qualities compared to all other prophets, when I 
Wanted you to “see”, you did not wish to “see” (consequently, such 
“seeing” will be precluded from all others as well). 
 

Another biblical commentator, following R. Yehoshua ben Korcha’s10[10] lead, 
attributes to Moshe’s looking away from the burning bush not only the imposition of 
limitations on Moshe’s as well as the rest of humanity’s eventual spiritual growth as 
manifest in the Divine Rejection of the prophet’s request to “see” HaShem in Shemot 
33, but also long-term negative consequences for the historical fate of the Jewish 
people. 
 

Ba’al HaTurim on Shemot 3:6 
The word “VaYaster” (and he hid) appears only twice throughout the 
biblical text, here, and in Iyov 3:10, “Because it (the day of Iyov’s 
birth) did not shut up the doors of my mother’s womb ‘VaYaster’ 
trouble from my eyes.” Had he looked upon the Glory of the  
Divine Presence within the bush and then prayed for mercy on behalf 
of the Jewish people, they would not have been exiled again. Because 
the bush symbolized the principle, (Tehillim 91:15) “He shall call upon 
Me and I will Answer him; ‘Imo Anochi BaTzara’ (I will Be with him 
in trouble).”11[11] And this is the meaning of “And Moshe hid”, “He 

                                                             
9[9] Quoted in R. Menachem Kasher, Tora Shleima, Vol. 22, Parshat Ki Tisa, p. 39, #128. 
10[10] While the Midrash harbors the possibility that the critic of Moshe’s looking away at the burning 
bush was R. Hoshaya rather than R. Yehoshua ben Korcha, the corroboration of Berachot 7a would appear 
to clarify the doubt that is recorded in the Midrash. 
11[11]           Mechilta D’Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, Shemot 2. 

R. Yehoshua says: Why did the Holy One, Blessed Be He Reveal Himself from the Exalted 
Heavens and Speak to Moshe from the midst of the bush? During the entire time that the Jewish 



hid trouble from my eyes.” Had he (Moshe) not hid his face, He 
(HaShem) would have Hid trouble from my (the Jewish people’s) eyes. 
 

Consequently, according to Ba’al HaTurim, not only did Moshe’s looking away at the 
burning bush affect his future ability to fully comprehend the Essence of God, but 
that lack of knowledge in turn limited his abilities to protect the Jewish people and 
serve as the sort of advocate that they needed. While he was able to defend them 
following the sins of the Golden Calf and the Spies, his failure to fully become 
familiar with the manner in which HaShem Conducts the Creation prevented Moshe 
from shielding the Jews from future calamities as well.  
 
But it would seem to me that these negative assessments arising from Moshe’s 
originally hiding his face from God’s Glory upon witnessing the burning bush, are not 
only highly unsympathetic to Moshe the individual man, but also extremely 
unrealistic were we to view Moshe’s story in human, naturalistic terms. Why should 
Moshe’s reaction at the literal beginning of his prophetic career, during his very first 
Revelatory experience, be expected to be as mature and sophisticated as his later 
confrontations with the Divine? When he comes upon the burning bush in Shemot 3, 
Moshe has no previous experience with HaShem, and would quite understandably 
react with fear and feel intimidated when he suddenly realizes what is happening to 
him. The burning bush was an oddity that attracted his attention, but did not 
necessarily prepare him for a miraculous interaction with God. When he comes closer 
to inspect this curious phenomenon, he hears a “Voice” Emanating from the bush, 
again hardly an everyday occurrence. And when the “Voice” Begins to instruct him 
regarding a mission to Egypt to redeem the Jewish people, why should we expect 
him to do anything other than cower and cover his eyes? It is difficult to understand 
why the commentators critical of Moshe’s reticence, demand from him to already be 
at this point a “full-blown” prophet, prepared to deal with God in a self-assured and 
forthright manner, and failing to do so, deserving of future punishment.  
 
Therefore, rather than being concerned with a logical, understandable rendition of 
the verses describing Moshe’s evolution as a prophet, those that attribute HaShem’s 
negative Response to Moshe’s request in Shemot 33 as a consequence of his original 
fear and insecurity evidenced in Shemot 3, view the prophet’s early reticence as 
symbolic of an overall human attitude which they wish to challenge. Rav Kook offers 
an intriguing rationale for the Talmudic and Midrashic dispute listed above.  
 

R. Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook, Ein AYaH on Berachot 7a 
It would appear that they are debating regarding what constitutes the 
central human perfection—is it the intellect, as represented by 
RaMBaM,12[12] who attributes all to knowledge, or ethical conduct 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
people are wallowing in difficulty, it is as if there is difficulty before Him, as it is said, (Yeshayahu 
63:9) “In all of their difficulty, there is difficulty to Him.”  

(This verse is particularly interesting since the prepositional contraction “Lo” (to Him) is 
spelled “Lamed” “Alef”, which connotes a negative/negation, i.e., “In all of their difficulty 
there is none to Him”, while it is read as if it is spelled “Lamed” “Vav”, meaning that 
God does “Feel”/”Empathize” with the troubles of the Jews. The tension between 
transcendence and immanence is thereby encapsulated in the nuance associated with 
this particular two-letter word.) 

And it is said, (Tehillim 91:15) “I will be with him in trouble.” And it is said, (Zecharia 2:12) 
“…For he that touches you (the Jewish people) touches the Apple of His (God’s) Eye (so to 
speak)”. When they went down to Egypt, the Divine Presence was with them…When they rose up 
from Egypt, the Divine Presence was with them…When they are wallowing in trouble, the Divine 
Presence is with them, so to speak, as it says, “…From the bush”.  

12[12]          Guide for the Perplexed 3:27 



and Divine Service, in accordance with the view (of the author, 
Rabbeinu Bachya Ibn Pekudei,) of “Chovot HaLevavot” (Duties of the 
Heart). According to R. Yehoshua ben Korcha, the height of human 
fulfillment is achieved by means of the intellectual development of the 
knowledge of God. Therefore he considers it a limitation and 
shortcoming on Moshe’s part when he evidences a lack of will to 
further understand HaShem (by covering his face rather than “looking” 
at the Divine Presence). By contrast, R. Shmuel bar Nachmani believes 
that the goal of all knowledge is ethical behavior stemming from the 
perfection of knowledge. Therefore a limitation of knowledge at a 
moment when one is expanding the parameters of one’s ethical 
conduct, demonstrated by Moshe by means of humility he 
demonstrates by covering his face,   should always be considered 
praiseworthy, and never deemed a fundamental flaw.  
 

Based upon R. Kook’s interpretation of Berachot 7a, when the Tora praises Moshe in 
various ways, R. Yehoshua ben Korcha and R. Shmuel bar Nachmani would choose 
different statements as representing the height of human achievement as embodied 
in Moshe: 
 

Shemot 33:11 
And God Spoke with Moshe “Face-to-face” as one would speak with his 
friend… (intellectual) 
 
BaMidbar 12:3, 7-8 
And the man Moshe was extremely humble, more so than anyone else 
on the face of the earth. (moral) 
 
…In all of My House he is faithful/trustworthy. (moral) 
 
“Mouth-to-mouth” I Speak to him, in a vision and not in riddles, and the 
Likeness of the Lord does he see… (intellectual) 
 
Devarim 34:10 
...Like Moshe who knew HaShem “Face-to-face”. (intellectual)  
 

I would contend that the citation by Eiruvin 13b of a Heavenly Voice Proclaiming 
“These and these are the Words of the Living God”, should be as applicable to the 
debate between R. Yehoshua ben Korcha and R. Shmuel bar Nachmani, as to the 
controversies between the schools of Hillel and Shamai, the disputants in Eiruvin. 
                                                                                                                                                                                     

The general object of the Law is twofold: the well-being of the soul, and the well-being of 
the body. The well-being of the soul is promoted by correct opinions communicated to the 
people according to their capacity.. 
The well-being of the body is established by the proper management of the relations in which we 
live one to another… 
Of these two subjects, the one, the well-being of the soul, or the communication of the correct 
opinions comes undoubtedly first in rank; but the other, the well-being of the body, the 
government of the state and the establishment of the best possible relations among men is 
anterior in nature and time… 
The second perfection of man consists of his becoming an actual intelligent being; i.e., he 
knows about the things in existence all that a person perfectly developed is capable of knowing. 
This second perfection certainly does not include any action or good conduct, but only knowledge, 
which is arrived at by speculation, or established by research.  
It is clear that the second and superior kind of perfection can only be attained when the first 
perfection has been acquired… 



While each of the disputants might try to make a case for a single perspective, each 
of us should strive to maximize our own spiritual growth by constantly engaging in 
the study of God and His Law, as well as enhancing our ethical and moral sensibilities 
in all that we do.  
 
Shabbat Shalom, and may we all aspire to emul  
 
 

 


